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Preface

after more than four decades, violent conflict has been absent from 
angola for four years. The key challenge for this richly endowed coun-
try in the decades ahead is to undertake the arduous transition from 
negative to positive peace. Given the legacies of colonial and post-co-
lonial violence, the achievement of positive peace is by no means guar-
anteed – at least not in the foreseeable future. This book highlights this 
challenge by analyzing some of the critical historical and contemporary 
factors hindering the attainment of positive peace in angola.

The book had a long gestation period. it is the culmination of years of 
research and writing about the political economy of angola’s turbulent 
transitions: first toward independence and statehood and, later, toward 
peace. over the years, the focus of my research has expanded from the 
relatively narrow relationship between oil and conflict to the political 
and economic dynamics of transition away from a system dominated 
by a single political party overseeing a command economy toward a 
system based on multiparty politics and free-market economics. i had 
not, initially, set out to write a book. But the number of requests i 
regularly received to write and speak about the conflict in angola sug-
gested that there was sufficient interest among scholars, students, and 
the general public to justify writing a book on the subject.

The book’s long gestation also reflects its ambitious scope. When 
analyzing angola’s conflict, it is not difficult to fall into the temptation 
of reducing the conflict to a single major analytical variable: whether 
ethnicity, ideology, resources, personality, and so on. such variables 
can, admittedly, be useful as lenses through which angola’s recent chal-
lenges can be viewed. undoubtedly, ethnicity played an important role 
in creating the conditions for the long civil war. likewise, the ideologi-
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cal rivalries that developed in the context of the wider global conflict 
between east and West during the Cold War contributed to the length, 
intractability, and lethality of angola’s conflict. But ideology alone can-
not explain why this particular conflict lasted for several decades. even 
when, ideology was no longer a major factor fueling global instability, 
angola did not follow international trends deemphasizing ideological 
differences as a way to resolve conflicts. instead, angola’s conflict only 
came to an end after the death of one its key personalities. This would 
appear to confirm the centrality of the personal level of analysis in un-
derstanding the dynamics of the conflict. But a focus on the personali-
ties is not sufficient to fully explain the causes, dynamics, and length of 
the conflict. peace, even of the negative kind, was delayed because war 
was too profitable for too many key domestic players. in other words, 
the availability of economic resources played a key role as well.

The book recognizes that multiple factors must be taken into ac-
count to gain a clear view of the big picture. such factors are all pieces 
of a complex puzzle. The process of putting all the pieces together was 
both challenging and enjoyable. admittedly, this is not a static puzzle 
because it is shaped by changing challenges facing angola.

Canton, N.Y., october 2006

assis Malaquias



Violent conflict has been the dominant feature in the last four decades of 
angola’s history, making it one of africa’s worst post-colonial tragedies. 
once justifiably regarded as a potential sub-regional leader in southern af-
rica, due to its considerable natural resources, it flirted instead with the 
possibility of becoming a ‘collapsed state’ for much of the first quarter cen-
tury of its existence as an independent state.

What started out in 1961 as a national liberation war to destroy an 
oppressive colonial system gave way, during the decolonization process 
in 1975, to a protracted civil war that over nearly three decades, mutated 
through various, increasingly violent, stages. These changes were primarily 
a consequence of the domestic participants’ changing strategies for achiev-
ing power. These changing strategies were, in turn, pragmatic responses to 
various regional and international developments such as foreign military 
interventions, the superpowers’ Cold War calculations, the end of the Cold 
War and the collapse of the former soviet union in 1991, and the end of 
apartheid in 1994. But beyond the strategic calculations, there were also 
real “greed and grievance” factors motivating the participants and sustain-
ing the conflict. in many respects, both grievance and greed have motivated 
the participants in the angolan conflict. Thus, if the anti-colonial phase of 
the conflict was driven mainly by the struggle over political and civil rights 
as well as economic opportunities denied by the colonial system to indig-
enous populations, the post-colonial phase was a consequence of the in-
ability of three nationalist groups – divided by ideology, ethnicity, region, 
social class, and race – to find a workable agreement on how best to share 
power and wealth after independence. two major consequences arose from 
this failure to share power and wealth: first, the new state was regarded as 
less than legitimate by a significant portion of the population that had no 
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political voice within a highly restrictive political system and consequently 
did not receive tangible benefits from it. second, it legitimized violence as a 
means to destroy what was perceived by those excluded from the system as 
an artificial, unfair, and undemocratic political construct. Jonas savimbi, 
the main rebel leader, was able to capitalize on these two factors in his 
overall strategy to challenge the post-colonial state.

The peculiarities of the rebellion led to a quick termination of hostilities 
after savimbi’s death in 2002. But this military outcome resulted in a proc-
ess for ending the civil war – cease-fire, demobilization of rebel forces and 
their integration into state structures – that excluded a broader political 
context for addressing the fundamental issues that ignited and sustained 
it. significantly, at the political level, the governing party still retains a 
near-monopoly while, at the economic level, the interests that emerged 
during the civil war to control national natural resource rents maintain 
their privileged position. This book explores how this lack of resolution 
over grievance and greed issues affects prospects for sustainable peace in 
post-conflict angola. specifically, how will these unresolved issues affect 
political reform, social reconciliation, and economic reconstruction aimed 
at restoring to health a society that has been so thoroughly ravaged and 
traumatized by violent conflict? 

admittedly, the prospects for sustainable peace in post-colonial an-
gola have never been better. savimbi’s death represented the symbolical 
end of the civil war that was confirmed by a rapid sequence of other equally 
momentous events including the capture and surrender of the remaining 
rebel leadership – leading to cessation of hostilities – and, consequently, 
the implosion and demilitarization of uNita,1 the rebel group savimbi 
had founded and led since 1966. savimbi’s violent departure from the na-
tional scene thus granted angola an opportunity to permanently break the 
post-colonial cycle of violence and begin a new era of peace and develop-
ment. This optimistic scenario, however, must be tempered by the fact that 
savimbi was only one, albeit important, element of a complex conflict that 
gripped a violent society. even before savimbi’s death, the civil war in an-
gola had already evolved into a major criminal enterprise. once regarded 
primarily as an ethnic conflict exacerbated by Cold War ideological rival-
ries, angola’s protracted conflict became a convenient cover under which 
the warring elites enriched themselves. Thus, although angola’s long post-
colonial agony has come to an end, this is true mainly as far as the civil 

1.  união Nacional para independência total de angola.



Introduction

13

war is concerned. The end of uNita’s rebellion simply provides angola 
with the best opportunity yet to finally create the conditions for sustainable 
peace and development. But, uNita rebels were not solely responsible for 
angola’s misery. since coming to power in 1975, but especially since the 
death of angola’s first president agostinho Neto in 1979, the governing 
Mpla2 has produced an increasingly corrupt and kleptocratic regime that 
systematically and illicitly appropriated a significant portion of revenues 
accrued from the sale of oil.

paradoxically, the violence – both physical and structural – inflicted 
upon the country by its rebels and robbers has helped to create important 
political and economic bases for state-building and indigenous-driven de-
velopment that were absent at the time of independence. post-colonial vio-
lence in angola, however devastating it was, served two critical conditions 
for a viable state. first, the civil war helped to develop a sense of national 
identity and common purpose as well as the acceptance of the legitimacy 
of the state as constituted and its structures of governance. second, it facili-
tated indigenous large-scale capital accumulation.

at the time of independence, the nationalist movements held three dis-
tinct and mutually exclusive visions for post-colonial angola. The visions 
put forth by fNla3 and uNita were heavily tinged by the ethnocen-
tric, regional, rural-based, and often racist views of their respective leaders. 
such views were antithetical to those held by Mpla. Mpla’s victory in the 
civil war can, therefore, also be interpreted as a victory of a more inclusive 
notion of nation and citizenship. But at a more basic level, the destructive 
dynamics of the war fused a nation together. undeniably, the effects of the 
long civil war on angola’s human fabric are pervasive, impacting directly 
or indirectly upon every citizen. for example, prolonged physical violence 
resulted in between 750,000 to 1 million war-related deaths. in addition, 
440,000 angolans sought refuge beyond national borders. But more than 
four million angolans were trapped inside the country as internal refugees. 
Most of these internally displaced people were forced out of the countryside 
and into relatively more secure urban areas. for the duration of the war, 
these individuals learned new modes of interacting with people from dif-
ferent regions and, in the process, forged a new sense of national identity 
that few other less violent processes could achieve. The indiscriminately 
destructive nature of the war had many other consequences as well whose 

2.  Movimento popular de libertaçâo de angola.
3.  frente Nacional de libertação de angola.
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visible effects include the large number of destitute war amputees and street 
children. less visible but equally important, the war also caused widespread 
social trauma as a consequence of war-related deaths of family members 
and the state of permanent personal insecurity. it is this collective trauma 
and insecurity – a direct consequence of the long violent conflict – that 
united most angolans in their desire to end the immediate suffering and 
the more long-term goals of regaining control over their lives as a first step 
to rebuilding families and communities in the post-colonial state. Thus, 
ultimately, the war also established the legitimacy of the post-colonial state 
and the structures of governance that had evolved since independence. 
Whereas at the end of colonialism the three nationalist movements with 
competing ideologies could stand as equals with different blueprints for the 
post-colonial project, the civil war helped to determine who would be the 
main architect of this project.

The civil war also helped to define the structures and dynamics of post-
colonial wealth accumulation. The massive exodus of the colonial economic 
elite was one of the consequences of the haphazard decolonization process. 
Thus, the new angolan state had to quickly devise ways to undertake its 
own processes of wealth accumulation. initially, inspired by its commit-
ment to Marxism, the governing Mpla entrusted this key responsibility 
upon the state itself. However, as in most countries that attempted simi-
lar approaches elsewhere, the angolan state failed to deliver in the area 
of wealth accumulation. Thus, beginning in the 1980s, the state began to 
devolve this responsibility to trusted individuals within the ruling elite. 
These individuals were given opportunities to – both licitly and illicitly 
– accumulate enormous fortunes. in addition, the dynamics of the civil 
war provided a most convenient cover for the government and the rebels 
to plunder the country’s vast resources without regard for accountability, 
let alone the development needs of the people they purported to govern 
and/or liberate. Thus, an estimated usd $1 billion/year in government re-
ceipts from oil production simply disappeared in the so-called “Bermuda 
triangle”, i.e. between the state oil company (soNaNGol), the central 
bank, and the futungo de Belas presidential palace. similarly, uNita 
rebels earned about usd $500 million/year in diamond revenues from the 
mines they controlled after the early 1990s. Thus far, most of these fortunes 
remain in offshore bank accounts. until recently, the relatively small por-
tions of the monies repatriated to angola were used in grotesque forms of 
conspicuous luxury consumption. However, increasingly, there are notice-
able signs that the wealth accumulated during the war is being used along 
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more developmental lines – in construction, light industries, services, and 
commercial farms.

although the end of the civil war has finally given angola an oppor-
tunity to fulfil its potential, important challenges remain. The country 
must overcome the twin cultures of violence and corruption that grew un-
checked during the civil war. for angola, escaping post-colonial corrup-
tion promises to be just as difficult as escaping post-colonial violence due 
to a combination of important factors. The onset of the civil war during the 
decolonization period prevented the citizens from moving beyond inter-
rogating and challenging an intrinsically oppressive and corrupt colonial 
society in need of thorough dismantling. instead, the war robbed society 
of alternatives for self-reinvention. even worse, it created conditions for 
the new self-appointed societal caretakers which were ideal for corruption. 
With the post-colonial state under domestic and international threat, the 
governing elites increasingly saw self-preservation as the dominant objec-
tive. The grand and revolutionary projects for societal transformations that 
inspired the anti-colonial war were postponed by the civil war. But the civil 
war may have done lasting social damage as far as corruption is concerned. 
The civil war period coincided with a large boom in oil and diamond pro-
duction. However, due to the general lack of transparency and accountabil-
ity partly caused by, and resulting from, the civil war, the monies accrued 
from the sale of oil and diamonds were captured by government and rebel 
elites respectively. alarmingly, though expectedly, the habit of corruption 
that was first embraced by the elites now dominates all levels of society with 
potentially serious negative consequences for social stability as well as po-
litical and economic development. from petty corruption – the demanding 
and/or acceptance of small bribes as a normal occurrence – to grand cor-
ruption whereby high officials appropriate large sums of public funds for 
private ends, angola faces a potentially more resilient and destructive foe 
than the rebels it battled for more than a quarter century. How society rids 
itself of this evil will determine the extent to which it can achieve sustain-
able positive peace and, possibly, the viability of the post-colonial state.

purpose and themes
This book reviews some key aspects of angola’s movement away from the 
political economy of conflict and kleptocracy toward sustainable peace. it 
suggests that the next critical step for angola after overcoming the violence 
imposed by the civil war involves the equally difficult process of changing 
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the nature of the state with the objective of eliminating the structural vio-
lence that oppresses and impoverishes the average citizen. Thus, one of this 
book’s key premises is that, to be sustainable, peace for angola must mean 
much more than the absence of war. it must also involve “the establishment 
of positive, life-affirming, and life-enhancing values and social structures” 
(Barash and Webel, 2002:3). in other words, angola must seek to achieve 
positive peace.

Negative and positive peace
peace is commonly viewed from either a negative or positive perspective. 
from a negative perspective peace can be defined simply as the absence of 
war, “a condition in which no active, organized military violence is taking 
place” (Barash and Webel, 2002:6). But peace can also be defined more 
positively not simply as absence of war but, additionally and critically, in 
terms of a positively defined condition of social justice (Galtung, 1969:183). 
positive peace, then, results in good management, orderly resolution of so-
cietal conflicts, and harmony associated with mature relationships (Bould-
ing 1978:3). in other words, the elimination of physical violence – whereby 
“human beings are hurt somatically, to the point of killing” (Galtung, 
1969:169) – is an insufficient condition for peace. peace also involves the 
elimination of psychological violence – i.e. “violence that works on the 
soul”, such as “lies, brainwashing, indoctrination of various kinds, threats, 
etc.” – as well as structural violence defined as social injustice (Galtung, 
1969:171). for Galtung, focusing on structural factors that prevent human 
beings from realizing their full potential – the “violence that works on the 
soul” – is just as important as focusing on the “violence that works on the 
body” (Galtung, 1969:169). during wars, for example, there are identifiable 
actors that actually perpetrate the physical violence which is measured in 
numbers of dead and injured – making it personal and direct. But struc-
tural violence can also kill, mutilate, hit or hurt (Galtung, 1969:170), albeit 
more “slowly, and undramatically” (Galtung and Hoivik, 1971:73). There is 
no denying that “misery in general and hunger in particular, erode and fi-
nally kill human beings” (Galtung, 1985:145). often, the numbers involved 
are similar to those produced by war. Galtung’s elaboration of structural 
violence is worth quoting at some length:

The violence is built into the structure and shows up as unequal power and 
consequently as unequal life chances. Resources are unevenly distributed, as 
when income distributions are heavily skewed, literacy/education unevenly 
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distributed, medical services existent in some districts and for some groups 
only, and so on. Above all the power to decide over the distribution of resources 
is unevenly distributed. The situation is aggravated further if the persons low 
on income are also low in education, low on health, and low on power – as 
is frequently the case because these rank dimensions tend to be heavily cor-
related due to the way they are tied together in the social structure (Galtung, 
1969:170).

Galtung is clear in arguing that this type of violence may not necessarily 
be intentional: “individuals may do enormous amounts of harm to other 
human beings without ever intending to do so, just performing their regu-
lar duties as a job defined in the structure” (Galtung, 1985:145). as Hoivik 
puts it more forcefully in other words, “the cause of structural violence lies 
in the structure of society itself” (Hoivik, 1997:60). Therefore, from this 
perspective, an agenda for building a more peaceful society would require 
a proactive and determined societal effort on the part of both state and 
citizens to eliminate the domestic causes of structural violence.

This notion of positive peace, more so than negative realist views, pro-
vides an appropriate conceptual framework for understanding important 
processes in countries like angola that must not only create conditions able 
to resist a relapse into war as the means for settling disputes but also har-
moniously work toward realizing the goal of achieving sustainable positive 
peace. specifically, for angola, this approach would suggest that the major 
post-civil war challenge is to build sustainable peace by dismantling the 
structural violence that has permeated society through much of the coloni-
al and post-colonial periods of this country’s history. in many respects, this 
challenge is not dissimilar to previous struggles for liberation – first, against 
colonialism, and then, after independence, against uNita’s insurgency. 
Much like colonialism and the post-colonial rebellion, the post-colonial 
state must now be thoroughly deprived of its ability to inflict structural 
violence upon its citizens. to put it positively, all citizens must have the 
freedom and the means to realize their full potential in life; they must all 
have the ability to control their destinies.

for angola, this new process of liberation requires, minimally, meeting 
and overcoming several important and concurrent challenges. a crucial 
first step involves uNita’s thorough transformation, even reinvention, 
into a viable political party while creating the socio-economic and political 
conditions that permanently prevent a relapse into conflict. The immedi-
ate first step in this direction has already been concluded and involved 
both disarming the rebel group and reintroducing former combatants into 
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civilian life. to the angolan government’s credit, these twin processes of 
disarmament and reintegration were conducted magnanimously so as to 
enable uNita members to peacefully fulfil their political, economic, and 
cultural aspirations within civil society with dignity. But preventing a re-
lapse into conflict will also necessitate a longer-term process of addressing 
the fundamental structural causes of the violence in angolan society, with 
particular attention given to how wealth, power, and opportunities are dis-
tributed. sustainable peace will require that all citizens – not simply the 
elites – have equal access to wealth and economic opportunities within an 
open, inclusive, and transparent political system. as currently structured, 
the angolan state mainly serves the ruling elite’s political and economic 
interests while the majority of the population survives in conditions of pov-
erty. in other words, now that uNita’s rebellion has come to an end, 
angolans are faced with the gigantic task of transforming a state that has 
acquired too many criminal traits. alas, simply ending uNita’s criminal 
insurgency and pruning the state of its criminal tentacles will not guaran-
tee sustainable peace unless both processes are accompanied by a concerted 
effort to bridge the many schisms that currently separate angolans.

The main theme of the book is sustainable peace after protracted civil 
war. sustainable peace requires more than war termination. War termina-
tion involves creating political, economic, social, and symbolic incentives 
for would-be combatants to opt out of war as a means to promote their 
political and economic interests. sustainable peace, the most important 
challenge for angola in the coming decades, involves more than war ter-
mination through cease-fires, peace accords, pact-making, and elections. 
it requires the building of social and political structures and frameworks 
that prevent a return to conflict. sustainable peace for angola will require a 
commitment from the key national actors to permanently play by the rules 
rather than defecting when those same rules appear not to favour them 
or when conditions are created to by-pass the rules through non-political 
means. indeed, it requires that the losers have guarantees that they will not 
be marginalized or otherwise punished. sustainable peace also requires de-
emphasizing politics as the easiest way for personal enrichment. alternative 
occupations and outlets must be found. in sum, sustainable peace requires 
the creation of conditions that, over time, nurture reconciliation while dis-
couraging conflict.
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structure of the book
This book is divided into nine chapters. Chapter 1 provides reviews on how 
three important legacies – human diversity, natural resource wealth, and 
colonialism – helped to shape angola’s political economy.

Chapter 2 analyzes the dynamics of physical violence and focuses on its 
main perpetrators – colonialism, and the nationalist movements. Colonial 
violence took various forms including slavery, forced labour, and anti-na-
tionalist counter-insurgency warfare. The nationalist movement, given its 
fractured nature, added important dimensions and layers of physical vio-
lence into society that survived the end of colonialism and transformed 
themselves into new forms during the post-colonial era. divided by pro-
found schisms – including ideology, ethnicity, class, and race – the libera-
tion movements were unable to create a united front against portuguese 
rule. Consequently, they spent as much effort fighting among themselves 
as they did fighting the colonial presence. More terribly, they brought their 
unresolved disputes into the post-colonial arena, thus setting the stage for 
a civil war that would last for 27 years after the departure of the colonial 
administration.

Chapter 3 focuses on the external dimension of the physical violence that 
has consumed angola, especially in the post-colonial period. The haphaz-
ard process of decolonization was not only defined by portugal’s precipi-
tous departure but also by the direct involvement of both the united states 
and the former soviet union as they attempted to install their respec-
tive surrogates in power with the help of willing client states. The united 
states provided support to both fNla and uNita through Zaire (now 
the democratic republic of Congo) and tacitly approved south africa’s 
backing of uNita. similarly, the former soviet union supported Mpla 
through Cuba.

Chapter 4 discusses the main agent of physical violence in post-colonial 
angola: uNita. it suggests that angola’s post-colonial conflict involved, 
primarily, a transformation of violence – both in terms of character and its 
target. from political violence to remove colonial occupation, angola now 
faced a criminal violence aimed at imposing a new form of oppression upon 
the same peoples in whose name the first war had been fought. although 
uNita’s poorly articulated justification for its long guerrilla campaign 
pointed to the governing elite’s monopoly on power and wealth, its original 
ideals for a more open and inclusive political system were soon overshad-
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owed by the rebels’ own transformation into a criminal enterprise. under 
savimbi’s erratic yet charismatic leadership, uNita underwent a long and 
agonizing period of political and military self-destruction. periodic and 
exhaustive purges robbed the group of its best and brightest political and 
military leaders. Thus, uNita’s own political and military blunders had 
predictable and inevitable implications for its long-term survival prospects. 
for example, at the political level, uNita’s unwillingness to clearly distin-
guish soft and hard targets during the civil war resulted in considerable ero-
sion of support even among the ovimbundu, the ethnic group the rebels 
claimed to represent. at the military level, the option to prematurely adopt 
a conventional posture against the government in the early 1990s, after its 
own defeat at the polls – even more so than its original option to participate 
in the civil war in 1975 – will be regarded as the rebels’ single most costly 
strategic failure, leading to their ultimate demise. This chapter also focuses 
on the political economy of violence to explain how uNita underwent its 
various adaptations and incarnations. it argues that, especially after inde-
pendence, uNita was primarily a guerrilla army occasionally masquerad-
ing as a political party. This group’s military character ultimately hindered 
its ability to play a more constructive role in post-colonial politics. post-
savimbi uNita had an excellent chance to reinvent itself as the champion 
of angola’s poor and marginalized. But, alas, it commited yet another char-
acteristic blunder by failing to understand that it could not reinvent itself 
with the leftovers of an old leadership committed to the goals and spirit, 
if not the methods, of uNita’s late leader. reinventing uNita means, 
first and foremost, transforming this group into an inclusive and demo-
cratic political party led by individuals capable of defining and articulating 
forward-looking national goals like, for example, how to reshape the state 
to serve the interests of all citizens, not mainly those of the elites. in other 
words, only radical change will ensure uNita’s continuing relevance.

Chapter 5 focuses on the main source of structural violence in angola: the 
Mpla regime. it sheds light on the forces that caused the Mpla regime’s 
own changes and how it transformed the character of the state – from 
the revolutionary zeal that characterized the immediate post-independ-
ence period to its current problematic condition. Mpla has abandoned 
its commitment to people-centred ideals in favour of a more elitist and, 
ultimately, kleptocratic system of governance. Now, both political power 
and the country’s vast oil wealth are concentrated in the hands of the presi-
dent and his small entourage of close friends and relatives. This group and 
its immediate clients adeptly used the civil war both as a source of direct 
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financial gains – through the appropriation of public funds for private uses 
and via the sizeable commissions involved in arms transactions – and as 
a convenient shield against demands for accountable and/or transparent 
governance. sustainable peace in angola will require the loosening of this 
elite’s stranglehold on power and wealth. With the civil war over, angola 
requires new leadership to win the major development struggles that lie 
ahead. as the last party congress demonstrated, Mpla is not ready to em-
brace new, capable and/or accountable leadership. Moreover, despite rhe-
torical pronouncements, Mpla is unprepared to reverse its drift away from 
its original people-centred ideals. although a return to Marxism-leninism 
is neither practical nor desirable, Mpla’s earlier focus on distributive jus-
tice must be recaptured to facilitate the attainment of economic develop-
ment, social harmony, and political stability. This will remain Mpla’s key 
challenge and its best option to sustain popular support in post-civil war 
angola.

Chapter 6 reviews angola’s attempts to achieve peace after independence. 
The main political forces in angola have consistently attempted to recon-
cile their differences through pact-making. But they have all failed! peace 
was finally achieved on the battlefield, not at the negotiating table. What 
led to the failure of various peace agreements was not simply uNita’s re-
calcitrance. Those peace agreements dealt almost exclusively with the basic 
arithmetic of political power-sharing defined in terms of how government 
posts would be shared. This was the easy part because, for the main pro-
tagonists in the civil war, defeat was not measured simply in political and 
military terms. it also meant the real possibility of relegation to the mar-
gins of the political system, or worse, due to lack of independent sources 
of funding. in other words, the loser would depend on the generosity, not 
simply magnanimity, of the victor. Therefore, since, in its last stages, the 
war had become a contest for valuable resources, lack of access to revenues 
through legal channels created important incentives for renewed violence. 
in other words, control of angola’s vast oil and diamond revenues was also 
very much at stake, but this issue was not given adequate attention. This 
peculiarity systematically operated to sabotage the peace processes.

Chapter 7 focuses on the challenges of post-conflict governance in a di-
vided society and suggests that how angola deals with the issue of ethnic 
identity, a perennial backburner with tremendous explosive potential, will 
significantly impact upon the prospects of post-conflict peace. like most 
african countries, angola is also fractured along ethnonational lines. Co-



Assis Malaquias

22

lonialism forcibly included within angola several would-be nations with 
distinct histories and aspirations. it is unrealistic to expect that these com-
munities will fizzle out any time soon especially when the state – given its 
problematic patterns of distributing both wealth, power, and opportunities 
– is not particularly friendly to the average citizen. it is not inconceivable, 
therefore, that a state like angola, brittle by birth and further enfeebled by 
nearly three decades of civil war, may succumb to the centrifugal forces of 
ethnonationalism. Chapter 7 looks at possible ways of reconciling ango-
la’s many pre-colonial ethnic communities with the modern post-colonial 
project of nation-state building.

ultimately, the success of the post-colonial nation-state building project 
that has now been given another chance in angola will greatly depend on 
how the citizens perceive this undertaking. The perception that this process 
will result in the erection of a citizen-friendly state will go a long way in 
ensuring a successful outcome. otherwise, as has occurred in several other 
african countries, discontent will fan residual violence into acquiring new 
shapes and forms. The post-colonial state must, therefore, constantly build 
avenues that facilitate a necessary organic connection with citizens – to 
seek both their input and endorsement of the policies that, at the end of 
the day, must be designed for their benefit. in other words, the state must 
seek to actively promote and protect wide social sites and spaces commonly 
know as civil society. This discussion is the focus of Chapter 8.

While domestic civil society can act as a critical stabilizing factor that pre-
vents future eruptions of physical violence, long-term sustainability will 
continue to depend largely on international involvement from all key global 
actors as angola overcomes the devastating effects of civil war. Therefore, 
Chapter 9 returns to a discussion of the external dimensions of sustainable 
peace. specifically, it suggests that to achieve broad national reconciliation 
and sustainable peace at the domestic level, angola must re-calibrate its 
foreign policy towards an open engagement with major international pow-
ers like the united states as well as other key global players, especially the 
international financial institutions (ifis).

in closing, the book reiterates that sustainable peace must be just. The 
ultimate challenge for angola is the building of a just society.



—  C H a p t e r  1  —

angola is a resource-rich country of 14 million people that occupies ap-
proximately 1,246,700 square kilometres on the atlantic coast of south-
western africa. even by post-colonial african standards, angola’s recent 
history is distinctive. prospects for post-colonial development have been 
conditioned by the hopes inspired by its rich human and natural endow-
ments and constrained by the country’s complex legacies.

endowments

The people

angola comprises several large ethnic communities, including the ovim-
bundu, Mbundu, and Bakongo – representing three-fourths of population 
– and several smaller communities like the lunda-Chokwe, Nganguela, 
Nyaneka-Humbe, ovambo, and the khoisan – the original non-Bantu 
inhabitants of the region from which portugal carved  out present-day an-
gola.

portuguese explorers first arrived at the mouth of the Congo river in 
1483, in their search for a maritime route to asia. By the time of first con-
tact with the portuguese, the peoples of this region of africa had developed 
several important kingdoms, including the kongo kingdom, encompass-
ing parts of three current african states: angola, the democratic republic 
of Congo, and the republic of Congo. in the late 15th century, the kongo 
kingdom was at the height of its power – dominating the west coast of 
central africa. ruled by a monarch, kongo was divided into six provinces, 
five of which had their own subordinate rulers. The central province of 
Mpemba was governed by the king personally and contained the royal city 
of Mbanza kongo. This city lay on a well-cultivated territory surrounded 
by many small villages. its population was once estimated to be as many 
as 100,000 people. The surrounding provinces were Nsundi to the north, 
Mpangu to the northeast, Mbata to the southeast, Mbamba in the south-
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west, and sonyo on the coast west of the capital (Birmingham, 1966:2). This 
kingdom’s origins can be traced back to the late fourteenth century when 
members of the Bakongo people crossed the Congo river south into north-
ern angola and established their capital at Mbanza kongo. from there, 
the Bakongo quickly increased their power by expanding geographically 
while granting a high degree of autonomy to the peoples they conquered, 
resulting in the creation of a powerful decentralized political entity with 
the kongo kingdom at its core.

immediately south of the kongo kingdom existed the Ndongo kingdom 
of the Mbundu people whose ruler, the Ngola a kiluanje, was a tributary of 
the kongo’s Manikongo. portuguese interest, and subsequent exploitation 
of this area and its people, peaked toward the latter part of the sixteenth 
century when paulo dias de Novais established a colonial settlement in lu-
anda in 1575. soon, the portuguese began to refer to the entire region under 
their control – both real and imaginary – as angola, a slight deformation 
of the Ndongo king’s title.

south of Ndongo, the ovimbundu people had created several impor-
tant kingdoms. known as “the most important african traders below the 
equator” (duffy, 1959:193), their trading caravans “traveled as far as the 
Congo river in the north, the kalahari desert in the south, and the great 
lakes of east africa, seeking slaves, ivory, beeswax, corn, and palm oil to ex-
change at the ports of Benguela and Catumbela for cloth, guns, and rum of 
european manufacture” (samuels and Bailey, 1969:115). The ovimbundu 
achieved great economic prosperity between 1874 and 1911 when they domi-
nated the rubber trade that had replaced the slave trade as a key sector in 
the regional economy. This prosperity, however, could not be sustained as it 
took place within a context of increasingly aggressive portuguese attempts 
to dominate the ovimbundu, especially after 1890 – in the aftermath of the 
Berlin Conference of 1884–5 that finalized the european partition of africa 
– when portuguese began to settle in Bié (Vie) and Bailundo (Mbailundu) 
in large numbers. in 1902, the Mbailundu king – Mutu-ya-kevela – led 
the last major effort against the portuguese who, by then, were expropriat-
ing ovimbundu land while subjugating them into forced labour. Mutu-
ya-kevela’s campaign delayed portugal’s ability to exercise full control over 
much of the central highlands for a decade. The portuguese eventually pre-
vailed and were able to establish effective control beginning in 1912. But 
full control over the kwanhama kingdoms, further south, did not occur 
until 1915. The lunda-Chokwe kingdoms, to the east of the ovimbundu, 
were also not conquered until the early 1920s.
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Currently, the Bacongo represent about 15 percent of angola’s popula-
tion and reside mainly in the northern provinces of Cabinda, Zaire and 
uige. The Mbundu, representing about 25 percent of the population, occu-
py the areas around the capital city, luanda, and east as far as the Cassanje 
area of Malanje province. The ovimbundu are, by far, the largest ethnic 
group. They represent 35 to 40 percent of angola’s population and dominate 
the areas with the highest population density in the country—the central 
plateau provinces of Huambo, Bie and Benguela. This ethnic diversity has 
dominated politics and society in angola since the first contact with eu-
ropeans. unfortunately, it has consistently been a source of weakness, not 
strength. for example, the ethnically diffused nature of resistance against 
portuguese encroachment and dominance facilitated the imposition of co-
lonial rule. although sporadic anti-colonial resistance took place during 
portugal’s presence in angola, the various kingdoms and chiefdoms threat-
ened by colonial domination were not able to create a united front. from 
this perspective, the disunity that characterized the anti-colonial move-
ment after WWii and the inability to establish an inclusive political system 
after independence has long historical antecedents. equally important, by 
forcibly including within their colonial possessions different ethnic groups 
with different histories and aspirations, colonialism set the stage for a very 
problematic process of state building in angola and elsewhere in africa af-
ter independence. regrettably, the main nationalist movements in angola 
(fNla, Mpla, and uNita) drew a significant portion of their follow-
ing from distinct ethnic groups in the country – Bacongo, Mbundu and 
ovimbundu – that once constituted distinct kingdoms: kongo, Ndongo 
and Bailundo respectively. 

Natural resources

endowed with rich agricultural land, abundant water resources, and im-
mense mineral resources, angola is potentially one of the richest coun-
tries in africa. as Campbell (2000:159) puts it, “the wealth of the country 
is now legendary”. scientific surveys have established that angola can be 
subdivided into five main regional geological units, each containing a dis-
tinct combination of valuable mineral deposits. The first geological unit, 
where pleistocene to Cretaceous marine sediments are deposited in a se-
ries of coastal basins, is located on the western margin of angola. These 
rocks hold the country’s oil reserves. The second region – containing Qua-
ternary to tertiary sedimentary cover rocks, comprising sand, quartzitic 
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sandstones, gravels and clay – extends over nearly half of angola, including 
the entire eastern part. Most of angola’s diamond production comes from 
these rocks. Third, Mesozoic to palaezoic sediments are found mainly in 
the Cassanje Graben, a north-central to north-western geological depres-
sion. diverse sub-volcanic and volcanic bodies occur, including kimberlites 
and carbonatites along a major south-west to north-east trend line across 
angola. fourth, upper proterozoic fold belts occur along the margins of 
angola’s precambrian shield, the most important being the West-Congo, 
damara and Maiombe-Macongo. They are characterized by the occur-
rence of base metal mineralisation and a variety of industrial minerals. 
fifth, lower proterozoic to archean rocks form the angolan, Maiombe, 
Cassai and Bangweulo shields and the kwanza horst. Granitic-gneissic ter-
rains, meta-volcano-sedimentary and meta-sedimentary (greenstone) belts 
can be differentiated. Complex lower proterozoic greenstone belts are 
present in south-central angola (riddler, 1997:16). in sum, angola has vast 
resources in gold, platinum, nickel, chrome, iron, copper, manganese, kao-
lin, gypsum, quartz and zinc. The most important of the country’s natural 
resources, however, are oil and diamonds.

to fully grasp the significance of angola’s oil deposits, one should first 
take a broader continental overview. The continental margin of West africa 
comprises seven major oil producing areas or basins. They include: (1) abid-
jan, straddling Côte d’ivoire and the tano and meta sub-basins in Ghana; 
(2) offshore Benin, structurally defined by the romanche fracture Zone in 
the west and the okitipupa High (in Nigeria) in the east with the western 
flank extending to togo; (3) Niger delta, located between okitipupa High 
in the west and Cameroon in the east and including the rio-del-ray-
Cameroon-fernando po Basin; (4) Gabon Coastal, extending from the 
southern part of Cameroon, through equatorial Guinea to Gabon, where 
it is bounded to the south by the Gabon fracture Zone; (5) lower Congo, 
extending from Congo to angola, bounded to the north by the Gabon 
fracture Zone; and, (6) kwanza Basin, stretching along the entire western 
coast of angola (akinosho, 1999:34). Geologically, angola is situated along 
two of the most productive basins in africa: lower Congo and kwanza. 
Belgium’s petrofina made the first commercial oil discovery in 1955 at Ben-
fica in the kwanza basin. since then, twelve billion barrels of oil have been 
discovered. Major discoveries and aggressive exploration have made angola 
the second largest oil producer in sub-saharan africa after Nigeria.

angola’s diamond resources are possibly the largest in africa (premoll, 
1992:32) and the country is ranked among the top ones in the world in terms 
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of quality and its reserves, considered “virtually limitless and evaluation of 
their true potential will take years of prospection” (Helmore, 1984:530). 
diamonds were first discovered in angola in 1912. since then, about 700 
kimberlites have been identified throughout the country, most of them 
aligned along a southwest-northeast trend across angola into the demo-
cratic republic of Congo. More kimberlites are expected to be discovered 
by a combination of satellite image interpretation and ground geochemi-
cal exploration, modern techniques being used successfully in other major 
diamond producing countries. The erosion of kimberlite pipes, especially 
in lunda Norte province, has produced significant quantities of alluvial 
diamonds that can be mined with relatively unsophisticated, even rudi-
mentary, tools. The end of the war will enable the government to impose 
its rule in these diamond-rich areas and allow foreign investment to finally 
begin to flow again to explore angola’s large number of kimberlite pipes.

in important respects, angola’s wealth in terms of human resources 
initially enticed portuguese explorers to conquer the land while, later, the 
discovery of vast natural resources vindicated the early explorers’ decisions 
while also justifying continued colonial presence.

dynamics of occupation and resistance
Early colonial penetration

The rulers of kongo treated the portuguese who first landed on the shores 
of their kingdom not so much as explorers or conquerors but as citizens of a 
distant but equal power. indeed, soon after diogo Cão’s arrival, kongo and 
portugal exchanged diplomatic representatives. This initial diplomatic ex-
change quickly developed into a mutually beneficial relationship between 
the two sovereign entities. for example, kongo exported ivory and other 
goods to portugal in exchange for technical assistance. The relationship 
between the two countries grew even closer after the death of kongo’s king 
Nzinga Nkuwu in 1506. His successor – who adopted the portuguese name 
afonso – asked for portuguese support in various areas, particularly in 
education and religion.

alas, the mutually beneficial relationship between kongo and portugal 
soon changed as the explorers directed their attention towards exploiting 
kongo’s vast human and natural resources. The ensuing slave trade that 
soon came to dominate portuguese-kongo relations was a direct result of a 
fundamental shift – fuelled by commercial interests – in portugal’s impe-
rial calculus. slaves from kongo, not diplomatic relations, would enrich 
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the empire and thus help sustain its international relevance. for kongo, the 
slave trade marked the beginning of a painful descent, especially after the 
death of afonso in the 1540s. With their kingdom profoundly debilitated 
socially and weakened politically, the rule of kongo kings after afonso 
was characterized by instability and upheaval due to external invasions 
and internal wars of succession. a couple of other events sealed the fate 
of this kingdom. The first occurred in 1565 when portugal made explorer 
paulo dias de Novais a donatário (proprietary landlord) of angola (duffy, 
1962:50). from then on, as far as portugal was concerned, the kongo king-
dom was no longer a sovereign entity. kongo’s military response to por-
tugal’s manoeuvers was ineffective due to the kingdom’s unstable internal 
situation. in 1665, the portuguese put a final end to this resistance with a 
decisive victory at the Battle of Mbwila, an event that marked the end of 
the kongo kingdom as a unified territorial and political entity.

as in the kingdom to the north, portugal’s newfound interests in 
Ndongo profoundly disrupted the kingdom’s social, political, and eco-
nomic bases. equally important, it also altered the relationships between 
Ndongo and kongo by influencing how the two kingdoms perceived each 
other. Thus, the Manikongo’s military incursion into Ndongo in 1556 can be 
interpreted as an attempt to reestablish kongo’s uncontested domination 
that existed prior to the portuguese arrival. But the Manikongo mispercep-
tion of his kingdom’s relative power ultimately led to the defeat of his army 
by a thitherto compliant satellite. after Ndongo’s victory, it sought full 
independence and was able to achieve it with portuguese help. However, as 
with the kongo before, portugal’s good relations with Ndongo were short-
lived. The explorers soon initiated attempts to militarily conquer Ndongo 
and, as in the north, explore the kingdom’s human and mineral resources. 
again, military resistance proved futile as the portuguese in 1671 captured 
the Ndongo capital of pungu-a-Ndongo.

in the sixteenth century, as the portuguese were finalizing the conquest 
of Ndongo, they were also coming into contact with the ovimbundu – a 
third major population group that inhabited the lands south of Ndongo. 
for much of the sixteenth century, the portuguese launched inland explor-
atory expeditions from their coastal base in Benguela which, by 1617, had 
evolved into a permanent colonial settlement.  These missions culminated 
with the establishment of an inland stronghold in Caconda in 1580 and 
porto amboim in 1584. from these outposts, portuguese explorers began 
a systematic penetration of the ovimbundu kingdoms in the late seven-
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teenth century. although, initially, portuguese explorers were motivated by 
the lure of mineral wealth, they soon turned to slavery.

like the kingdoms to the north, the ovimbundu were initially able to 
resist portuguese encroachment and domination. as early as 1660, kapango 
i, the king of tchiyaka, forced a portuguese expeditionary force to retreat 
before it could reach the central highlands. later, in 1718, the tchiyaka led 
a “coalition of kingdoms” to drive out the portuguese from their fortress 
in Caconda and from much of the region (Chilcote, 1967:72). although 
the portuguese successfully invaded the kingdoms of tchiyaka, Ndulu, 
and Mbailundu in the wars of 1774–1776, they did not succeed in fully 
dominating these kingdoms until the first decade of the twentieth century. 
indeed, some of these kingdoms prospered economically while keeping the 
portuguese at bay. The ovimbundu kingdoms, for example, parlayed their 
strategic location in angola’s central highlands as well as their military 
prowess and “aggressive entrepreneurial activity” into an important base 
for capturing significant opportunities to engage in trade of both humans 
and natural resources (Newitt, 1981:96). Colonialism effectively put these 
entities on a different and extraordinarily complex path of development.

Colonialism

after 1575, when portugal established a trading post in luanda, it attempted 
to penetrate the hinterland through various campaigns that often involved 
protracted military clashes with the local populations. The “final phase of 
conquest” whereby portugal was able to finally achieve military supremacy 
did not take place until between 1891 and 1918 (abshire, 1969:76). portugal’s 
effective administrative control over the entire colony was only achieved 
after World War ii due partly to a large influx of settlers. several colonial 
policies – in the areas of immigration, land expropriation, taxation, forced 
labour, cash crop production – ensured the settler community’s control of 
the main sources of wealth and power (Birmingham, 1982:344; de andrade, 
1982:80, Heywood, 1987:358; pitcher, 1991:43). This structure of exploitation 
also served as a base for the reordering of colonial social structures to per-
manently enrich the settler community while impoverishing and marginal-
izing local populations.

The marginalization of angola’s indigenous populations amounted to 
what has been described as portuguese apartheid (Cabral, 1982a:8–9). as 
in neighbouring south africa, settler colonialism in angola established 
highly unequal structures that placed the minority white settler commu-
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nity at the top of the social structure while indigenas (indigenous) angolan 
peoples were relegated to the very bottom with mulattos and assimilados oc-
cupying the middle levels. The colonial system robbed the indigenas of the 
ability to realize their potential by severely curtailing political, economic, 
and social rights. for example, although they constituted by far the major-
ity of the population, indigenas had no right to vote. furthermore, they 
were segregated into muceques (shantytowns), had to carry identity cards 
at all times, and were forced to pay a head tax, and were “subject to the 
obligation, moral and legal” to provide their “free” labour to the colonial 
authorities (Bailey, 1969:167). indeed, a master-servant relationship con-
stituted the socio-economic foundation of the colonial system in angola. 
even the assimilados could only aspire to go so far since the colonial legal 
framework clearly stipulated the highest levels a non-white could reach. as-
similation, therefore, became a constant reminder of the intrinsic violence 
of colonial society.

assimilation was a form of psychological violence against angolans in 
the sense that it involved an experience akin to “a process of cultural decom-
position that aimed at producing a colonial subject” (kabwegyere, 1972:303). 
assimilation separated angolans from their pre-colonial identities, values, 
and languages while teasing them with socio-economic and cultural con-
ditions they could never fully reach. Within a fundamentally oppressive 
colonial society, angolans could only achieve the purported goals of as-
similation – i.e. to be certified as “civilized” and thus become a portuguese 
citizen – by rejecting their past and embracing alien identities, values, and 
languages in what Mpla (1982:139) referred to as “cultural genocide”.

to become assimilado, an angolan had to comply with several stringent 
requirements:

The applicant had to be eighteen years of age and prove his ability to speak 
Portuguese. He had to demonstrate that he earned sufficient income for him-
self and his family. He had to be of good character and possess those qualities 
necessary for the exercise of the public and private rights of the Portuguese 
citizen. He had to submit a birth certificate, a certificate of residence, a certifi-
cate of good health, a declaration of loyalty, and two testimonies of his good 
character. In addition he had to be able to pay various fees and petty taxes 
which amounted to from ten to twenty pounds. The wife and children of the 
assimilado could also acquire citizenship if they spoke Portuguese and could 
demonstrate their good character (Duffy 1962:165).

from a pragmatic perspective, the assimilado status was appealing for 
many angolans because it could represent a small degree of freedom from 



Background

31

within the wider violence of colonialism even if it might concurrently 
heighten their suffering. Thus, with assimilated status, a person could 
“travel without permission; he did not have to pay the head tax; he was 
exempt from contract labour; he could, theoretically, receive the same pay 
as a european in the same government position; he could vote” (duffy, 
1962:165). But such a person would have to make a conscious decision to 
turn his or her back on those tangible and intangible factors that up until 
then defined him or her as a person – i.e. language, culture, community, 
etc. in the end, after five centuries, the colonial order was able to assimilate 
less than 1 per cent of angolans partly due to the many systemic restrictions 
and impracticalities but also due to the unwillingness of many angolans 
to reject their identities. in practice, however, this policy further divided 
angola society. Now, to the various existing socio-economic, regional, and 
ethnic divisions, another – assimilated vs. non-assimilated – was added. 
But even assimilados did not constitute a homogenous group; they were 
further divided into the “assimilated-object”, and the “assimilated group” 
(da Cruz 1982:76).

The “assimilated-objects” included civil servants and employees in com-
merce and industry. They were heavily represented by mulattos who could 
trace their lineage to families that had accumulated wealth in the early 
stages of the colonial economy, including in the slave trade. since the por-
tuguese constituted less than 1 percent of angola’s population until 1940, 
the mulatto population had enjoyed a certain advantage in the colonial 
racial pecking order. specifically, since the colonial authorities depended 
on both their skills and loyalty, they occupied a variety of low-level man-
agement positions in both government and the private sector. However, 
around 1950, the mulatto usefulness for the colonial administration began 
to diminish as the proportion of the settler population slowly rose to about 
2 percent, surpassing the number of mulattos. a lowering of their social sta-
tus followed this decline in colonial usefulness. since the main preoccupa-
tion of the colonial regime was to look after the interests of the settlers both 
at the political and economic levels, portugal had no qualms about restrict-
ing the realm of activities open to mulattos. in the zero-sum calculus of 
colonialism, this would lead to more opportunities for white settlers. Thus, 
two highly restrictive regulations were introduced into colonial labour pol-
icies in angola. first, a higher educational competency level was required 
to hold administrative and managerial positions. second, and even more 
restrictively, the 1921 colonial administration divided the civil service into 
two branches – european and african – and assigned mulattos and african 
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assimilados to the latter, with little hope of ever advancing beyond the level 
of clerk first-class. This successfully protected virtually all well-remuner-
ated government jobs for the settlers. for the mulattos who tended to iden-
tify themselves with the settlers for various social and economic reasons 
this racial demotion was both devastatingly humiliating and frighteningly 
disempowering. understandably, this group of angolans – once beneficiar-
ies of the colonial system – became radicalized and emerged as important 
leaders in the anti-colonial struggle. They would also be consistently at 
odds with the second group of assimilados da Cruz identified.

The second group of assimilados included people who, “were destined 
in the colonial context to attain social and economic success” (da Cruz 
1982:76) because they had access to education, including specialized train-
ing, both at home and abroad. after the second World War, the colonial re-
gime increased the numbers of african students allowed into the education 
system. also, since the late 1800s, there had been several foreign missionary 
schools in angola. These missionary schools, in particular, were instrumen-
tal in educating thousands of angolans as teachers, nurses, clerks. Many 
of them were then able to compete for government and private sector jobs. 
although most did not succeed, some found jobs working for railways, 
ports, road construction companies, hospitals, and so on. By the 1950s, 
there was a critical mass of urban africans who aspired to achieve their 
full potential within various spheres of colonial society and demanded the 
space to do so. More important, given settlers’ resistance to these demands, 
many individuals were willing to use various means to achieve greater ac-
commodation within colonial society, not necessarily its overthrow. This 
explains da Cruz’ lament that the majority of the members of the second 
group “display behaviour similar to that of the petty bourgeoisie” due to 
their social condition, education, psychology and “the social functions to 
which they aspire” (da Cruz 1982:76). Beyond his lament, however, da 
Cruz made an even more important point by indicating that these two 
groups’ respective interests and social conditions gave them different per-
spectives on colonialism. Consequently, they also approached the solutions 
to the colonial question differently. While the majority of the assimilated-
object group “rejected colonialism in their innermost behaviour”, members 
of the second group simply “opposed colonialism on the basis of patriotism, 
self-interest, or even solidarity” (da Cruz 1982:76). This critical distinc-
tion had major implications for both the inter- and intra-nationalist group 
violence that plagued the anti-colonial movements and which carried over, 
with much lethality, into the post-colonial period.
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The leaderships of the main liberation movements were drawn from the 
two sub-sets of assimilados. The Mpla leadership was dominated by the 
first group. The second group of run-of-the-mill assimilados, on the other 
hand, dominated the leaderships of fNla and uNita. Thus, social ex-
traction – in addition to ideology, race, ethnicity, and region of origin – is 
an important dimension for understanding the violence among the main 
nationalist movements in angola and their inability to build a united front 
against the repressive and violent colonial system.

Nationalism

The colonial regime was jolted in May1926 by a right-wing military coup 
that led to the establishment of a one-party regime, known as Estado 
Novo (New state), that survived under several leaders until it was finally 
overthrown by another military coup – this time led by middle-ranking 
left-wing officers – in april 1974. The Estado Novo, especially through its 
Colonial act of 1930, changed the relationship between portugal and its 
“overseas possessions”. Those territories became “provinces”, and were re-
garded as integral units of both the portuguese nation and the colonial 
state. for portugal – a decaying, resource-poor empire – this constituted a 
convenient way to continue exploiting conquered territories. it was also an 
attempt to imbue settler colonialism with a legalistic aura that could jus-
tify the repression of any challenge against “national integrity”. However, 
ultimately, increasing repression only served to heighten the determination 
of angolans to seek freedom from the oppressive and humiliating colonial 
stranglehold. 

during the 1930s and 1940s, several social, cultural, and sports groups 
emerged in colonial angola, particularly in urban areas, with the purport-
ed aim of coordinating various emerging forms of anti-colonial resistance. 
These associations, including lNa and aNaNGola, became important 
sites for aggregating and articulating revolutionary ideas arising from con-
tinuing and intensifying colonial exploitation, violence, and humiliation, 
especially the tensions arising from the large influx of settlers after the end 
of WWii. in the 1950s, these associations increasingly acquired a politi-
cal character due to the internal effects of colonialism as well as external 
factors, especially the wave of european colonial disengagement in africa 
that started in Ghana in 1957. in many important respects, associations 
like lNa and aNaNGola were the embryos of the nationalist move-
ments that led the armed anti-colonial struggle which started in 1961. as 
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discussed below, serious cleavages prevented these groups from creating a 
united anti-colonial front, with important implications both for the con-
duct of the liberation war and the post-colonial nation-building project.

The anti-colonial war came to an end not on the battlefield but as a 
result of the 1974 military coup in portugal mentioned above. tired and 
dispirited by the long colonial wars – not only in angola but also the better 
organized and more deadly nationalist wars led by paiGC in Guinea-Bis-
sau and freliMo in Mozambique – a group of mostly middle-ranking 
left-wing officers deposed the regime that had ascended to power via the 
1926 right-wing military coup and installed a left-leaning regime com-
mitted to a rapid decolonization process. The new regime quickly, albeit 
haphazardly, undertook the difficult decolonization process whose success 
hinged not so much on colonial disengagement as cooperation among the 
nationalist groups within a transition government that would pave the way 
to elections – then regarded as the first step to post-colonial peace, sta-
ble governance, and development. regrettably, given the complex societal 
fissures inherited from colonialism – including deep divisions among the 
nationalist movements and their propensity for violence against each other 
– the decolonization process soon degenerated into a killing frenzy before 
stabilizing into a long and equally deadly civil war. one of the nationalist 
groups, Mpla, eventually emerged victorious in the narrow sense that it 
held on to the capital city and was able to inaugurate the new state. But 
the legacies of the long colonial period effectively hampered this new state’s 
ability to  fulfil the aspirations of its newly emancipated citizens.

The colonial legacy
The length and nature of the portuguese colonial presence in angola left 
a legacy which has constrained angola’s development. for over 500 years, 
the portuguese colonial system was based on the exploitation of angola’s 
human and natural resources. The longevity of the colonial presence is, to 
no small extent, a testament to portugal’s ability to adapt to the opportuni-
ties of the colonial enterprise. for portugal in angola, these opportunities 
revolved around the slave trade, coffee, and oil. The exploitation of these 
resources not only greatly helps to define the nature of colonialism, it also 
goes a long way to explaining its endurance.

as discussed in the next chapter, the slave trade, mostly to Brazil, de-
fined the first period in angola’s existence as a portuguese colony, and 
lasted until 1870. The abolition of slavery marked the beginning of the 
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second period which also coincided with the push to consolidate territorial 
occupation and establish effective colonial administration throughout an-
gola. These processes gained considerable speed after World War ii when 
portugal increasingly relied on both settler immigration and indigenous 
forced labour – “contrato” – as the cornerstone of its colonial “development 
policy” for angola. Hundreds of thousands of settlers were encouraged to 
migrate to angola where they seized the colony’s best agricultural land and 
helped to expand the booming agricultural sector dominated by coffee pro-
duction. The resulting coffee boom in turn led to further settler migration 
to angola. favorable prospects for external trade, combined with new colo-
nial policies for industrial regulation, agricultural incentives, labour laws, 
and monetary policy, led to a dramatic increase in the settler population 
after World War ii: from 44,000 in 1940 to approximately 325,000 by 1974 
(World Bank 1991:176). But given portugal’s own condition of economic 
under-development, this colonial migration was problematic inasmuch as 
“over half of the 325,000 white settlers had never gone to school and the 
vast majority of the rest had less than four years of education result[ing] in 
the portuguese occupying almost every position in the modern economic 
sector from engineers and doctors to taxi drivers” (World Bank, 1990:175). 
Therefore, indigenous angolans had few employment opportunities within 
the formal sector of the colonial economy. fewer still were able to acquire 
professional training.

a third period began as a result of portugal’s response to the anti-co-
lonial armed struggle and coincided with a liberalization of the colonial 
economy allowing rapid oil-driven industrialization to take place in con-
junction with the coffee economy. The uprisings of 1961 in angola forced 
portugal to reconsider its long-term presence in the territory. Not willing 
to follow the example of other colonial powers, however, portugal began to 
take serious steps towards further integrating angola’s economy into that 
of the metropolis through increased investment in agriculture, mining, 
manufacturing, and transportation. problematically for angola’s long-term 
development prospects, however, this integration involved an expansion of 
the settler community’s power and wealth while continuing to relegate the 
indigenous populations to the margins of the economy and society.

The last phase of portuguese colonialism in angola – from the start of 
the armed struggle in 1961 until the disintegration of the portuguese em-
pire in 1974 – coincided with a period of economic boom in the colonial 
economy. angola’s fertile lands and vast network of rivers provided great 
incentives for the development of commercial agriculture, especially cof-
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fee production. increased investments during the 1960s, as well as highly 
favourable world prices for this commodity, created a boom in coffee pro-
duction and consolidated angola’s position as the second largest african 
producer of coffee. in 1973, the last full year of portuguese administration, 
angola exported 218,660 metric tons of coffee. other important cash crops 
included sisal, cotton, sugar, cassava, bananas, coconuts, beans, tobacco, 
wheat, rice, millet, sorghum, fruits, cocoa, and peanuts. livestock produc-
tion experienced a sharp increase after the introduction of disease-resistant 
breeds. angola had approximately 4–5 million head of cattle in 1973. tim-
ber production was also making an important contribution to economic 
growth in the pre-independence period. Most of the timber resources are 
concentrated in the tropical rain forests of the Cabinda enclave, where ma-
hogany and other valuable species are found. By 1973, production of logs 
had reached 555,149 cubic metres.

The industrial sector in angola was also developing very rapidly during 
the last years of portuguese domination. The extractive industries ranked 
immediately behind agriculture in terms of importance to the economy. 
portugal relied on foreign capital to undertake large-scale mining opera-
tions. These large foreign companies holding concessions with exclusive 
prospecting and exploitation rights over vast portions of the country were 
instrumental in the production and development of some of angola’s most 
important mineral resources: oil and diamonds. at the time of independ-
ence, angola had a respectable manufacturing industry geared almost ex-
clusively to the production of goods for the domestic market. The process-
ing of local agricultural products such as food crops, sisal, cotton, and to-
bacco, was the principal form of manufacturing activity, comprising 36 per 
cent of the gross production value of the industrial sector in 1973 (Herrick 
et al., 1967:298). 

The portuguese colonial authorities also made significant investments 
in the transportation sector. By 1973 there were 72,300 kilometres of roads 
in existence. of these, 8,500 kilometres were paved and 27,300 kilometres 
had an improved gravel or dirt surface, thus allowing for year-round usage. 
The remaining 36,500 kilometres were made up of dirt roads. earlier in the 
20th century, portugal laid the foundations in angola for one of the best 
railway infrastructures in africa. The first railway – the luanda railway 
– was initially only 275 kilometres long, running from luanda to ambaca. 
By the end of the colonial period it had doubled in length. Construction of 
a second railway, the Moçamedes railway, began in 1905. This railway was 
designed as an instrument to establish portuguese control over the southern 
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portion of the territory and facilitate the exploration of important mineral 
resources in the area, mainly iron ore. The Benguela railway – the crown 
jewel of the country’s transportation system – is the main railway in ango-
la. Construction of this railway started in 1912. This 1,340 kilometre railway 
stretched from the port-city of lobito on the atlantic coast to the border 
with Zambia where it connected with the railway systems of neighbouring 
countries. angola’s transportation infrastructure also included four impor-
tant commercial ports and dozens of airports. By the time of independence, 
then, angola had what appeared to be a strong economic base. However, 
given the dynamics of colonial exploitation – i.e. the centrality of the set-
tler community and the marginalization of indigenous communities – this 
economic base was unsound. The exodus of the portuguese settlers during 
decolonization precipitated an economic collapse whose consequences are 
still felt after almost three decades.

Portuguese exodus and economic decline

The exodus of the portuguese settler population from angola represented 
a serious setback for the new angolan state. The portuguese and their de-
scendants constituted a community of about 340,000 out of a total popula-
tion of approximately 6 million at the time of independence. By early 1976, 
300,000 of these settlers had left angola (Bhagavan, 1986:7). This exodus 
was caused primarily by the heightened anxiety resulting from the violence 
and uncertainties that characterized angola’s transition to independence.
to understand the impact of this exodus it is important to consider that the 
settlers controlled literally all political and economic life in the colony. The 
majority of the african population was segregated and relegated into a state 
of permanent dependency within the colonial political economy. on the 
eve of independence, then, angola was left without the people – business-
people, commercial farmers, senior and mid-level civil servants, engineers, 
doctors, teachers, shopkeepers, and many other skilled personnel – who 
had organized and controlled most political and economic activities in 
the country. Making matters worse, the departing settlers took with them 
“every asset that could be transported” (World Bank 1991:6).

The departure of the portuguese settlers led to drastic reductions in 
productive activities. The exodus of the settler population had its most im-
mediate and dramatic effect in the agricultural sector. Their commercial 
farms, as previously noted, constituted the principal suppliers of agricul-
tural products both for domestic consumption as well as for export. an-
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other important role of the settlers was that of intermediaries between the 
subsistence farmers and the urban and export markets, i.e., they bought 
agricultural products from the subsistence farmers and transported them 
to the major commercial centres where the products were shipped to the 
rest of the country and overseas markets. The removal of this crucial link in 
the chain of agricultural production and distribution caused major short-
ages in the supply of agricultural goods throughout the country. predict-
ably, the mass departure of the portuguese settlers precipitated the onset 
of a major economic downturn: between 1974 and 1976 “every sector of 
the economy experienced sharp output declines” ranging up to 100 per 
cent (World Bank 1991:6). The post-colonial state was mostly unprepared 
to meet this challenge, especially since its attempts were hampered by the 
onset of a protracted civil war.

Civil war
The major political, military, economic, and social problems that conspired 
against the post-colonial state were glaringly visible at the time of independ-
ence from portugal on 11 November 1975. The political crisis surrounding 
the granting of independence to angola arose from the three main nation-
alist groups’ inability to form a united front during the fourteen-year strug-
gle against portuguese colonialism. This was compounded by their failure 
to agree on a power-sharing formula for a post-colonial political system.

When a group of disgruntled young officers of the portuguese armed 
forces overthrew the regime of Marcelo Caetano in lisbon on 25 april 1974, 
the nationalist movement in angola was in disarray. unlike in Mozam-
bique and Guinea-Bissau – the other portuguese colonies in africa where 
the colonial power was on the defensive due to the greater cohesiveness and 
organizational skills of freliMo1 and paiGC2 respectively – the libera-
tion movement in angola was not on the verge of defeating the portuguese 
army. although the anti-colonial armed struggle against portugal started 
in angola in 1961, endemic disagreements fueled by personal jealousies, 
ethnic/racial differences reflecting the various social bases of the nationalist 
groups, and ideological antagonisms reflecting their external help within 
the Cold War context – i.e., Mpla, fNla and uNita were supported 
by the former ussr, the usa, and China respectively –seriously hindered 

1. frente de libertação de Moçambique (front for the liberation of Mozambique).
2. partido africano para a independência da Guiné e Cabo Verde (african party for 

the independence of Guinea and Cape Verde).
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the nationalist movement’s ability to pose a real military threat to portu-
gal’s colonial rule. divisions between the nationalist groups were further 
exacerbated by deep internal schisms: by the early 1970s, Mpla had split 
into three factions and fNla had spawned uNita.

Given the highly fractured nature of the nationalist movement in an-
gola and consequent inability to take advantage of the momentous changes 
brought about by the collapse of the colonial regime, many of the unresolved 
problems that marred the liberation struggle were brought unchecked into 
the realm of post-colonial politics with calamitous consequences. The three 
liberation groups rejected post-colonial peaceful coexistence and power-
sharing and each attempted to usurp the political power left up for grabs 
by inviting in foreign armies to crush the opposition. Thus, Mpla, fNla, 
and uNita welcomed Cuban, Zairian (and western mercenaries), and 
south african armies respectively into angola in the months leading up 
to independence.

at independence angola had essentially three governments: Mpla 
backed by Cuban troops controlled luanda, the capital, and little else; 
uNita controlled Huambo, the second largest city and several southern 
provinces with south african help while fNla, supported by Zairian 
troops, held the northern provinces.

in the early stages of this internationalized civil war Cuban troops pre-
vailed over the south african and Zairian armies. demoralized and hu-
miliated for failing to install their respective allies in power, both the south 
african and the Zairian armies retreated within months of independence. 
However, independence and the defeat of uNita/sadf and fNla/Zair-
ian armies in 1976 constituted a short pause in the civil war. The new ango-
lan state was forced to survive under constant external military threat. This 
threat to the new angolan state was closely linked with the south african 
apartheid regime’s policies in southern africa after the collapse of the por-
tuguese settler regime and the instrumentalization of uNita by external 
powers – especially south africa but also the united states – as a proxy in 
their regional destabilization strategies.

at the end of the initial phase of the civil war (1975–1976) uNita 
was virtually destroyed and Mpla was ready to consolidate its power. The 
coming to power of p.W. Botha in south africa, however, thwarted this 
aspiration. until becoming prime minister in september 1978, Botha had 
been south africa’s defence minister. as such he supervised south africa’s 
disastrous 1975–76 intervention in angola’s civil war. as prime minister, 
Botha’s regional policy was based on the white regime’s “total strategy” de-
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signed to prevent a perceived “total onslaught” by communist forces in the 
region. The implementation of the “total strategy” relied heavily on special 
forces, covert operations and proxy armies like uNita.

Broadly, “total strategy” was a comprehensive set of policies designed 
by the apartheid regime to ensure its survival, through a combination of 
reform and repression, in the face of several developments that confronted 
south africa in the 1970s. first, domestically, apartheid was confronted 
with the re-emergence of new forms of organized, large-scale black opposi-
tion to the racist regime. The 1976 soweto uprising heralded both a new 
phase in the liberation struggle and its bloody repression demonstrated the 
regime’s determination to use any means to preserve the status quo. sec-
ond, also at the domestic level, restrictions on the mobility and training of 
black labour threatened to aggravate an increasingly untenable economic 
situation. Third, regionally, the collapse of portuguese colonialism and the 
independence of angola and Mozambique under socialist governments 
showed that apartheid south africa’s position in the region was increas-
ingly imperilled. finally, at the international level, the growing condem-
nation of south africa and its isolation from its major allies indicated the 
need for dramatic changes.

The “total strategy” ultimately failed because it was inherently prob-
lematic at various levels. it was particularly problematic inasmuch as it at-
tempted to internationalize the problems confronting the apartheid state. 
The main proponents of this strategy argued that the source of instability 
and conflict, both inside south africa and across the region, was neither 
apartheid nor colonialism but external intervention. Therefore, from this 
perspective, it was necessary to ensure that neighbouring states refrained 
from actively supporting the armed liberation struggle for south africa 
and Namibia and that no “communist” power gained a political or military 
foothold in the region. angola became a prime target in south africa’s total 
strategy primarily because its Marxist regime allowed both the aNC and 
sWapo to set up bases and carry out military operations from bases in it. 
Just as troubling for south africa was the presence of thousands of Cuban 
troops and soviet military advisers in angola.

Beginning in 1980 – partly as a response to regional changes including 
Zimbabwe’s independence under robert Mugabe’s ZaNu – the sadf 
moved away from mere small-scale assistance to uNita to large military 
operations inside angola. Thus, in June 1980, the sadf launched Opera-
tion Skeptic in response to an alleged increase in sWapo attacks in north-
ern Namibia from its bases in southern angola. This operation marked 
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the beginning of continuous large-scale sadf operations in angola. an 
important side-effect of such operations was to revitalize uNita. advanc-
ing behind sadf, uNita occupied territory and kept most weapons cap-
tured by the south african army. several towns in the Cuando-Cubango 
province – including Mavinga, Cuangar, and luenge – were thus “liber-
ated” by uNita in 1980. in august 1981, sadf launched Operation Protea 
which was followed in November by Operation Daisy. These invasions pro-
vided the smoke-screen for uNita to consolidate its base in Cuando-Cu-
bango, make significant advances in Moxico province, and begin intensive 
guerrilla operations in the populous and agricultural rich central plateau. 
This enabled uNita to intensify guerrilla activity across the country and 
caused the Mpla government to become increasingly dependent on Cu-
ban military assistance to remain in power.

Major sadf interventions in angola escalated into the late 1980s. in 
1987, for example, sadf staged a massive intervention in response to a 
combined angolan-Cuban-soviet offensive that threatened the rebel base 
at Jamba. By 1988 the civil war had reached a high point with massive 
sadf intervention to save uNita from the advancing Mpla and crack 
Cuban units at the battle of Cuito-Cuanavale. This small military base 
witnessed what has been described as “the fiercest conventional battle on 
african soil since erwin rommel was defeated at el amein” (Campbell 
1989:1). a south african invasion force of approximately 8,000 troops 
equipped with heavy artillery, armoured cars and surface-to-air missiles 
had laid siege to Cuito-Cuanavale after sadf’s long-range artillery staved 
off an angolan army assault on the town of Mavinga. Had Mavinga been 
captured, the angolan army would have removed the biggest obstacle en 
route to uNita’s headquarters at Jamba. to defend Cuito-Cuanavale, the 
angolan army deployed 10,000 troops supported by the 50th division of 
the Cuban army and more than 400 tanks. The battle ended with a “crush-
ing humiliation” for the sadf who had become “trapped by the rainy 
season, bogged down by the terrain, and encircled” by angolan and Cuban 
troops (Campbell 1989:1).

The battle of Cuito-Cuanavale had a major impact in terms of re-in-
vigorating a stalled negotiation process. The intense military confronta-
tion demonstrated to Cuba and south africa – both small, sub-imperial 
interventionist forces – that unbearable loss of lives would be involved in 
protracted military engagements. Consequently, both countries accepted 
the american proposals for a “comprehensive settlement” in the region, 
involving both the withdrawal of Cuban troops from angola and the im-
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plementation of uNsCr 435/78 regarding Namibia’s independence. un-
fortunately, the settlement of the Namibian problem did not halt the esca-
lating war in angola. south africa and increasingly the united states did 
not give up the idea of installing uNita in power through military means 
if necessary.

american involvement in the angolan civil war heightened in the 1980s 
and was based on two policy initiatives – “Constructive engagement” and 
the “reagan doctrine”. Constructive engagement was the policy devised 
by the reagan administration to “help foster a regional climate conducive 
to compromise and accommodation in both southern and south africa” 
(Crocker, 1992:75). This policy emerged from the reagan administration’s 
view that southern africa’s problems were fundamentally intertwined and 
solutions to those same problems could only be found if that basic inter-
dependence was recognized. Those charged with implementing reagan’s 
policies in africa argued that the task of constructive engagement was 
“to demolish the myths and fantasies of violence which for decades had 
transfixed black and white south africans – the government’s ‘total strat-
egy’ against the ‘total Marxist onslaught,’ otherwise known as the aNC’s 
‘armed struggle’ campaign waged from neighbouring lands vulnerable to 
the sadf’s ‘destabilization wars’“ (Crocker, 1992:78).

Constructive engagement was intended to move beyond a simple con-
centration on the ultimate goals of the process of change taking place in 
the region – i.e. the establishment of non-racial post-settler political orders 
– to focus on the process itself by addressing the steps and sequences that 
might lead to it. in concrete terms, this policy committed the united states 
to “take seriously its responsibility to create a regional climate conducive to 
negotiated solutions and political change” (Crocker, 1992:77). This, for the 
united states, also involved forcing an end to “soviet-Cuban adventurism” 
in the region (Crocker, 1992:77).

if constructive engagement had a primarily politico-diplomatic tone, 
the parallel “reagan doctrine” had a manifest strategic and military ra-
tionale. it was conceived as “a full-blown, global campaign” for providing 
overt american support for anti-communist guerrilla movements around 
the world to exploit soviet “imperial vulnerabilities” at low cost (Crocker, 
1992:292). The reagan doctrine had an almost immediate impact on the 
angolan civil war, as it did in other parts of the world like afghanistan and 
Central america. Buoyed up by both the overt as well as covert american 
help, uNita significantly escalated its operations after 1985 until signing a 
peace accord with the government in 1991.
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in retrospect, the civil war in angola shows that the post-colonial state 
was not in a position to successfully carry out a counter-insurgency war. at 
the end of the anti-colonial war in 1974, Mpla had approximately 3,000 
guerrillas who formed the core of the post-colonial army. transforming 
poorly trained guerrillas into a well-trained professional army would have 
been a difficult task even in optimal circumstances, i.e. no external inva-
sions and civil war. Cuban and soviet advisers hastily attempted to form 
a well-trained professional army after independence. However, this army 
was simply not prepared to cope with the scale of the conflict in the 1980s 
partly because uNita had grown into a well organized military structure 
including conventional regular army and guerrilla units with significant 
external support including secure sanctuaries as well as generous logistic 
and back-up support from south africa and the united states. later, from 
the late 1980s, uNita acquired considerable wealth by mining angola’s 
vast diamond deposits and used it to procure the military means to take 
over the state. although the rebel group ultimately failed to overthrow the 
Mpla government, it largely succeeded in severely curtailing the angolan 
state’s administrative space and effectively destroyed the infrastructures in-
herited from colonialism.

in sum, at the end of the 1980s, a combination of domestic and interna-
tional factors was threatening the viability of the new and fragile angolan 
state. internally, angola faced a multidimensional crisis that hindered the 
state’s ability to carry out its basic functions. in this sense, the angolan 
state was on the verge of collapse: the civil war had paralyzed the state, ren-
dering it inoperative inasmuch as its reach and authority outside the capital 
and a handful of major cities were decreasing rapidly and resulting in its 
incapacity to provide security, let alone law and order, to citizens; the state’s 
authority was being challenged by a rebel group that ruled over a large por-
tion of the country with its population and had a working political-military 
apparatus together with an organized economy, albeit primitive; the legisla-
tive process became irrelevant since laws could not be implemented due to 
lack of state authority as well as the absence of discipline and control in the 
state bureaucracy; and the economy outside the oil sector was in a shambles 
due to a combination of historical factors and post-colonial policies. These 
domestic pressures were compounded by interrelated changes at the region-
al and global levels. The magnitude of the government’s domestic prob-
lems had reached such alarming proportions that their resolution could no 
longer be attempted through decrees from the capital. a more profound 
approach, involving fundamental transformations at all levels, was needed 
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to overcome this multi-faceted crisis. This eventually led to political as well 
as economic liberalization and, ultimately, the end of the civil war.



—  C H a p t e r  2  —

Violence – both physical and structural – has dominated angola’s post-co-
lonial history. This situation was not entirely unexpected because the major 
immediate forces that conditioned the new state’s character – especially the 
colonial order and, paradoxically, the national liberation movements who 
fought to overthrow it – were both violent. This violence increased in in-
tensity, especially after the mid-1970s as the liberation war metamorphosed 
into a civil war which, over nearly three decades, mutated through vari-
ous escalating stages. These mutations were primarily a consequence of the 
domestic participants’ changing strategies for achieving power which, in 
turn, represented pragmatic responses to various regional and international 
developments such as the military coup that deposed the colonial regime 
in portugal in april 1974, the superpowers’ Cold War calculations, the end 
of the Cold War in 1991, and the end of apartheid in 1994.

in addition to war, the post-colonial society has confronted an equally 
debilitating and resilient foe – structural violence – which may ultimately 
determine its long-term stability. escaping post-colonial structural violence 
will be just as difficult as escaping its colonial antecedents and the physical 
violence associated with the civil war due to a combination of internal and 
external factors. The onset of the civil war during the decolonization period 
robbed post-colonial society of opportunities for self-reinvention after the 
collapse of an oppressive and corrupt colonial society. even worse, the civil 
war presented the new post-colonial elites with ideal conditions for corrup-
tion and other forms of structural violence due mainly to two interrelated 
factors. first, with the post-colonial state under domestic and international 
threat, the governing elites increasingly saw self-preservation as the domi-
nant objective, leading to the postponement of the grand and revolutionary 
projects for societal transformations that inspired the anti-colonial war. 
second, the civil war era coincided with a large boom in oil and diamond 
exploration that brought increasingly large revenues into state coffers. 
problematically, due to the general lack of transparency and accountability 
partly caused by the dynamics of the civil war, the monies accrued from 
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the sale of oil and diamonds were captured by the new elites. These elites 
adeptly used such revenues to further their particular interests – i.e. per-
sonal enrichment – for as long as the war lasted. This chapter provides a 
succinct overview of the main sources of the violence that has dominated 
angolan society and politics. it suggests that colonialism and the liberation 
movements have been important generators of these malignancies.

Colonial violence
admittedly, it would be inaccurate to suggest that africa was a peaceful 
eden before the advent of colonialism. indeed, since pre-colonial africa 
was as heterogeneous at the political, economic, and social levels as other 
parts of the world, the relations among african societies involved both 
cooperation and conflict. significantly, however, for the vast majority of 
these societies which came under european domination, colonialism rep-
resented “the most cruel and disruptive period in african history” (Gordon 
and Gordon, 1996:2). european colonialists fundamentally changed africa 
through violent means such as the slave trade, the creation of new and ar-
bitrary territorial boundaries, the integration of the new colonies into the 
global political economy based on unequal and exploitative relationships, 
and cultural trashing via the imposition of foreign lingua francas, religions, 
as well as “superior” european values and symbols of identity. as Cabral 
(1982a:8) succinctly put it, colonialism manifested itself as “total control of 
the collective and individual life of africans, either by persuasion or vio-
lence”. africa is yet to recover from the traumatic effects of the “permanent 
violence” that european colonialism inflicted upon the continent (Cabral 
1982b:63). in some respects, angola and the other former portuguese colo-
nies represent particular cases in european colonization – not simply in 
terms of the length and depth of the colonial presence but as it pertains 
to the consequences of “the most retrograde kind of colonial system” im-
posed by what had been “an impoverished and backward european nation” 
(rodney, 1981:138). portuguese colonialism was so uniquely violent as to 
stand out as a “reign of evil” (Cabral 1982a:10). during almost five centu-
ries of presence in angola, the portuguese used a variety of violent means 
– physical, psychological, and structural – to exercise and retain control 
over the colony: slavery, forced labour, and military campaigns used in an 
ultimately failed effort to crush anti-colonial liberation movements.
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The slave trade

portuguese explorers were some of the pioneers in establishing european-
african relations. These relations were not, however, mutually beneficial for 
much longer than the intial contacts for two main reasons. first, the portu-
guese regarded themselves as a superior people with a duty to uplift inferior 
african peoples (abshire, 1969:91). second, they were primarily interested 
in exploiting africa’s human and natural resources. since africans could 
be captured relatively easily and traded for a very high rate of return in 
world markets, the portuguese quickly became very active in the slave trade 
along the west coast of africa. slaves quickly became “the most common 
merchandise in the portuguese-dominated opening period of the seaborne 
trade between europe and africa” (duffy, 1959:8; elbl, 1997:31).

after the establishment of the portuguese colony at luanda in 1575, 
angola became the “Black Mother”, the major supplier of african slaves 
(duffy, 1959:50) to the “new world”. Moreover, unlike other colonial au-
thorities elsewhere in africa, portuguese authorities did not simply facili-
tate the slave trade; they were at the apex of this complex and lucrative trade 
system. as duffy points out, “the principal dealer was usually the governor, 
whose interest in the trade was not necessarily his own capital, but the 
power and facilities of his office plus whatever privileges were contained 
in his regimento” (duffy, 1959:60). Thus facilitated by colonial authorities, 
portuguese slave trade expeditions in angola “might be gone for weeks, 
months, or years, often bringing or sending back 400, 500, or 600 slaves” 
(abshire, 1969:99). an estimated 4 million of these slaves eventually sur-
vived the hellish sea journey to the “new world”. if one slave died for each 
one that survived the ordeal of capture, long walk to the coast, caging, and 
the boat ride to the americas, angola was emptied of about 8 million peo-
ple (Curtin, 1969:31). even then, it is important to take into account elbl’s 
caveat that any estimate about the number of slaves exported from africa 
based on surviving numerical data is “necessarily minimalist”. still, even a 
minimalist perspective provides the horrific scope and impact of slavery for 
angola – eight million people is more than angola’s total population at the 
time of independence!

although the major participants in the atlantic slave trade agreed to of-
ficially abolish it in 1836, this practice survived throughout the portuguese 
territories until 1875. But the official abolition of slavery did not mean that, 
thenceforth, angolans would be free. No longer able to export slaves from 
angola, portuguese colonial authorities shifted instead to a system of forced 
labour in the colony to continue exploiting angola’s human resources.
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Forced labour

for hundreds of years, portugal exploited its colonies’ human and natural 
resources while subjecting africans to “a sub-human standard – little or 
no better than serfs in their own country” (Cabral 1982a:8). under the 
1878 Regulamento para os contratos de serviçais e colonos nas províncias de 
África (regulation for contracts of servants and colonists in the african 
provinces) portugal replaced slavery with a slightly less heinous system of 
forced labour whereby former slaves became contract labourers or serviçais. 
in practice and predictably, slave masters simply kept their slaves. The dif-
ference resided mainly in the new label for the africans kept in servitude 
– from exportable slaves to domestically exploited contract labourers. sig-
nificantly, such changes had little impact on how slave traders in the in-
terior went about their business; instead of buying slaves, they now “con-
tracted” for them (duffy, 1962:131). furthermore, the Regulamento had a 
“vagrancy clause” that turned all those angolans not fully employed into 
contractable vagrants who colonists could “legally” force into five-year 
contracts (duffy, 1962:131). Thus, under “conditions equivalent to slavery” 
(rodney, 1981:167), portuguese owners used this forced labour throughout 
the colonial empire and beyond – from angola’s own coffee plantations, to 
Mozambique’s sugar plantations, to sao tome & principe’s cocoa planta-
tions, and to south africa’s mines.

Colonial military violence

Military conquest and repression played a critical role in the colonial en-
terprise. in fact, the colonial administration in angola was, in substance, 
clearly military in structure and consequently, “rarely did a year pass during 
the four centuries since 1575 when there was not a colonial campaign some-
where in angola” (Wheeler, 1969:428). These military missions of conquest, 
generally referred to by the portuguese as “pacification campaigns”, were 
instrumental in expanding the colonial writ into the hinterland and in sub-
duing the local populations. an eyewitness described such campaigns as 
“going out with troops and smoking out the terrorists” (Martelli, 1962:304). 
The military played an even more repressive role after nationalist groups in 
angola initiated the anti-colonial war of liberation.

on 4 february 1961, hundreds of angolans stormed luanda’s central 
jail in an attempt to free several hundred nationalist leaders who had been 
detained by the colonial authorities during the previous two years. seven 
portuguese policemen were killed in the resulting melee. The predict-
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able violent response from the colonists resulted in the killing, wound-
ing and arresting of several hundred angolans. in addition, for the rest of 
the month, “the african slums were repeatedly raided by marauding white 
groups, who indiscriminately murdered and pillaged. political prisoners in 
the luanda gaol were executed and buried in mass graves. White hood-
lums roamed luanda’s streets at night, beating, often fatally, any africans 
they encountered” (duffy, 1962:215). extreme political repression was led 
by detachments of the Polícia Internacional e de Defesa do Estado (pide) 
– the notoriously brutal secret police – that had been sent to the portu-
guese overseas possessions in an attempt which ultimately failed to insulate 
portugal from the winds of change sweeping away colonialism in africa. 
although pide eventually brought the luanda uprising under control, 
portugal could not control the much larger part of the iceberg underneath 
the surface. an even bigger, more violent nationalist explosion took place 
on 15 March 1961 when upa guerrillas attacked the main coffee production 
centres in northern angola.

The following situation confronted the colonial authorities in angola 
in april 1961:

… over 100 administrative posts and towns, in three districts of northern 
Angola from the Congo border to within 30 miles of Luanda, the capital, 
had been either wiped out, taken, or paralysed by African nationalist groups; 
over 1,000 Europeans were dead, and an unknown number of Africans; the 
economy of north Angola was crippled; communications were largely cut or 
damaged; and thousands of Portuguese refugees were camped in Luanda, or 
on their way back to Portugal (Wheeler, 1969:431).

Colonial responses to the 1961 events involved the massive deployment of 
troop reinforcements and war materiel in the colony. By 1968, portugal had 
increased its troop presence to about 50,000, representing a sixteen-fold in-
crease over 1961 (Wheeler, 1969:431), and maintained such levels until 1974. 
With such military might colonial authorities were able to inflict consider-
able damage upon the nationalist groups fighting for liberation. ultimately, 
however, they failed to prevail mainly because colonial authorities did not 
have a monopoly on violence. The national liberation movements quickly 
developed their own violent capabilities. peculiarly, however, these groups 
did not simply target colonialism, its manifestations and symbols. They 
were equally violent toward each other.
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fractured Nationalism
National liberation movements “do no emerge on a fine day out of the mind 
of some superman or at the instigation of some foreign power. They are 
born out of popular discontent. They emerge over long periods to combat 
oppressive conditions and express aspirations for a different kind of society. 
They are, in short, the agents of class and national struggle” (Bragança 
and Wallerstein, 1982:iii). angola produced three main agents of struggle 
– Mpla, fNla, and uNita – that deserve particular attention.

MPLA

Mpla emerged in 1956 as an umbrella organization for various nationalist 
groups agitating for the end of portuguese colonialism in angola. some 
of the major groups that integrated Mpla included pCa and plua. its 
major base of support emanated from the Mbundu, representing about 
twenty-five percent of the population, who lived in the areas around the 
capital city, luanda, and east as far as the Cassange area of Malanje prov-
ince. Mpla also drew support from the embryonic african intellectual 
elite in the luanda area, including influential mulattos and a small number 
of liberal whites.

during the 1950s, much of the struggle took the form of cultural activi-
ties to showcase african culture, the publishing of minor anti-colonial and 
anti-racist material – mostly political stories and poems – and the distribu-
tion of political leaflets. as mentioned above, in 1957, portugal deployed 
its feared secret police to angola in an attempt to help control the growing 
nationalist tide. However, by 1959, as these nationalist activities increased 
in intensity and began to assume the character of a more overt threat to 
the colonial administration, the latter responded by undertaking mass de-
tentions of prominent nationalist voices in the country, especially in and 
around luanda where most of the Mpla leadership resided.

The 1960s, therefore, began gloomily with the colonial administration 
attempting to suppress the impeding nationalist storm. in 1960, the coloni-
al administration imprisoned agostinho Neto – the young angolan medi-
cal doctor and president of  the Mpla steering Committee – who later be-
came post-colonial angola’s first president. The imprisonment of agostin-
ho Neto led to a mass demonstration by the villagers of his native village 
of icolo e Bengo. The portuguese authorities’ military response resulted in 
thirty villagers dead and two hundred wounded (Chilcote, 1972:181). This 
was followed in January 1961 by the Baixa de kassanje massacre. There, 
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as elsewhere in the region – including neighbouring icolo e Bengo – the 
local populations were forced to grow cotton as a cash crop. in early 1961, 
local cotton growers organized a strike to protest against low prices and, 
more generally, as a political act of defiance against the settler authorities. 
unsurprisingly, this action was met by military force. Mpla would later 
claim that “the colonists repressed the strike with aerial bombardment, us-
ing american napalm bombs, which destroyed more than seventeen towns 
and killed more than 20,000 africans” (Chilcote, 1972:181). it is in this 
context of violence that, on 4 february 1961, a group of angolans attacked 
the central luanda prison where many nationalist leaders were held, thus 
marking the beginning of a fourteen-year armed struggle to liberate angola 
from colonialism.

The onset of the armed nationalist resistance against portuguese coloni-
alism brought serious challenges for Mpla. in fact, Mpla was in disarray 
within a year of the start of the liberation war. The inability to achieve a 
leading role in the incipient armed anti-colonial struggle and the failure to 
achieve a united front with the more powerful upa had brought Mpla to 
a leadership crisis. in May 1962, this crisis spilled into the open as Mpla’s 
steering committee meeting in leopoldville (now kinshasa) removed Viri-
ato da Cruz from his position of secretary-general, a post he had held since 
helping to found Mpla in 1956. With his own party facing a profound cri-
sis, Neto pursued his long-standing goal of uniting all nationalist groups, 
to no avail. indeed, Mpla was left out of Grae when it was formed on 
3 april 1962. Thus, Mpla’s denouncing of Grae as “anti-unitarian, dis-
criminatory, and arbitrary” (Mpla, 1972:239) can be best interpreted as 
an attempt to disguise its own increasing marginalization. Yet, undeterred 
by this growing marginalization, on 5 august 1962, Neto led an Mpla 
delegation to negotiate with fNla on the possibilities of bringing about 
the elusive united front. Neto proposed three possible avenues for coopera-
tion: total fusion between the two parties that constituted fNla (i.e. upa 
and pda) and Mpla, simple collaboration between fNla and Mpla, 
or a military alliance between the three parties individually or between 
fNla and Mpla (Chilcote, 1972:267–8). But the fNla delegation was 
more interested in getting Neto to retract damaging allegations by some 
of his party’s leaders against the rival movement and officially recognize 
it. Neto replied, ambiguously, that “fNla is not representative, since it 
groups only a plus B. This does not mean that its existence is not real. it 
is only representativeness that the front is lacking, and that we would like 
to give it by encompassing a plus B plus C” (Chilcote, 1972:268). This was 
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simply too much for fNla to accept at the time because it would have 
elevated Mpla to an equal status with upa and pda within a broad coa-
lition – effectively eliminating fNla and replacing it with this proposed 
new entity. after hearing Neto’s daring proposal, the fNla delegation 
abruptly ended the unity talks. in addition to its natural desire for self-
preservation, some other underlying reasons for fNla’s refusal to enter 
into a common front with Mpla became clearer with a Grae document 
issued on 11 december 1962 entitled “Glimpses of the angolan National-
ist organizations”. The document describes fNla, Grae’s key partner, 
as “supported essentially by the black peasants, who have been subjected 
to forced labour, defrauded of their land, and classed as `noncivilized’ by 
salazar’s racist government. These peasants constitute ninety-three percent 
of the total population of angola” (Chilcote, 1972:150). The document then 
proceeded to castigate Mpla – which Grae regarded as a group compris-
ing “leftist europeans”, members of the angolan communist party and 
Marxists – for failing to understand that the anti-colonial war was both 
“peasant and northern” in origin. Moreover, Grae suggested in the same 
document, peasants were rightly suspicious of this group of half-castes and 
assimilados because, after independence, it would form the basis for “a class 
of compradores” if they were “allowed to monopolize the leadership of the 
revolution in the name of their cultural superiority” (Chilcote, 1972:151). 
from this standpoint, a common front with Mpla would be tantamount 
to political and cultural suicide because it would defeat the very objectives 
fNla/Grae were fighting for, i.e. political, economic and cultural em-
powerment for the vast majority of disenfranchised, exploited, and humili-
ated peasants. regrettably, this fundamental difference – later described in 
detail by da Cruz – would stay unresolved for the remainder of the anti-
colonial war and beyond. in the meantime, however, Mpla continued to 
seek political relevance.

in december 1962, Mpla held its first National Conference in leopol-
dville where it elected a new party executive led by agostinho Neto (Mar-
cum, 1978:30). But, within six months, this new leadership faced an open 
revolt. on 5 July 1963, several key Mpla members, headed by former secre-
tary-general Viriato da Cruz, “dismissed” the movement’s new leadership. 
to remain politically alive, on 10 July 1963 agostinho Neto led his faction 
in creating the fdla. This involved forming an alliance with three minor 
groups – Mdia, MNa, NGWiZako – and uNta. While announcing 
the creation of fdla, agostinho Neto declared that the integration of fd-
la’s representatives in Grae was “necessary” (Neto, 1972:218). However, 
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with little leverage, Neto was still unable to convince Holden roberto to 
make space within Grae for himself and/or his followers. 

Viriato da Cruz attributed Mpla’s turmoil to four main factors: internal 
conflict resulting from the heterogeneous composition of the movement’s 
social strata, internal leadership struggle, inter-movement rivalry, and “the 
use of myths” (da Cruz 1972:208–212). first, Mpla brought together an-
golans from various socio-economic backgrounds – from assimilados to the 
downtrodden masses – without a common political outlook on the strug-
gle ahead, including the post-colonial project. Consequently, they formed 
blocs within Mpla on the basis of their respective interests, origins, socio-
political situations, and social aspirations. More problematically, “each bloc 
offered its own solutions to problems of organization and ideology, to prob-
lems of united front tactics, of external alliances, of the socio-economic 
structures of angola after independence, etc” (da Cruz, 1972:209). second, 
intellectuals and assimilados believed that their presence in the leadership of 
the liberation movement was “indispensable” to “avoid the excesses of the 
peasants and guarantee the progressive result of the revolution” (da Cruz 
1972:209). da Cruz attributes this peculiar view of the Mpla leadership to 
their own collective fear that “a result of the popular revolution would be a 
drastic change in the conditions under which they had acquired privileges 
and advantages” (da Cruz 1972:209). Third, Mpla was in a weaker posi-
tion vis-à-vis fNla, its rival in the armed struggle. fNla was stronger 
militarily due to the support it enjoyed from the newly independent Congo 
(kinshasa). Therefore, as discussed earlier, fNla did not show interest in 
creating a united front with Mpla that would allow the latter to under-
take military actions in northern angola, i.e. within fNla’s own main 
areas of operation. fNla was more interested in a more outright absorp-
tion of Mpla. frustrated, Mpla leaders sought “new tactics” for seizing 
power in angola. These new tactics “consisted of stressing the importance 
of the military exploits of the Mpla through propaganda in an effort to 
obtain strong support in the West for the Mpla and to put an end to the 
aid given the fNla” (da Cruz, 1972:210). finally, Mpla fell victim of 
the “myths” surrounding the figure of agostinho Neto, the organization’s 
imprisoned symbolic leader. after his flight from portugal in May 1962 
to join the armed struggle, Neto not only maintained the myths that had 
been cultivated through “exaggerated propaganda”, he sided himself with 
intellectuals and assimilados who dominated Mpla thus accentuating the 
fractures within the organization.
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relevance for Mpla in the anti-colonial struggle necessarily involved 
stepping up its military activities inside angola, especially in the north-
central areas of the country where its popular support base resided. This, 
however, was very difficult because its main rival, fNla, hindered Mpla 
attempts to use territory in recently independent neighbouring Congo and, 
for that matter, much of northern angola as staging areas for guerrilla 
activity. specifically under their leader’s orders to “intercept and annihi-
late Mpla columns that were trying to infiltrate into angola” (Marcum, 
1969:214), fNla troops did just that – regularly ambushing, detaining, 
torturing and killing Mpla leaders and their troops attempting to enter 
northern angola from Congo (Marcum, 1969:211). fNla ignored Mpla’s 
insistent and convincing argument that such “anti-patriotic” acts would 
“reduce the effectiveness of the angolan resistance movements by introduc-
ing a fratricidal conflict onto the angolan battlefield” (Marcum, 1969:213). 
ironically, Mpla did not abstain from intra- and inter-organizational kill-
ings. for example, in November 1965, Mpla detained, tried and executed 
two former members of its leadership structure – Matias Migueis and Jose 
Miguel – who, with Viriato da Cruz, had broken away from Mpla and 
joined fNla/Grae.

in addition to its internal turmoil, Mpla also faced a very skeptical ex-
ternal environment. for example, by 1963, the oau asserted that the “con-
tinued separate existence of another minor front such as the Mpla” was 
unhelpful to the rapid achievement of independence by the angolan peoples 
(Marcum, 1978:307) and Congo expelled the movement from its territory. 
it reestablished itself across the river in Congo (Brazzaville) where a coup 
had brought to power a left-wing government sympathetic to Mpla. from 
this new base, Mpla successfully penetrated angola’s Cabinda enclave. 
However, even this success was problematic in the sense that the separatist 
fleC was already active in Cabinda by the time Mpla’s guerrillas began 
to set up bases there. divergent goals – national liberation vs. separation of 
the Cabinda enclave – prevented cooperation between them.

problematic penetration through northern borders due to hostility from 
competing liberation movements, forced Mpla to change its military 
strategy in the mid-1960s in favour of military operations along the long 
eastern border with Zambia, a country that gained independence in oc-
tober 1964. although Mpla was undergoing a “striking recovery” at the 
time (Marcum, 1978:169), the eastern front would not prove unproblematic 
because uNita, the movement created in 1966 by Jonas savimbi after 
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his resignation from Grae in 1964, had also established itself – albeit in 
embryonic form – in eastern angola.

true to form, instead of cooperating to face a common enemy, Mpla 
and uNita spent much of their precious resources fighting each other. 
as Minter (1988:13) points out, “as early as 1967–1968 uNita clashes with 
the Mpla were at least as common as its confrontations with portuguese 
troops”. unfortunately, as Minter (1988:14) also shows, uNita had devel-
oped an “explicit alliance with the portuguese military” – the first of sev-
eral costly strategic blunders that uNita would commit in the following 
three decades.

for Mpla in eastern angola in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the con-
sequences of both portuguese operations – particularly “operation attila” 
(Bridgland, 1987:96; Henderson, 1979:226) – and uNita activities against 
them were militarily devastating. Thus, by the end of 1972, Mpla was 
“finished” as a viable fighting force in eastern angola. The political conse-
quences emanating from this inability to establish itself in eastern angola 
were equally serious. The military pressure by the portuguese army and 
uNita forces triggered another round of Mpla’s then perennial internal 
and often deadly squabbles followed by predictable purges that served to 
further debilitate it. according to its former vice-president, daniel Chi-
penda, starting in 1967, Mpla routinely relied on “executions without 
trial” to eliminate dissent within Mpla (Marcum, 1978:203). ironically, 
Chipenda supporters allegedly planned to assassinate Neto in1972 and 
1973 (Marcum, 1978:201–03). The movement’s internal divisions appeared 
so intractable that the soviet union withdrew its support during 1972–
1973 (Marcum 1978:201). Thus weakened internally and externally while 
hounded relentlessly by the portuguese army, Mpla accepted a marriage 
of convenience with fNla, its archenemy, to create Csla on 13 december 
1972. However, the gulf separating the two organizations – a result of major 
personal, ethnic, racial, and ideological divisions – had made such unity 
unsustainable. equally important, this attempted unity between liberation 
movements generated heightened friction leading to deeper fissures within 
Mpla as commanders on the eastern front, led by Chipenda, upset by 
their leader’s unwillingness to consult them prior to the merger broke away 
from the leadership and set up their own autonomous organization – Mp-
la’s eastern revolt. This was followed, in february1974, by yet another 
major fracture in Mpla as former leader Mario de andrade also broke 
away from the main fold to create Mpla’s active revolt.
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at the time of the portuguese coup of 25 april 1974, portuguese intel-
ligence claimed that Mpla had only a few dozen guerrillas inside angola 
(Marcum, 1976:413). adding to its tribulations, Mpla spent the initial 
post-coup months engaged in “internal squabbling, torture and murder” 
(Bridgland, 1987:108), hopelessly divided among three factions: Neto’s 
mainstream Mpla, daniel Chipenda’s eastern revolt and Mario pinto 
de andrade’s active revolt. The august 1974 Mpla Congress was called 
to help resolve the leadership issue. instead, it further divided the organi-
zation as both Neto and andrade, along with their respective delegates, 
walked out of the Congress. Chipenda, the only major leadership contest-
ant not to walk out was promptly elected “president” by his supporters 
(Marcum, 1978:250). Neighbouring heads of state – Marian Ngouabi of 
Congo, Mobutu sesse seko of Zaire, kenneth kaunda of Zambia, and 
Julius Nyerere of tanzania – attempted to reconcile the three factional 
leaders, to no avail. Chipenda finally relinquished his “leadership” under 
intense pressure from neighbouring african heads of state and eventually 
merged with fNla in early 1975 during the initial phase of the civil war. 
andrade faded into obscurity. in the end, Neto’s faction prevailed. By re-
taining a strong nucleus of mestiços and assimilados mostly from the kim-
bundu region around luanda, Neto ensured victory over all his adversaries. 
This momentum would serve Neto well as his Mpla now had to success-
fully face an assortment of powerful internal and external adversaries.

an important key to Mpla’s eventual success was its reengagement 
with the former soviet union. Within the Cold War context and the equal-
ly significant sino-soviet rivalry, the soviet union accepted the rekindling 
of the ties that had been severed two years earlier due to Mpla’s military 
ineffectiveness and its perennial internal squabbles. The sino-soviet rivalry 
is important in this context inasmuch as China was providing Mpla’s 
archenemy, fNla, with considerable resources including war materiel and 
military trainers (Marcum, 1978:246; Gunn, 1992:41; katsikas, 1982:66). 
for the soviet union, an Mpla victory in post-colonial angola would 
constitute a significant ideological and geo-strategic coup. it would mean 
that the envisaged triumph of socialist movements around the world was 
proceeding at a good pace. even more important, angola could provide 
the front line bases for an eventual liberation of the entire southern african 
sub-continent under pro-soviet regimes. The availability of immense natu-
ral resources in the region provided an added incentive for soviet involve-
ment. The opportunity to inflict important setbacks on its main global ad-
versaries – the united states and China – proved irresistible for the former 
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soviet union. Thus, in august 1974, the former soviet union delivered $6 
million to its angolan beneficiaries through the tanzanian port of dar-es-
salaam (Gunn, 1992:41), marking the resumption of soviet engagement in 
the angolan conflict.

But Mpla could not rely solely on soviet help to prevail over its en-
emies. With no army to speak of, it sought assistance from additional for-
eign sources. first, it secured the support of the former katangan gen-
darmes and, later, more decisive help from Cuban troops. initially, Mpla 
relied on the “katanga tigers” – katangan soldiers under the leadership 
of Moise tshombe who had been part of an attempted secession of the 
Zairian province of katanga in 1960. after their defeat by uN forces in 
1962, tshombe and his troops fled to angola where the portuguese colonial 
authorities employed them to combat the anti-colonial national liberation 
movements. ironically, after the collapse of the colonial regime, these ka-
tangan troops were used by one of these angolan movements – Mpla 
– to achieve a critical military advantage over its domestic rivals in the first 
stages of the civil war. fNla, in particular, was decisively defeated even 
with the help of Mobutu’s Zaire.

FNLA

fNla was founded on 27 March 1962 through the merging of upa and 
pda (Chilcote, 1972:102). However, fNla claims a much longer historical 
pedigree as the natural descendant of the Grande Revolta (Great revolt), 
the insurgency actions led by Chief tulante alvaro Buta against colonial 
occupation in northern angola from 1913 to 1915. in fact, both upa and 
pda were primarily regional political formations representing the Bakon-
go community of northern angola. Their main objective was the restora-
tion of the ancient kongo kingdom that had disintegrated as a result of the 
colonial presence.

The regional character of these organizations reflected the long struggle 
by the peoples of northern angola to recapture their pre-colonial identi-
ties remembered in the context of the once great kongo kingdom. When 
portuguese explorer diogo Cao first arrived at this kingdom in the early 
fifteenth century he found a highly sophisticated society. ruled by a mon-
arch, the kingdom was divided into six provinces, five of which had their 
own subordinate rulers. The central province of Mpemba was personally 
governed by the king and contained the royal city of Mbanza kongo whose 
population was once estimated to be as much as 100,000 people. The sur-
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rounding provinces were Nsundi to the North, Mpangu to the Northeast, 
Mbata to the southeast, Mbamba in the southwest, and sonyo on the 
coast west of the capital (Birmingham, 1966:2).

on the eve of the colonial contact, kongo was “a quietly prosperous 
farming community” whose central power was “based on a modified type 
of trade conducted through a system of tribute and reward” (Birmingham, 
1977:544–5). This changed dramatically with the colonial presence. Thus, 
by the middle of the seventeenth century, constant portuguese interference 
in the kingdom’s internal affairs had reduced kongo into “increasingly 
small and fragmented chiefdoms” consumed by civil war (Birmingham, 
1975:341). The kingdom never recovered its power and prestige. indeed, the 
“scramble for africa” of the late nineteenth century finalized the kingdom’s 
dismemberment splitting it into what became three african states: angola, 
the democratic republic of Congo, and the republic of Congo. The Ba-
kongo community of the former kongo kingdom constitutes about fif-
teen percent of angola’s population and they reside mainly in the northern 
provinces of Cabinda, Zaire, and uige. Many have traditionally regarded 
kinshasa, not luanda, as their cultural, economic, and political centre.

during the first half of the 20th century, demands by the Bakongo com-
munity for redress of the colonial wrongs were ignored by the portuguese 
authorities. exasperated by the colonial authorities’ unwillingness to con-
sider their legitimate aspirations, on 14 July 1954, Holden roberto became 
leader of a group of exiled Bakongos in the former Belgian Congo – includ-
ing eduardo pinnock, Borralho lulendo, and Barros Nekaka – and cre-
ated upNa to fight for the emancipation, if not liberation, of the Bakongo 
community of northern angola. after that, the Bakongo community and, 
for that matter, most other angolans, regarded upNa and its subsequent 
incarnations as an organization whose main objective was the restoration 
of the ancient kongo kingdom in northern angola. Consequently, its main 
constituency and, later, fNla’s, remained almost exclusively restricted to 
the Bakongo community. upNa failed to expand its constituency, but not 
for lack of trying.

from its inception, upNa quickly evolved as an important political 
force inside angola, especially in the north, and its leaders emerged as im-
portant spokesmen for the anti-colonial liberation struggle on the interna-
tional stage. This evolution was reflected in the important name change 
– from upNa to upa – that occurred on 9 November 1958. towards the 
end of the 1950s, the young Holden roberto had emerged as a key figure in 
the angolan anti-colonial struggle.
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in many respects, the name change represented a more ambitious re-
design and expansion of roberto’s original and very community-oriented 
anti-colonial project. Now, the anti-colonial struggle would be expanded 
and fought in the name of the nation – broadly defined to include all the 
colony’s communities – not simply the Bakongo community. roberto per-
ceptively realized that – within the revolutionary climate prevailing in af-
rica in the 1950s where the political discourse regarded community-specific 
projects as “tribalist” – liberation for the Bakongo community had to be 
framed within a much broader national struggle. in this respect, therefore, 
it was a national liberation struggle that upa initiated on 15 March 1961 
with a series of devastating attacks in northern angola. However, from 
the beginning, upa actions demonstrated that its national claims hardly 
went beyond the rhetorical sphere. for example, the attacks that marked 
its entry into the anti-colonial liberation war targeted both whites and 
africans from other communities (Martelli 304), particularly members of 
the ovimbundu community that – due to colonial forced labour practices 
– worked in northern coffee plantations. The memory of this intercommu-
nitarian violence would become yet another divisive factor that prevented 
the formation of a united anti-colonial front and fed into retaliatory actions 
that elevated this type of violence to higher levels during the civil war.

Notwithstanding the indiscriminate violence, the immediate effects of 
the 15 March 1961 events were to elevate roberto and his organization to a 
commanding position within the anti-colonial struggle in angola. Conse-
quently, roberto was able to bring the other major political formation in 
northern angola, pda, into his organization. pda had also been formed 
in the former Belgian Congo by a group of exiles from northern angola. 
However, unlike upNa and upa, pda’s origins were not primarily in 
northern angola’s politics of rebellion as political resistance. instead, this 
party’s lineage can be traced back to Nkutu a Nsimbani, the religious re-
vival and solidarity movement that swept northern angola in the 1940s, 
led by the charismatic cult figure of simao toko. subsequently, it evolved 
into mutual help groups – assoMiZo and aliaZo – before acquiring a 
more political posture as pda.

for roberto, the absorption of pda was a good, albeit insufficient, first 
step in a more ambitious effort to unite the anti-colonial liberation strug-
gle under his leadership. Thus, for much of the 1960s, Holden roberto 
attempted to expand his group’s constituency, especially after the momen-
tous political events unleashed by the 4 february 1961 events in luanda 
that symbolically marked the start of the anti-colonial war. But fNla 
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was not necessarily interested in creating a broad united front in partner-
ship with other nationalist groups like Mpla. instead, fNla leaders 
were more interested in absorbing other organizations as had been done 
with pda. Marcum (1969:263) argues that “regional, ethnic, ideological, 
and personal differences did not dissolve into desired consensus because 
of strategic and moral imperatives”. specifically, the inability to create a 
united front  reflected “fears on the part of a peasant-based movement, led 
by either little-educated or self-educated men, often restrictively ethnic in 
origin, that merger with an organization led by an elite, better educated 
and ideologically more sophisticated or disciplined, would prove suicidal. 
They suspected that the common front would only prove to be a vehicle 
by which university-educated mulattoes and african Marxists might pluck 
power from their less experienced hands” (Marcum, 1969:263). ironically, 
roberto’s worse fears materialized more than a decade later as the Mpla, 
in fact led by “university-educated mulattoes and african Marxists”, suc-
ceeded in installing itself in power and has governed post-colonial angola 
since independence.

to prevent this scenario, fNla used a three level strategy. first, it 
would attempt to continue playing the key role in the liberation struggle 
at the military level through intensified combat action from secure bases 
in Congo (kinshasa). in addition it used elimination and cooptation to re-
tain supremacy in the liberation struggle. Thus, fNla consistently seized 
every opportunity to physically eliminate Mpla leaders and their guer-
rillas (Marcum 1978:198). finally, roberto attempted to co-opt nationalist 
leaders into integrating with either his “national front” or his short-lived 
Grae, both created in early 1962. Through Grae, in particular, roberto 
sought to transcend, if not necessarily unite, the various nationalist politi-
cal formations emerging in angola while keeping himself as the dominant 
figure in what promised to be the final phase of the anti-colonial strug-
gle. Thus, he offered top places in his “government” to political figures 
from other communities. for example, Jonas savimbi, an ovimbundu, 
was given the foreign affairs portfolio. some important figures in one of 
Mpla’s factions – including Viriato da Cruz, Matias Migueis and Jose 
Miguel – also joined fNla/Grae. However, roberto’s attempt to tran-
scend the anti-colonial nationalist groups via a government in exile proved 
ineffective and ultimately failed. unrealistically, roberto expected that, 
in the face of strong international condemnation and sustained pressure 
to disengage, portuguese colonialism in angola would collapse. roberto 
envisaged his Grae as playing the key role in generating and sustaining 
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that international pressure. unfortunately, roberto underestimated the 
settlers’ ability to resist both national as well as international pressures for 
change. settler colonialism in angola was too entrenched to fall without a 
sustained military struggle. Thus, Grae reflected roberto’s own political 
miscalculations, not the reality of the anti-colonial struggle. Besides, given 
the numerous and interlocking complexities of angola’s colonial condi-
tion and in light of the different motivations driving nationalist groups, it 
was too simplistic to expect that the entire anti-colonial project could be 
managed by roberto’s upa/fNla/Grae. in addition, Grae was very 
weak in the area of the anticolonial struggle that, ultimately, mattered most 
– the military sphere. plagued by insubordination and desertions, Grae’s 
military wing was hopelessly ineffective – permanently needing thorough 
bottom-up rebuilding. regrettably, the political will to accomplish such 
a profound overhaul was also permanently absent. instability in the host 
country where Grae’s bases were located and the stepping-up of portu-
guese counterinsurgency operations in northern angola, along the Congo 
border, further reduced Grae’s military weight to near insignificance.

unsurprisingly, Jonas savimbi left Grae on 16 July 1964 after accusing 
it of “ineffectiveness” (Chilcote, 1972:154). savimbi later elaborated on his 
reasons for resigning from Grae and pointed to several key issues. first, 
he was concerned that no progress in the anti-colonial struggle was possible 
with individuals who, like roberto, “have surrendered to american inter-
ests”. second, savimbi pointed to the lack of unity among the nationalist 
movement. Third, Grae leadership included mainly family members and 
people originating from roberto’s region. fourth, savimbi bemoaned “the 
dismantlement of the revolutionary army and the end of military activities 
in the interior of angola” (Chilcote, 1972:156–165).

savimbi left at a time when fNla/Grae was entering a long period of 
decay, from which it would never recover. Through the late 1960s, fNla/
Grae’s political and military activities in the liberation struggle were in-
consequential. The hasty collapse of portuguese colonial rule that roberto 
optimistically expected to occur soon after the start of the anti-colonial 
war did not materialize. in fact, unlike other colonial powers in africa, 
portugal responded to the challenge against its rule in the same way other 
settler governments in southern africa did: it readied itself for a fight to the 
bitter end.

unprepared politically and militarily for this portuguese doggedness, 
fNla/Grae’s resolve sputtered. This lack of resolve had serious nega-
tive consequences both for internal cohesion and, equally consequential, 
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for the vigour of the anti-colonial struggle. as a result, by 1972, fNla/
Grae was plunged into disarray when some of its top military command-
ers at the main military base of kinkuzu led a mutiny to replace roberto 
who was saved only by the intervention of Zairian troops. in the inevitable 
purge that followed 13 top commanders were executed (Marcum, 1978:188; 
Bridgland, 1987:96). persistent internal squabbles, including several more 
mutinies, and the consequent failure to turn Grae into a legitimate and 
effective government in exile led to this organization’s demise. Weakened 
by internal disarray and an equally serious crisis of legitimacy, fNla ac-
cepted oau’s prodding and attempted to create a common front with rival 
Mpla. However, the joint Csla created on 13 december 1972 (Bridgland, 
1987:95), soon collapsed due to roberto’s insistence on leading this new 
body.

By 1973, Grae was all but dead. But roberto still had fNla even 
though this organization was also seriously moribund, mostly as a result of 
its military ineffectiveness as a liberation movement even in the Bakongo 
region of northern angola. at the political level, fNla’s lethargy was a 
result of roberto’s autocratic style and his propensity to concentrate all 
decision making powers in his own hands, his systematic elimination of 
potential rivals from leadership roles (Marcum, 1978:185), and the almost 
complete reliance on the generosity of the host country.

Thus, by the time the april 1974 revolution took place in portugal, 
fNla was in a political and military quandary. at the political level, it was 
now haunted by the inability to transform itself into a truly national libera-
tion movement: its power base remained both regional and ethnolinguistic 
– it could count on little popular support in the populous rural areas of the 
central plateau or in urban areas like luanda, Benguela, lobito, and Huila. 
Militarily, fNla was also very weak, not having yet recuperated from the 
1971–72 purges. Consequently, as he readied fNla for the very last stage 
of this anti-colonial struggle – the decolonization process involving formal 
power transfer from the colonial authorities to angolans – roberto was 
entirely dependent on external backers for survival. Mobutu sesse seko of 
Zaire provided enlisted Zairian soldiers to swell the ranks of fNla, China 
provided weapons and military instructors (Marcum, 1978:245–46) while 
the united states supplied the financial resources through the Cia.

ultimately, however, fNla’s reliance on foreign help, even from a 
neighbouring country with close cultural and linguistic ties with the Ba-
kongo community of northern angola, further aggravated its political dif-
ficulties. outside the Bakong region of northern angola, fNla came to be 
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increasingly regarded as a group of foreigners masquerading as a liberation 
movement. This suspicion simmered throughout the process of colonial 
disengagement leading to independence and was heightened by several 
events. for example, soon after the military coup of 25 april 1974 and as 
fNla began to move troops from its main bases in Zaire into northern 
angola, it expelled more than 60,000 ovimbundu who had been work-
ing in the region’s many coffee plantations (Marcum, 1978:246; Bridgland, 
1987:108). This rekindled the memories of the atrocities commited against 
members of this community when roberto’s group initiated its anti-colo-
nial struggle in northern angola in 1962. The expulsion of these workers 
and the persistent harassment of mulattos, assimilados, and non-Bakongo 
residents of northern angola contributed significantly to negative percep-
tions of fNla while further poisoning an already difficult relationship 
among the liberation movements. indeed, it was one more element in the 
complex mix of issues that led to the long and violent civil war.

in early 1975, fNla made several moves that would further accelerate 
the onset of the civil war. Buoyed up by increased american help, fNla 
attempted to establish a firm foothold in luanda by acquiring a major 
newspaper and a tV station in preparation for what was expected to be a 
difficult electoral campaign. More ominously, fNla moved into luanda 
several hundred of the notoriously undisciplined soldiers from Zaire who, 
with little delay, proceeded to harass the civilian population and Mpla 
installations. since Mpla had also been in even greater military disarray 
at the time of the coup in portugal, it attempted to close the military gap 
vis-à-vis fNla by creating “people’s power Committees”, grass-root struc-
tures scattered around luanda’s peri-urban belt where the bulk of Mpla’s 
supporters resided. These structures had important political and military 
roles. at the political level, they served as key channels for disseminating 
Mpla’s political programme and were ideally suited for canvassing the 
local populations. But they also had a more menacing military compo-
nent because Mpla transformed them into powerful paramilitary bases by 
arming its militants who ran them. for fNla, these committees, not the 
recently returned Mpla leaders and their guerrillas, presented the greatest 
political and military challenge.

in the context of the zero-sum competition that had characterized 
fNla-Mpla relations since the early 1960s, the “people’s power Commit-
tees” loomed increasingly larger for the survival or demise of the liberation 
movements in late 1974 and early 1975. in other words, Mpla’s survival in 
the critical months leading to independence depended significantly on the 
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strengths of these committees. Conversely, any fNla hopes of controlling 
the capital city by independence depended on its ability to cage in, if not 
destroy, these same committees. fNla’s strategy of harassment culminated 
in the killing of 50 Mpla recruits in Caxito on 23 March 1975. However, 
fNla’s strategy backfired horrendously because, within months, Mpla’s 
committees had sufficient means to drive fNla out of the capital. By July 
1975, Mpla was in sole control of luanda having driven out its rivals using 
the same violent techniques – including attacking, killing and mutilating 
enemy recruits – that fNla had first used. Mpla’s keener sense of strat-
egy had once again prevailed while fNla would never regain its footing 
in angola’s deteriorating chaos.

after the collapse of the transition process negotiated at alvor, portu-
gal, on 10 January 1975 and the onset of the civil war, fNla attempted to 
reenter luanda militarily before the date set for angola’s independence. 
Given its serious military shortcomings, partly a result of the severe purges 
in its military wing during the early 1970s, fNla could only rely on Zair-
ian soldiers on loan from Mobutu and an assortment of Western mercenar-
ies. These foreign soldiers, however, lacked the conviction to engage in a 
fight to the death; their main motivation was the promise of money and 
angolan loot. The military difficulties were compounded by fNla’s lack 
of political credibility in the capital region. its relatively uncomplicated 
expulsion from the capital had confirmed its unpopularity among luanda 
residents. Thus, initially alone, and later with the help of Cuban troops, 
Mpla was able to keep fNla and its mercenaries at bay. roberto’s desire 
to play a central role in national post-colonial politics was irreparably and 
permanently frustrated. in fact, after failing both to take luanda militarily 
and sustain its alliance with uNita, roberto returned to exile politics; 
this time without the help of his former benefactors – Mobutu and the 
Cia. He spent much of the civil war’s first phase – 1976 to 1991 – in paris 
while his political and military structures further disintegrated, resulting 
in massive surrenders to Mpla.

This second exile so weakened fNla that it was ill prepared to take full 
advantage of the political opening in angola that came as a consequence of 
the changes Mpla was forced to adopt in the early 1990s to ensure its own 
survival. for example, fNla was unable to reestablish its relevance after 
Mpla and uNita signed the Bicesse accord in May 1991 – the first major 
attempt to end the civil war since it started in 1975. although the Bicesse 
accord ultimately failed to end the civil war, its implementation neverthe-
less involved a near complete dismantling of the one-party state apparatus. 
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significantly, new political formations emerged, proliferated and created a 
vibrant, if ultimately ineffective, opposition to both the regime and uNi-
ta rebels. tellingly, fNla was too weak politically to capitalize on this 
significant change in angola’s political life. its electoral showing during the 
september 1992 polls was disappointing – it had not been able to break out 
of its regional confines. Clearly, most angolans still associated fNla with 
the aspirations of northern angolans, not with a national political project. 
it currently exists moribund and divided. in 1999, two fNla militants 
– lucas Benghy Ngonda and Carlos Mendes – unsuccessfully attempted 
to wrestle party control out of roberto’s hands. They only succeeded in 
fracturing it, further threatening it with irrelevance and highlighting an in-
ternal crisis first dramatically exposed when, in 1964, savimbi left roberto’s 
organization to create uNita.

UNITA

By creating uNita, savimbi sought, first and foremost, to give a revolu-
tionary political voice to the ovimbundu – by far the largest ethno-lin-
guistic community in angola – of which he was a part. The ovimbundu 
represent thirty-five to forty percent of angola’s population and dominate 
the areas with the highest population density in the country – the central 
plateau provinces of Huambo, Bie, and Benguela. Many ovimbundu be-
lieved that, as the largest community in angola, it was critical to have their 
own “liberation movement” to counterbalance the role and power of the 
movements representing the other two major ethnic communities. Thus, 
there was a strong ethnic rationale behind the creation of uNita. This 
ethnic rationale notwithstanding, the birth and development of uNita 
is inextricably associated with the determination and vision of one man: 
Jonas savimbi. early in his political career, savimbi had been inclined to 
join Neto’s Mpla because it had a progressive programme and he “did not 
want to be on the right wing” (Bridgland 1987:45). However, the dominance 
of mulattos in Mpla’s leadership positions dissuaded the young nationalist 
leader from joining this already established political organization. in ex-
plaining his reasosn for not joining a mulatto-dominated Mpla, savimbi 
argued that “it was very difficult for blacks to understand why mestiços 
should be leading a liberation movement to fight the portuguese. it was 
not clear to us that mestiços were suffering in angola; they were privileged 
people” (Bridgland, 1987:46). although savimbi did not say as much at 
the time, he was also deeply suspicious of the assimilados, i.e. angolans 
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who voluntarily or coercively were assimilated into a portuguese way of 
life. He later suggested that mestiços and assimilados, “having bitten off a 
piece of the good life” (Bridgland, 1987:98) made selectively available by the 
colonial authorities, lacked both the legitimacy and the moral authority to 
lead the anti-colonial liberation struggle. regrettably, this simplistic view 
of angolan society – ironically heavily tinged with its own brand of racism 
and classism – imbued savimbi’s organization with a peculiar character 
that would eventually, like a deadly virus, corrode it from within and sig-
nificantly contribute to its ultimate downfall.

after rejecting Mpla because it was dominated by mestiços and as-
similados, savimbi joined upa on 1 february 1961 even though he had 
found roberto to be an uninspiring leader who could not even adequately 
articulate the policy of his own organization (Bridgland, 1987:45). per-
haps due to this vacuousness within upa, savimbi rose rapidly through 
the ranks. By the time this organization initiated its military campaign 
against portuguese colonialism on 15 March 1961, savimbi had risen to the 
rank of secretary-general. in this capacity, he played an important role in 
the merger between upa and the smaller pda to create fNla in 1962. 
a week later, after fNla formed Grae, savimbi was given the foreign 
secretary post, the third most powerful position after president Holden 
roberto and vice-president emanuel kunzika, the former pda leader. But 
savimbi eventually became disappointed with roberto’s autocratic leader-
ship style and his keenness to fill the organization’s executive posts with 
relatives and members of his community. He resigned from fNla/Grae 
in July 1964.

uNita was created on 15 March 1966. a year earlier, after resigning 
from fNla/Grae in July 1964 due to profound differences with Holden 
roberto, savimbi travelled to China where he, along with several follow-
ers, received four months of training in Maoist guerrilla warfare at Nan-
king Military academy. This short stint in China would profoundly shape 
the new organization’s political and military character. although uNita 
would later be forced to compromise on Maoist principles of self-reliance 
and the guerrillas’ organic relationship with the people, savimbi at least 
insisted on keeping uNita’s leadership within angola. There, savimbi 
developed his own brand of autocratic leadership to build uNita into a 
recognizable third force among the liberation movements. Beyond lead-
ership style, savimbi committed some of the very same errors that were 
at the base of his rupture with fNla/Grae and Holden roberto. for 
example, uNita never developed into an inclusive organization. Mirror-
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ing the fNla’s practices he criticized, individuals from savimbi’s ovim-
bundu community dominated the organization. Moreover, as mentioned 
earlier, uNita was overtly racist and classist in the sense that it sought to 
represented the majority rural african populations against white colonial 
domination and positioned itself as a direct opposite to the mulatto-domi-
nated, urban-based Mpla. ominously, savimbi defined domination very 
narrowly by conflating class and race. Thus, he regarded both mulattos 
and assimilados as agents of oppression, indistinguishable from portuguese 
settlers and their regime. as such, therefore, they constituted legitimate 
targets of the liberation struggle. Thus, in a very direct sense, the creation 
of this third liberation group complicated the anti-colonial struggle. it did 
not necessarily result in raising the anti-colonial forces’capacity to fight 
portuguese colonialism in the various battlefields. instead, it added new 
dimensions of division and animosity as well as new layers of violence to an 
already highly problematic liberation process. ultimately self-destructive, 
this peculiar understanding of who was the enemy led uNita to regard 
Mpla – a liberation movement dominated by mulattos and assimilados 
– as its natural enemies with horrendous consequences for post-colonial 
governance.

But in the mid-1960s, savimbi appeared to present a fresh alternative to 
Mpla and fNla. These two established liberation movements faced seri-
ous internal problems that were directly related to their respective visions 
of post-colonial angola. for Mpla’s Marxist revolutionaries, the key chal-
lenge resided not so much in establishing themselves in the “vanguard” of a 
barely existent proletariat as a first step to eventually replacing the colonial 
administration. as mentioned before, it resided primarily in their leader-
ship’s racial composition. for many angolans who understood liberation 
in terms of a complete dismantling of the white man’s colonial society, the 
presence of a large number of mulattos in leadership positions in Mpla 
foreshadowed an incompletely liberated post-colonial angola. in the racial 
hierarchy of colonial angola, mulattos occupied the intermediary position 
between whites on top and black africans at the bottom. With the whites 
gone, black africans feared that mulattos would occupy the dominant 
strata in post-colonial society and they would be relegated, again, to rural 
poverty. These perceptions were sufficiently crystallized that early in the 
liberation struggle fNla indiscriminately attacked white/portuguese and 
mulatto/Mpla targets. But fNla had its own set of important challeng-
es. its political reach and military presence were restricted to the portion of 
angola that was once part of the ancient kingdom of kongo. its “national” 
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claims had very little resonance elsewhere in angola. Moreover, Mpla 
succeeded in painting fNla leader Holden roberto as a Cia agent. By 
portraying roberto as a stooge of the united states, Mpla further del-
egitimized roberto’s claims as a nationalist leader.

in creating uNita, therefore, savimbi wanted to offer a truly nation-
alist, progressive yet rural-based alternative to both Mpla and fNla. 
as mentioned earlier, before uNita was created in 1966, the majority 
ovimbundu community did not have a liberation movement to call their 
own. savimbi understood that, as the leader of a liberation movement rep-
resenting the ovimbundu, he would be guaranteed his place at the nego-
tiating table whenever portugal eventually decided to initiate a process of 
colonial disengagement. on this score, savimbi was correct. But savimbi 
also believed, incorrectly, that prominent positions for himself and for his 
organization were assured in post-colonial structures of governance so long 
as they were involved in, and somehow survived, the anti-colonial war. in 
other words, savimbi’s basic strategy was based on a false numbers’ game – 
the ovimbundu represented the majority, uNita represented the ovim-
bundu, savimbi led uNita, therefore he was destined to rule angola. This 
strategically misguided calculation induced him into taking his organiza-
tion down a path peppered with landmines – political and otherwise. Thus, 
uNita rarely demonstrated great concern about the means used to ar-
rive at the decolonization process and, for that matter, post-colonial power. 
all that mattered was to get there. This would lead the organization into 
several strategic blunders. some were relatively inconsequential. others, 
however, ultimtely led to its implosion.

initially, uNita opted for spectacular military actions for maximum 
publicity. Thus, in december 1966, after its first commanders returned 
from military training in China, uNita mounted its first two military 
attacks against portuguese targets. The first attack, personally planned and 
led by savimbi, was against the small town of Cassamba in Moxico prov-
ince. Cassamba was a soft target, “a small timber outpost” where portu-
guese lumberjacks lived with their families and several hundred angolans 
under the protection of “a couple of hundred portuguese soldiers” (Bridg-
land, 1987:71). according to savimbi’s own account of the attack, “it was a 
disaster” (Bridgland, 1987:71). against the advice of david “samwimbila” 
Chingunji – a top military commander who also had received training in 
China – savimbi led 60 poorly trained villagers on the Cassamba attack. 
The attackers were easily beaten back, suffering many casualties – not a 
single portuguese was killed.
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uNita’s wish to grab international attention would have to wait until 
Christmas day 1966 when troops led by samuel Chiwale, also trained in 
China, attacked teixeira de sousa (luau), an important town at the end of 
the Benguela railway. This was an important propaganda coup because it 
disrupted for a week the shipment of Zambian and Zairian copper to the 
lobito port via the Benguela railway. However, from a military perspec-
tive, the attack could not be considered a success inasmuch as uNita 
– again using poorly armed recruits with little guerrilla training – lost half 
of its 600 fighters against six portuguese killed, including the town’s chief 
of secret police (Marcum, 1978:191–2). But, strategically, the negative con-
sequences of this attack extended far beyond the casualty count. it led to 
uNita being “outlawed in Zambia” (Bridgland, 1987:75) in early 1967. 
Given its dependence on copper exports through the Benguela railway as a 
source of foreign exchange, Zambia could not be expected to tolerate uNi-
ta’s disruption of this critical commercial link. Zambia’s actions against 
uNita – perhaps as much as the organization’s leaders’ training in Mao’s 
China – effectively forced uNita to operate completely inside angola. 
initially, uNita made a virtue out of this necessity by claiming that, un-
like Mpla and fNla who operated from bases outside the country, it was 
the only genuine liberation movement. But this bravado hid an untenable 
situation for uNita. for the next two years, uNita’s main struggle was 
not against the portuguese army – it was for its own survival.

By 1971, the portuguese colonial army was in a position to eliminate 
uNita’s several hundred guerrillas that remained active in isolated pock-
ets around Moxico region. However, the portuguese army spared uNita 
because “from a military point of view it was better to use them against 
the Mpla” (Minter, 1988:18). Minter quotes General Costa Gomes – 
commander-in-chief of the portuguese forces in angola from april 1970 
through august 1972 and who later became president of portugal after the 
25 april 1974 coup – as saying that “it was understood that portuguese 
and uNita forces would not fight against each other. uNita captured 
food and armaments from the Mpla, while the portuguese gave them 
ammunition (not guns), as well as medical and school equipment. The area 
reserved for uNita was the lungue-Bungo river area, between luso and 
Bie” (Minter 1988:18). Minter also reproduces documents indicating that 
savimbi sought, and the portuguese authorities seriously considered, the 
“reintegration” of himself and his group into “the national community” 
(Minter, 1988:83–85). in other words, savimbi was ready to cut a political 
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deal with the portuguese authorities that would result in him being reas-
signed a position within colonial society.

The “gentlemen’s agreement” between uNita and the portuguese 
colonial army lasted from 1971 until early 1974 (Minter, 1988:18), just be-
fore the military coup in portugal. savimbi’s calculations, it would seem, 
were only accurate in the sense that uNita did not pay a high political 
price for cooperating with the enemy. as he calculated, uNita was given 
an equal place – along with the other two liberation movements and the 
colonial power – at the table where decolonization and the post-colonial 
frameworks were negotiated. But Mpla would never forgive uNita for 
its treachery. in fact, for the next two and a half decades, both attempted to 
find ways to defeat each other.

evidently, andrade’s admonition that only political-military coordina-
tion between the nationalist organizations, including “a single command 
over the maquis, could save angola from a fratricidal war” (Marcum, 
1969:220) was not heeded. instead, the nationalist movements were divided 
as they negotiated the modalities of decolonization, especially the transfer 
of power, from portugal. The resulting platform for power transfer, the al-
vor accord of 15 January 1975, further entrenched their historical divisions. 
The alvor accord succeeded in setting the date for angola’s independence 
– 11 November 1975 – and defined the parameters for achieving this target. 
it recognized the three liberation movements as “the sole legitimate repre-
sentatives of the people of angola” and stipulated that they and representa-
tives from the departing colonial authorities form a transitional govern-
ment to lead the colony to independence.

But the alvor agreement failed disastrouly because it was founded upon 
the erroneous premise that the nationalist movements would be willing 
to work cooperatively for the benefit of the soon-to-be independent state. 
instead, shortly after it was signed, the agreement and the transitional gov-
ernment it brought into being were rendered irrelevant because Mpla ex-
pelled fNla and uNita from luanda as the country descended quickly 
and irretrievably into civil war. true to form, the nationalist leaders, placed 
personal and group interests – not national aspiration – at the top of their 
political calculations as Mpla, fNla, and uNita engaged in a zero-
sum fratricidal struggle for supremacy.

Beyond their ferocious domestic hostilities, the nationalist movements 
also ignored another of andrade’s warnings – not to bring the Cold War 
into angolan politics “to avoid the complications of international intrigues” 
(Marcum, 1969:255) after the anti-colonial war had been won. for angola, 
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the consequence of failing to heed those warnings was a civil war with 
peculiarly escalating layers of violence. in the early stages of this interna-
tionalized civil war Cuban troops helped Mpla prevail over both uNita, 
backed by a south african army lacking the political will to fight, and 
fNla supported by a Zairian army lacking professionalism. demoralized 
and humiliated for failing to install their respective allies in power, both 
the south african and the Zairian armies retreated within months of in-
dependence. However, independence and the defeat of uNita/sadf and 
fNla/Zairian armies in 1976 constituted a short pause in the civil war. it 
would continue with greater intensity, albeit now in the form of a protract-
ed guerrilla war, proving that it was fundamentally a continuation of the 
unresolved struggles and contradictions within the anti-colonial movement 
pre-dating independence. in important respects, therefore, the roots of the 
extreme levels of violence registered after independence can be found in 
both colonial and auctothonous violence. However, the salience of an im-
portant new element – greater direct external participation in the conflict, 
a function of the prevailing bipolarity and superpower rivalry – also helps 
explain the nature of post-colonial violence in angola. The next chapter 
looks at the external dimension of angola’s civil war in greater detail.



—  C H a p t e r  3  —

foreign interventions in angola during the transition to independence 
must be situated within the broader Cold War struggle prevailing at the 
time. The existence of two superpowers engaged in an existential strug-
gle of global proportions meant that changes of government in any unit 
within the international system involved potentially great geostrategic 
costs or benefits for the superpowers. This zero-sum calculus predictably 
led both superpowers and their allies to intervene around the world. The 
so-called third world, in particular, became “the terra nullius of geostrate-
gic considerations” for the superpowers (andreopoulos, 1994:192) because 
the outcomes of revolutionary struggles in countries like angola had a di-
rect impact on regional and global power balances (falk, 1984:120). Thus, 
in important respects, superpower interventions in the third world were 
“the local reflection of global bipolar competition” (Macfarlane, 2002:38).  
But, since the global power structure severely constrained the superpowers 
from battling it out at the system’s core, “the expression of the superpow-
ers’ global and systemic conflict was largely transferred to the periphery” 
(Macfarlane, 2002:38). Therefore:

Intervention was not a matter of managing or resolving conflicts, defending 
human rights, or relieving human suffering. The aim was relative gain in the 
global bipolar struggle through the exercise of power in local conflicts and the 
internal affairs of targeted states, or the prevention of such gain by the other 
pole (MacFarlane, 2002:38–9).

in addition to the specific strategic nature of the bipolar rivalry described 
by Macfarlane, both Guelke and Bull suggest that intervention is an inher-
ent and more ubiquitous feature of international society due to the fluid-
ity of member states’ tangible and intangible assets. Compelling strategic 
and economic reasons made angola an irresistible target for international 
intervention. first, from an economic perspective, it is endowed with vast 
and valuable natural resources. second, from the strategic perspective of 
regional and global powers, angola was regarded as a potentially key player 
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in africa. Consequently, it became an important Cold War battleground 
in africa.

But in 1975, angola also highlighted some of the shortcomings regard-
ing the applicability of international principles to embryonic states. in such 
cases, the rights and wrongs of foreign intervention could be debated from 
political, moral, and even military standpoints but hardly from solid nor-
mative foundations. angola’s tragedy started as a civil war within a politi-
cal unit that was not yet an internationally recognized independent state 
and, as such, did not enjoy established protections under international law. 
specifically, since it was not yet a sovereign state, angola could not find 
protection within well-established international legal frameworks that for-
bid states from intervening in the internal affairs of other states. for all 
practical purposes, during the decolonization process, angola was still a 
non-state actor with little international legal protection; it existed in a gray 
area where states-to-be have very limited recourse to international legal 
norms or security frameworks to defend themselves.

Concerning international interventions when the target is not yet a 
state, the uN Charter – a key source of international law on the subject 
– is “very silent” (Bull, 1984:21) partly because the complex processes of 
decolonization and state-building do not “fit easily” into the Charter’s 
framework (Gray 3). Therefore, embryonic states have little international 
legal protection. existing international norms pertaining to aspiring states 
are, at best, flimsy. first, the declaration regarding Non-self-Governing 
territories contained in Chapter Xi of the uN Charter does not go be-
yond recognizing the interests of peoples living under colonial regimes as 
“paramount” while regarding the promotion of their well-being as a “sacred 
trust”. second,	a key provision of uN General assembly declaration reso-
lution 1514 of 14 december 1960 regarding the Granting of independence 
to Colonial Countries and peoples affirms that “the subjection of peoples to 
alien subjugation, domination and exploitation constitutes a denial of fun-
damental human rights, is contrary to the Charter of the united Nations 
and is an impediment to the promotion of world peace and co-operation”. 
But it does not provide protection against that subjugation, domination, 
and exploitation even for peoples who are on the verge of realizing their 
freedom through independence. Third, article 1(1) of the international 
Covenant on economic, social and Cultural rights adopted by the uN 
General assembly as resolution 2200a of 16 december 1966 states that 
“all peoples have the right of self-determination”. However, it too does not 
provide would-be states with any legal foundation to fulfil their aspira-
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tions. in sum, the Charter and other key international legal documents do 
not adequately provide protection for entities that have not yet crossed the 
statehood threshold. in particular, international law generally fails to take 
into account the possibilities that the target of intervention could be a non-
sovereign entity in the midst of civil conflict.

The haphazard process of decolonization provided optimal conditions 
for various foreign interventions as outside powers directly or indirectly 
committed military resources to affect the internal dynamics of the conflict 
in an attempt to help determine its outcome. first, profound fragmentation 
characterized domestic politics in the sense that the key domestic actors 
were unable to find peaceful means for managing the transition to inde-
pendence as the colonial administration collapsed and, with it, law and 
order. The resulting chaos added instability to an already insecure region. 
to ensure survival, the domestic actors actively invited their respective for-
eign backers to intervene. Thus, at the regional level, two neighbouring 
states – south africa and Zaire – carried out military invasions of angola 
in support of uNita and fNla respectively. at the international level, 
the three-way fratricidal struggle provided opportunities for both the su-
perpowers – as well as a sub-imperial power like Cuba – to intervene both 
directly and indirectly.

foreign interventions
South Africa

decolonization of “portuguese africa” and the prospects of unfriendly gov-
ernments in angola and Mozambique posed an immediate and existential 
threat to the apartheid regime in south africa. as portuguese colonies, an-
gola and Mozambique constituted natural barriers shielding the last bas-
tions of settler colonialism in southern africa. as independent states, they 
would become frontline bases for an expected nationalist onslaught against 
the racist regimes in south africa and rhodesia (now Zimbabwe). such 
perceptions of insecurity explain, to a considerable degree, south africa’s 
strategic choices during angola’s decolonization process and, more spe-
cifically, its willingness to further provoke the international community’s 
ire by invading angola in an ultimately futile attempt to install a puppet 
regime in the former portuguese colony before independence. some eco-
nomic dimensions of security also featured prominently in south africa’s 
decision to intervene in angola. for Hallett (1978:349), “the basic reasons 
for south africa’s interest in angola are easy to determine. With its oil, its 



External Interventions and Internal Violence

75

diamonds, its coffee plantations, its promise of mineral and agricultural 
sources yet to be developed, angola is clearly one of the richest of south af-
rica’s neighbours.” Besides, angola had a well-developed infrastructure – at 
least by colonial standards – that included a system of paved roads, major 
ports, railways, and dams. in other words, a friendly post-colonial regime 
in angola could enhance the apartheid regime’s security by continuing to 
serve as a buffer against armed nationalist penetration and operations in 
south africa as well as provide assistance to overcome the apartheid re-
gime’s increasingly untenable economic situation due to international isola-
tion and seriously debilitating domestic structural problems. angola, so the 
apartheid regime hoped, would be a critical piece of a south africa-centred 
“co-prosperity zone” encompassing other bantustan(ized) southern african 
states.

for apartheid south africa, then, the reasons for intervention in angola 
were compelling on the basis of its survival calculus. in addition, the condi-
tions for such intervention were ideal. as mentioned earlier, there was no 
specific international legal barrier against intervention. The decolonization 
process had not only led to civil war, it placed angola on uncharted legal 
ground. Moreover, uNita and fNla – two of the groups engaged in the 
three-way civil war – had “invited” south african intervention to help them 
secure the military defeat of Mpla, their common rival. Critically, south 
africa also had the means to intervene. possessing africa’s most powerful 
army – a portion of which was stationed in Namibia, then called south 
West africa, a territory that south africa illegally occupied and angola’s 
immediate neighbour to the south – the apartheid regime could intervene 
militarily in angola without major difficulties. and so, in June 1975, south 
african troops first entered angola (Marcum, 1978:268). ostensibly, their 
mission was to guard the hydro-electric schemes at ruacana and Calueque 
on the Cunene river. These schemes provided electricity to and helped 
irrigate portions of Namibia. in addition to this “defensive” incursion to 
protect strategic interests in angola, south africa carried out several other 
minor military operations in the border region, allegedly to prevent pen-
etration of sWapo guerrillas into Namibia. But on 14 october, a south 
african armoured column began a deep penetration northward, routing 
Mpla forces as it move toward luanda and helping uNita recapture 
territory it had lost to Mpla in the early stages of the civil war (Marcum 
1978:268). south africa had clearly decided that, given the unaviodable se-
curity predicaments it would face with an unfriendly post-colonial regime 
in angola, a pre-emptive invasion to alter the course of political develope-
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ments in angola was justifiable. fortunately for Mpla, south africa de-
layed making a final decision to invade and this postponement ultimately 
doomed the entire operation in the sense that the invading troops fell short 
of their goal of installing a uNita/fNla coalition in luanda in time to 
receive independence from portugal on 11 November 1975. The south afri-
can advance bogged down at the Queve river, 120 miles south of luanda, 
too far to disturb, let alone impede, Mpla independence celebrations. 

although unsucessful from the apartheid regime’s perspective, the 
south african intervention succeeded in significantly escalating the level of 
violence in angola’s civil war by introducing both sophisticated weaponry 
– including armoureded cars, tanks, large calibre cannons, helicopters, and 
fighter jets – and the qualified personnel to make full use of the weapons’ 
destructive powers. also, by rescuing uNita from oblivion and continu-
ing to support it as the rebel group opted to take to the forests and carry 
out a protracted guerrilla war after being defeated by Mpla, the apartheid 
regime ensured that the levels of violence in angola would be kept at very 
high levels.

for more than a decade after south africa’s ill-fated invasion, angola 
became a prime target of apartheid’s “total strategy” – a set of political 
and military measures laid out in a 1977 defence White paper intended to 
prolong the life of the regime by enhancing its regional military reach – be-
cause, as south africa had feared, the new Marxist regime allowed both 
aNC and sWapo to set up military bases in angola. such bases were par-
ticularly important for sWapo to infiltrate its fighters into northern Na-
mibia. equally troublesome for south africa was the presence of thousands 
of Cuban troops as well as soviet and other former eastern bloc military 
advisors in angola. to counter the perceived threat posed by an unfriendly 
regime supported by important communist allies, the implementation of 
the “total strategy” relied heavily on special forces and covert operations. a 
unique feature of south african strategy to counter the “total onslaught” 
was the use of uNita as a proxy army to weaken the Marxist regime in 
angola, a strategy later employed with equally lethal effectiveness through 
reNaMo in Mozambique. in addition, south africa conducted regular 
military invasions of angola intended to weaken the new post-colonial re-
gime, if not necessarily remove Mpla from power.

in all, sadf invaded angola twelve times after 1975. These incursions 
were crucial for uNita’s development as a major military force. While 
sadf kept the government occupied, uNita was also able to expand its 
guerrilla activity throughout most of the country forcing the Mpla gov-
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ernment to become even more dependent on Cuban and russian military 
assistance to remain in power. By the late 1980s and early 1990s, the sur-
vival of the regime required negotiating with the rebels. such negotiations, 
however, would not result in an end to the civil war because of the diverg-
ing objectives of the parties involved: the government wanted to negotiate 
the incorporation of uNita within its ranks while uNita wanted to 
negotiate devolution of power and wealth. in the end, the externally-im-
posed and managed electoral process did not end the war. dissatisfied with 
the results of the elections it lost in september 1992, uNita returned the 
country to war. although this time uNita could not count on the sup-
port of south africa, it believed that it still had the capabilities to bring 
the Mpla regime to its knees. uNita’s misguided strategy was based on 
two critical elements. first, its illegal trade in diamonds provided the rebels 
with large quantities of cash, thus lessening the need for external sources of 
funding. second, they could still count on the support of an old enemy of 
the Mpla regime – Mobutu’s Zaire.

Zaire

of all the external players that intervened in angola’s decolonization proc-
ess and beyond, Zaire was arguably in the best position to influence events 
in the former portuguese colony. as discussed earlier, the deep historical 
ties that linked both countries served as an important basis for the support 
Zaire provided to fNla’s anti-colonial struggle against portugal. fNla 
was allowed to establish military bases in Zaire from which it mounted 
incursions into angola. Zaire was also an indispensable conduit for ameri-
can financial aid and Chinese military and diplomatic assistance to fNla. 
Therefore, at the time of the 1974 coup in portugal, fNla’s fortunes – es-
pecially its odds of becoming the government of post-colonial angola – 
were inextricably linked to Zairian support. Zaire, in turn, had important 
reasons for supporting fNla. an fNla government in angola would 
render the arbitrary colonial divisions meaningless. More pragmatically for 
Zaire, angola’s vast natural resources would provide added opportunities 
for grand corruption, if not regional economic development. in addition, 
control of the Benguela railway – providing Zaire with an important out-
let to the atlantic – constituted a potentially rich prize.

Zairian motives for intervention also included a profound aversion to-
ward fNla’s main rival – Mpla. This aversion was partly based on Mobu-
tu’s notions of african authenticity, views that contrasted with Mpla’s 



Assis Malaquias

78

embrace of african cosmopolitanism. also important, within a Cold War 
context, Mobutu’s Zaire – itself an unwavering ally of the us – regarded 
the soviet-backed Marxist-leninist Mpla with an overt hostility that 
could be traced back to Mobutu’s difficult formative experiences during 
Congo’s own traumatic decolonization process in the 1960s as he dealt with 
katangan secessionists supported by the former soviet union. Many of 
these secessionists had found refuge in colonial angola and were retrained 
and used by portugal as special counterinsurgency troops. during the colo-
nization process, this katangan gendarmerie shifted allegiances to Mpla. 
This was only partly for ideological reasons. Basically, this shift was driven 
by the expectation that, after helping Mpla secure a victory over its rivals 
in angola, the newly installed government in luanda would return the fa-
vour by helping the katangan secessionists conquer katanga (now renamed 
shaba), if not the whole of Zaire. This was a nightmarish prospect that 
Mobutu attempted to preemptively avert by supporting his fNla proxy 
and cutting off Mpla’s route to post-colonial power.

like south africa, in addition to apparent motives for intervention, 
Zaire also had the means. When the decolonization process began in an-
gola, Zaire’s proxy fNla army was clearly superior, at least as far as mili-
tary resource endowment, to Mpla’s military units. it had 4,000 guerrillas 
operating inside angola and an additional 10,000 in Zaire (stevens 140). 
Zaire was also channelling major external military assistance to fNla. in 
addition to receiving american assistance for fNla, in July and august 
1974, Zaire welcomed 125 Chinese military instructors to train the angolan 
rebels who were expected to constitute the core of a new post-colonial an-
golan army. The Chinese instructors brought 450 tons of armaments with 
them. extensive additional supplies were secured from rumania (stevens, 
1976:141). in the unlikely event of ineptitude on the part of its angolan 
proxy, even given this significant arsenal, close geographic proximity to 
angola made direct Zairian military intervention a viable option. in the 
end, fNla proved to be inept and the Zairian army directly intervened 
in angola.

once deployed in angola, the Zairian army – much like its proxy 
fNla which was soundly defeated twice in its attempts to capture luanda 
– proved to be an ineffective military paper tiger with a greater inclination 
to loot than fight. Zaire initiated its direct military intervention in angola 
in May 1975 when 1,200 regular Zairian soldiers moved across the angolan 
border to prop up fNla forces (Marcum 1978:259). This was followed by 
the dispatch of a commando company in July, an armoured-car squadron 
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and two additional Zairian paratroop companies in august and, in sep-
tember 1975, two more Zairian battalions (davis, 1978:121). The Zairian 
army carried out a major offensive to take luanda just prior to independ-
ence. But, ultimately, direct Zairian military intervention, while contribut-
ing to increased levels of violence, was no match for Mpla – now supplied 
with larger soviet weapons deliveries and aided by Cuban troops. Met by 
strong Mpla resistance organized by Cuban advisors and supported by 
a barrage of soviet 122-mm “stalin’s organs” rockets, attack helicopters 
and light aircraft, the Zairian army and its fNla proxy retreated haphaz-
ardly toward the border, looting and raping all the way back to Zaire while 
leaving behind huge quantities of american and other Western weapons 
(Marcum 1978:275). The failure to install fNla in power did not deter 
Zaire from further involvement in angola, even after the disintegration of 
its proxy as a fighting force soon after its defeat in 1975. Continuing Zairian 
intervention was partly as a response to Mpla’s involvement in the two in-
vasions of Zaire, from angola, carried out by katangan soldiers in 1977 and 
1978. partly as retaliation, but also conforming to its role as an important 
regional ally of the united states during the Cold War, Zaire intervened in 
angola uninterruptedly during the 1980s. With fNla defunct as a mili-
tary force, Zaire became the main conduit for american covert and overt 
help to uNita, its new proxy.

Major international and regional changes in the late 1980s and early 
1990s – the end of the Cold War and the transition to a post-apartheid re-
gime in south africa – had left uNita internationally isolated inasmuch 
as it could no longer count on substantial aid from its main american and 
south african backers. Thus, by the late 1980s, uNita faced the real pos-
sibility of withering away as a major political and military force in angola 
as had happened to fNla in the late 1970s. uNita’s ability to survive 
into the 1990s depended, to a considerabl degree, on Zaire’s willingness to 
assume the role of uNita’s main ally. What motivated Zaire’s support for 
uNita? first, as a Cold War ally of the united states, Zaire supported 
the “reagan doctrine” which included support for uNita. in fact, Zaire 
became a key transshipment base for delivering american aid to uNita. 
second, support for uNita was a way for the Zairian leadership to retali-
ate against the Mpla regime for allowing katangan secessionists to invade 
Zaire from angola on two occasions. The second invasion, in particular, 
seriously shook the Mobutu regime which was saved only by the quick mili-
tary intervention of france, Belgium and Morocco with the logistic support 
of the united states. for Mobutu, angola’s willingess to serve as a base for 
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the katangan rebels’ attempts to overthrow his regime constituted a direct 
threat that required a reciprocal response. in other words, the longevity of 
the Mobutu regime required a weak and unstable state in angola. since 
uNita, if adequately supported, was willing and able to seriously weaken 
the angolan state, it came to be regarded as a worthy recipient of Zairian 
assistance. But beyond the state security motivation, the Mobutu regime 
could use this relationship as yet another source for elite enrichment. since 
the early 1980s, uNita had been mining important diamond deposits in 
angola. according to Global Witness, uNita sold diamonds worth at 
least us$3.7 billion between 1992 and 1998 (Global Witness 1998:1).until 
Mobutu’s overthrow in 1997, these diamonds were transported via Zaire to 
international diamond marketing centres.

in the end, when the Mpla regime in angola saw an opportunity to 
help permanently end the Mobutu regime it sent thousands of troops to 
support the rebellion that finally drove the Zairian dictator from power 
in May 1997. The fall of Mobutu’s regime led to a significant improvement 
in the security of the post-colonial state in angola. Now, it could focus its 
attention almost exclusively on finally decapitating its internal enemies. 
Within five years savimbi would be killed. Both Mobutu’s overthrow and 
savimbi’s demise were facilitated by america’s new posture in africa, espe-
cially regarding angola, after the end of the Cold War. The united states 
was now primarily more interested in focusing on its participation in the 
development of angola’s vast energy resources than in regime change. This 
represented a major change in american policy.

The United States of America

in the mid-1970s, angola provided ideal conditions for extending super-
power rivalry to a strategically important region of the periphery. two 
important reasons – oil and geopolitics – provided motives for american 
intervention in angola. first, for several decades american oil companies 
had explored angola’s rich oil deposits. These companies were committed 
to staying, especially given the anticipated oil bonanza that was expected 
in the near future due to the continuing discoveries of bigger deposits. The 
united states was intent on keeping and expanding its presence in angola’s 
oil sector while, more generally, preserving angola’s links with the interna-
tional economic system where it was expected to play a significant role in 
the global oil sector.
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The second reason for american intervention was more straightfor-
wardly geopolitical because, at the regional level, angola could play a key 
role in accelerating the process of complete liberation of southern africa. 
Given the former soviet union’s long relationship with Mpla, one of the 
main geopolitical incentives for american intervention was the desire to 
deny its main global adversary an easy victory in southern africa where the 
us had important strategic interests. These interests revolved around the 
fact that most of the West’s oil supplies were carried in the shipping lanes 
in the indian ocean and around the Cape of Good Hope into the atlantic. 
Consequently, the security of southern africa under pro-Western regimes 
featured prominently in american global security calculations. The united 
states feared that soviet influence in southern africa would significantly 
alter those calculations in the sense that it could seriously imperil the free 
flow of oil to the Western alliance with disastrous economic consequences 
(price, 1978:6). from this perspective, the us had little choice but to re-
spond in kind to the soviets’ significant escalation in their global projec-
tion of power.

But, in the wake of the american debacle in Vietnam, there was little 
inclination on the part of the us government to undertake direct military 
intervention in another distant third world country. There was nothing the 
us government “needed or desired less than another crisis in a distant con-
tinent heretofore insulated from the Cold War and one likely to lead to an-
other domestic controversy” (kissinger, 1999:791). indeed “us citizens and 
policymakers sought to prevent any repetition of such fiasco by imposing a 
number of important restrictions on us military involvement in regional 
third world conflicts” (klare 36). The “Vietnam syndrome”, however, did 
not prevent the united sates from intervening in an attempt to stop the 
pro-soviet Mpla movement from taking power in angola. Given the po-
litical realities militating against direct intervention, “Henry kissinger and 
his colleagues devised what may be called the ‘post-Vietnam strategy’ of in-
direct intervention” (klare, 1989:37). Thus, the united states intervened in 
angola indirectly because there was “no conceivable way” for it to intervene 
in post-colonial conflict in africa “except by means of covert operation” 
(kissinger, 1999:802) defined by the Cia as “clandestine activity designed 
to influence foreign governments, events, organizations or persons in sup-
port of us foreign policy conducted in such a way that the involvement of 
the us Government is not apparent” (Weissman, 1979:263).

american activities to influence events in angola were not new. They 
started soon after angolan nationalist movements initiated armed strug-
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gle against portuguese colonialism. By april 1961, the american embassy 
in kinshasa (then leopoldville) was in “close contact” with fNla leader 
Holden roberto (Weissman, 1979:277). for most of the liberation strug-
gle, american support for the nationalist movement was minimal, with 
roberto receiving only about us$10,000 a year, the minimum amount 
the Cia paid to its “intelligence collection” agents (Weissman, 1979:281; 
rodman1994:167). Through roberto, the us sought to “establish a claim 
for information and access to the group [its] intelligence agencies judged to 
be most likely to succeed” (kissinger, 1994:795). However, this amount in-
creased substantially after the 1974 military coup in portugal and the start 
of the complex decolonization process. roberto’s yearly stipend was raised 
to us$300,000 on 22 January 1975 after the signing of the alvor agreement 
(kissinger, 1999:795). Through 1975, american covert action in angola 
reached us$32 million to purchase weapons, “political action support” and 
propaganda (Weissman, 1979:283) mostly for fNla but increasingly for 
uNita as well. Thus, “american arms poured in on C130s from Zaire to 
the fNla’s staging centres at ambriz and the former portuguese airbase at 
Negage” (Marcum 1978:269). This effort, however, was inadequate to avert 
a major setback in american foreign policy in africa.

early us policy for post-colonial angola, especially under the Nixon 
administration, was “a disaster” because it was “formulated and carried 
out without a good sense of regional possibilities, much less with a compre-
hension of the forces at work in southern africa and in angola” (Bienen, 
1980:33). ultimately, Cold War calculation propelled the united states to 
intervene in angola, as it had done before elsewhere in the third world 
and as it would continue to do in order to advance an american vision of 
how the international system ought to be structured. often this american 
vision clashed with international norms regarding when force could be le-
gally used. Thus, the us developed its own set of criteria to justify its use of 
force on the international stage. This included overthrowing a communist 
(or “procommunist”) government or to prevent a communist (or “procom-
munist”) government from assuming power, even if it was popularly elected 
or emerged as a result of internal forces (Henkin, 1991:55). as far as ameri-
can foreign policy was concerned, the decolonization process was turning 
angola into a communist state and thwarting this development became an 
important goal. for the us, the “red line was intervention from outside the 
continent and domination from Moscow” (kissinger, 1999:795).

The goal of preventing a communist regime from installing itself in 
power in post-colonial angola ultimately failed as american weapons and 
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mercenaries were unable to catapult their uNita and fNla allies into 
power. american defeat, however, only temporarily halted american inter-
vention during the Carter years. With the election of ronald reagan, the 
us adopted a pro-insurgency stance toward angola. Generally, american 
pro-insurgency took the form of “paramilitary support for anticommunist 
guerrillas who [sought] to overthrow pro-soviet governments in the third 
world” (klare, 1989:41). in angola, this pro-insurgency policy was imple-
mented in a two-step sequence: first, by repealing the Clark amendment 
to the defense appropriations Bill for fiscal Year 1976 prohibiting us 
involvement in the angolan civil war and, second, by securing congres-
sional backing for support of uNita. american pro-insurgency activities 
in angola escalated significantly after the Clark amendment was nullified 
in 1985. This repeal enabled the reagan administration to renew ameri-
can covert support of uNita, providing the rebels with us$15 million 
to us$30 million a year in arms, medicines and food. Within the broad 
framework of the reagan doctrine and the regional focus of constructive 
engagement, the united states justified this funding in terms of uNita’s 
critical role in resisting the presence of the estimated 30,000 Cuban troops 
stationed in angola.

The reagan doctrine was concerned, above all, with the moral legiti-
macy of american support for anti-soviet insurgencies around the world 
(kirkpatrick and Gerson, 1991:20). in particular, it targeted situations 
“where there [were] indigenous opponents to a government that [was] 
maintained by force, rather than popular consent; where such a govern-
ment depend[ed] on arms supplied by the soviet union, the soviet bloc, or 
other foreign sources; and where the people [were] denied a choice regard-
ing their affiliations and future”. The implementation of the reagan doc-
trine took the form of “a full-blown, global campaign” for providing overt 
american support for anti-communist guerrilla movements around the 
world (Crocker, 1992:290). as far as the civil war in angola was concerned, 
the implementation of the reagan doctrine had an almost immediate im-
pact both in terms of military and financial means supplied to the angolan 
rebels. By the end of the 1980s, the annual infusion of american assistance 
to uNita reached close to $60 million (schraeder, 1992:144). Buoyed up 
by both overt and covert american help, uNita significantly escalated 
its operations in 1985. By 1988, uNita – with the help of sadf – was 
able to survive a massive attack by Mpla troops and crack Cuban units 
at the battle of Cuito-Cuanavale. But given Cuba’s determined willingness 
to deploy both troops and materiel to confront south african troops – for 
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example, Cuba redeployed 15,000 troops closer to the Namibian border and 
introduced new weapons systems that for the first time since the beginning 
of the war ended south african air superiority – it could not be taken for 
granted that sadf would be able to save uNita again from the predict-
able annual military offensives by the angolan armed forces.

The battle of Cuito-Cuanavale affected all parties involved by demon-
strating the unlikelihood that either side was in a position to achieve an 
outright military victory. for uNita, Cuito-Cuanavale may have con-
stituted an important symbolic, if not military, victory in the sense that it 
had again postponed it demise. But it also signalled Mpla’s commitment 
to employ whatever means it could muster to destroy uNita. Thus, the 
realities on the battlefield forced both parties to accept american pres-
sure to negotiate a settlement of the conflict. The result was the New York 
accord of 22 december 1988 calling for south african withdrawal from 
angola and Namibia and Cuban withdrawal from angola to pave the way 
for Namibia’s independence.

The lessons of Cuito-Cuanavale were more easily grasped by outside 
forces – Cuba and south africa – than by the internal combatants. for 
Mpla and uNita Cuito-Cuanavale was inconclusive and, therefore, nei-
ther completely discarded the military option as a way to settle the conflict. 
in other words, for both, negotiations were simply a way to manage their 
respective immediate pressures: Mpla genuinely needed peace to avoid a 
collapse of the regime while uNita was unwilling to upset its american 
allies especially because it had also convinced itself – in hindsight, with 
careless optimism – that it could win either though bullets or ballots. The 
latter was, obviously, the rebels preferred option. uNita’s decision to re-
turn to war after losing both parliamentary and presidential elections held 
in september 1992 reflects this group’s preference for military options to 
settle essentially political matters. for example, after going back to war 
savimbi admitted that one of uNita’s “greatest errors was to sign the 
Bicesse accord in 1991” because “uNita had everything to continue its 
unstoppable struggle” (angola peace Monitor  Vol. ii, issue 7, 29 March 
1996, p.3).

uNita’s bellicose attitude after the 1992 elections caught the united 
states by surprise. The angola rebels, once regarded as one of the best ex-
amples of global “freedom fighters” deserving support from Washington, 
were now justifiably seen as poor losers in a democratic process backed by 
the united states. after uNita’s electoral defeat and its return to war, 
american involvement changed dramatically. The republican administra-
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tion of George H.W. Bush initiated a constructive relationship with the 
Mpla government which was further strengthened when Bill Clinton 
came to power in 1992. The new democratic administration soon granted 
diplomatic recognition, albeit belatedly, to the post-colonial angolan state. 
But this change in american involvement did not immediately and signifi-
cantly alter the situation on the ground because, by the early 1990s, uNi-
ta had evolved away from its dependent relationship vis-à-vis the united 
states into self-sufficiency, especially as far as financial resources were con-
cerned. Control of diamond producing areas provided uNita with the 
financial resources it required to gain this independence. uNita could 
now use its own funds to purchase in the vast international arms bazaar 
the resources it needed to sustain itself and Mobutu’s Zaire could still be 
used as a reliable conduit for this materiel into angola. Thus, for much of 
the 1990s – including through the critical Bicesse peace process – uNita 
was able to thwart the will of the international community for a permanent 
end to the post-colonial violence in angola. The uN in particular, but also 
the troika of countries most deeply involved in angola’s peace process – the 
us, the former soviet union and portugal – were unable to hold uNita 
accountable to the commitments it had repeatedly made. Worse still, the 
angolan rebels were able to cynically use the uN-led peace process as a 
period to regroup, reassess strategies, and rearm for a final military show-
down with the government. By the early 1990s, after it had survived since 
independence with external help from Cuba and the former soviet union, 
toppling the government was no easy task.

Cuba and the former USSR

in 1975, faced with a real possibility of losing a power struggle with its 
rivals, Mpla sought foreign assistance from socialist bloc countries. al-
though several countries responded, decisive, direct and timely assistance 
came only from Cuba and the former soviet union. like all the other 
countries that intervened in angola, Cuba also had the motives and means 
to intervene. Cuba’s reasons for intervention were mainly ideological. a 
leader among third world states with revolutionary regimes, Cuba was in-
clined to help establish a Marxist-leninist regime in angola and thus ad-
vance the cause of international revolution. Moreover, in angola Cuba also 
saw an opportunity to humiliate the us – the superpower that had been 
hounding fidel Castro since he successfully led the Cuban revolution in 
1959. economic reasons also featured prominently in Cuba’s calculus since 
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angola could eventually develop into an important trading partner able to 
supply Cuba with much needed oil. finally, historical reasons – pertaining 
particularly to the slave trade – linked Cuba and angola, even if mostly at 
the imaginary level. all these factors played a role in the decision to inter-
vene. regarding the means for intervention, Cuba had developed a strong 
military mainly due to the real and perceived threats emanating from the 
us ironically, some of this military muscle was deployed halfway around 
the world to spoil american geo-strategic designs. Given the aforemen-
tioned reasons, Cuba responded positively to Mpla’s request of March 
1975 for help to counterbalance the foreign assistance being provided to its 
rivals. initially, Cuba sent 230 military advisors to help train Mpla forces. 
However, in response to Mpla’s growing difficulties, in early November 
1975 Cuba mounted “operation Carlota”, a major airlift of combat troops 
to help Mpla stave off invading forces from Zaire and south africa. By 
late 1975, Cuba had deployed 7,000 troops in angola (Marcum, 1978:274), a 
number that increased to 11,400 by January 1976 (stevens, 1979:144).

if Cuban troops played a key role in bringing Mpla to power, it was 
soviet involvement – particularly in the form of military advisors and hard-
ware – that ultimately ensured that victory. Cuban use of sophisticated 
soviet weapons, including 122mm “stalin organs” rocket launchers as well 
as t34 and t54 tanks, provided Mpla with all it needed to prevail. after 
ensuring Mpla’s victory, the former soviet union continued to provide 
the new regime with crucial sustenance in the critical first decade of its 
existence. But what motivated soviet aid to Mpla?

Generally, post-stalin soviet leadership embarked on a strategy of 
“courting” the third world (rubinstein, 1984:20). The means for this court-
ship often involved “direct military intervention on behalf of promising 
associates and prized clients”. in the 1970s, this soviet “courting” became 
markedly aggressive due to three important developments. first, the former 
ussr acquired the ability to project power globally. second, it perceived 
the us as unable or unwilling to project global power in the aftermath of 
its defeat in Vietnam. finally, there was an “increase in the opportunity 
factor” arising from regional instability and local actors’ willingness to turn 
to the ussr for help to advance their own plans (rubinstein, 1984:22).

More specifically, angola represented a unique episode in the history 
of soviet involvement in africa inasmuch as never before had the former 
soviet union assisted an african liberation movement on “such a grand 
scale” (stevens, 1976:137). The soviets intervention provided Mpla with 
desperately needed financial, logistical, and training assistance (rothchild 
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and Hartzell, 1995:178) as well as invaluable political/ideological cover on 
the international stage. Clearly, from the soviet perspective, angola was a 
“promising associate” while Mpla was a “prized client”. Thus, although 
the kremlin attempted to play down its intervention in angola to give the 
impression that its aid to the Mpla was no more than the legitimate con-
tinuation of a policy to support national liberation movements worldwide, 
Moscow clearly had more specific goals beyond ideological solidarity with 
Mpla. first, from a geostrategic perspective, an Mpla victory would al-
low the ussr to establish itself as an influential player in southern africa. 
for example, access to air and naval bases in angola would enable the 
soviet union to more closely monitor, if not control, shipping lanes from 
the persian Gulf to the West as well as other Western shipping in the south 
atlantic. second, within the complex geopolitical calculations of the Cold 
War, it would have been unrealistic to expect a non-interventionist soviet 
posture when the us and China were intervening – albeit inadequately 
– to give a significant military advantage to fNla and uNita. for the 
soviet union, an fNla-uNita victory would be tantamount to victory 
for its main rivals – the us and China – and a setback for third world 
revolutionary forces. from the soviet global perspective, Mpla’s victory 
in angola, much like the Vietcong’s victory in Vietnam, would confirm 
the rapid decay of american imperialism. Therefore, for the former ussr, 
large investments to ensure Mpla’s victory in 1975 were justified even 
when the ties that linked the kremlin to the angolan revolutionaries had 
been strained, and at one point severed, for much of the early 1970s due to 
increasing soviet doubts both about Mpla’s ideological commitments and 
its capabilities as a fighting force because of persistent infighting within 
this group. Third, soviet help was also motivated by economic reasons in 
the sense that an Mpla victory would guarantee russian access to ango-
la’s vast natural resources and a potentially significant commercial partner 
in africa. so, between March 1975 and January 1976 the ussr invested 
between us$100 and us$200 million in military aid supported by 170 
advisors to ensure Mpla victory in angola (stevens, 1976:144). The so-
viets introduced heavy military hardware thitherto absent from the civil 
war theatre, including t-34 and t-54 tanks, 100mm guns, 122mm multiple 
rocket launchers, amphibious vehicles, helicopters equipped with 20mm 
cannon and air-to-ground rockets, MiG-17, and MiG-21 aircraft (stevens, 
1976:144). By the 1980s, the soviets had invested about $5 billion worth of 
military equipment in angola (Vanemman, 1990:47)
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The ussr remained highly committed to Mpla until the mid-1980s 
when its own internal crises and contradictions indicated an imminent col-
lapse of the soviet empire. By the late 1980s, as the Cold War entered its 
final thawing period – precipitated mainly by the impending implosion of 
the soviet regime – russian foreign policy in southern africa had shifted 
significantly and now rested on two main planks: support of negotiations 
as a conflict-resolution mechanism and the reduction of its commitments 
to satellite regimes in angola and Mozambique (kempton, 1990:545). This 
fundamental change forced Mpla to accept the political power-sharing 
framework for angola that the united states – now the only remaining 
superpower – had insisted upon after Mpla came to power in 1975. exter-
nal intervention would cease while internal parties – Mpla and uNita 
– embarked on a peace process with united Nations (uN) assistance. prob-
lematically, however, the uN presence in angola was used by uNita to 
continue its violent attempts to gain power for another decade. in other 
words, the uN presence in angola during the 1990s delayed uNita’s ulti-
mate demise for more than 10 years.

The UN

The uN was a key player in the international community’s attempts to end 
the post-colonial violence in angola. The world body’s direct involvement 
in this process began on 20 december 1988 with the creation of the united 
Nations angola Verification Mission (uNaVeM). This uN mission, an 
integral part of the international settlement that led to Namibia’s inde-
pendence, was set up primarily to monitor the withdrawal of the 50,000-
strong Cuban military contingent that had been stationed in angola. upon 
this withdrawal – the main south african condition for disengagement 
from Namibia – hinged international efforts to bring peace to the region. 
uNaVeM was made up of 70 military observers and 20 civilian officials 
from ten countries1 and was given a 31-month mandate, beginning with its 
deployment one week before the start of the Cuban withdrawal and ending 
one month after the completion of the withdrawal.

on 30 May 1991, on the eve of the signing of the Bicesse peace accord, 
uN security Council resolution 696 decided to “entrust a new mandate” 
to uNaVeM. The new mission, uNaVeM ii, evolved into a 24-nation 

1. algeria, argentina, Brazil, Congo (Brazaville), the former Czechoslovakia, india, 
Jordan, Norway, spain, and the former Yugoslavia.
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multinational force with the mission of monitoring the cease-fire between 
the angolan government and uNita.2 uNaVeM ii, which began its 
deployment on 1 July 1991, included 548 personnel and had a budget of 
us$132.3 million dollars. The uN personnel comprised 350 military ob-
servers and 90 police officers, 14 medical workers, and a 160-person support 
staff for administrative support. uNaVeM ii military observers were giv-
en the task of ensuring that the provisions of the peace accord regarding the 
encampment of government and uNita troops in their designated zones 
were respected. uNaVeM ii was also deployed in 12 critical areas and had 
additional responsibilities for conducting patrols over the entire country. 
The 90 international police officers included in the mission were charged 
with ensuring the functioning of a new, integrated national police force.

on 24 March 1992, the uN security Council unanimously approved 
the expansion of uNaVeM ii and enlarged its mandate. a 400-person 
division was added to the existing mission to monitor and evaluate the 
operations and impartiality of the electoral authorities at all levels in prepa-
ration for the upcoming legislative and presidential elections. This division 
was expected to operate in all the 18 provinces of the country to monitor 
and verify the three main phases of the electoral process: the registration of 
voters, the electoral campaign, and the poll itself. an additional $18.8 mil-
lion was allocated to the mission’s budget.

in terms of both human and financial resources uNaVeM ii was, at 
best, a diminutive reproduction of previous uN operations like those in 
Namibia and Cambodia in the sense that it lacked the financial and hu-
man resources as well as the international support to monitor and verify an 
extremely delicate transition to peace and democracy (lodico, 1996:103). 
for example, in contrast to the uN role during Namibia’s transition to 
independence, uNaVeM did not have to organize the elections. The uN 
stressed that the angolan elections were essentially a national, sovereign 
affair. Therefore, the uN assumed the auxiliary role of merely observing 
the fairness and verifying the integrity of the elections. The more daunting 
task of organizing them was left to the angolan state. This was expected of 
a country emerging from a devastating civil war that had crippled most of 
its infrastructure and from a regime generally regarded as both inept and 
corrupt whose very survival – both political and otherwise – depended on 
winning this zero-sum electoral contest at all costs. predictably, therefore, 

2. the original 10 uNaVeM members plus Canada, egypt, Guinea-Bissau, Hunga-
ry, ireland, Malaysia, Morocco, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Nigeria, senegal, 
singapore, sweden, and Zimbabwe.
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tension, fear, anxiety and ultimately violence filled the road from Bicesse 
to the first multi-party elections in angola. Thus, the uN would not inter-
vene to preventing armed uNita cadres in civilian clothing from moving 
into towns across the country. Nor would it investigate widespread reports 
by frightened local people of large uNita arms caches hidden in the for-
ests. Moreover, the uN turned a blind eye to reports that uNita’s heavy 
arms had not been brought into its designated cantonment areas – they 
were kept in the forests with uNita’s best units. in other words, the uN 
in angola was unable to defuse escalating tension ahead of the country’s 
first multi-party elections and was caught completely unprepared to deal 
with both the pre-electoral clashes between angola’s former civil war en-
emies and the full-fledged post-electoral war that ensued.

in the final analysis, therefore, the failure to steer the peace process 
toward a sustainable transition to elected government and a democratic re-
gime in angola can be partly attributed to the uN and, by extension, to the 
international community (lodico, 1996:103). This failure derived mainly 
from the mismatch between the role of the uN mission in angola and the 
realities of the conflict. The stated goal of the uN mission in angola was 
neither peacebuilding, peacemaking, peacekeeping nor peace enforcement. 
it was vaguely defined as “verification” and “monitoring”. Consequently, 
uNVeM ii was unable to act as a deterring factor within the framework 
of traditional peacekeeping, defined in the Galtungian way as keeping the 
antagonists away from each other through measures – such as monitor-
ing the cease-fire, controlling buffer zones and military encampment sites, 
investigating arms flows – that could have prevented the resumption of 
fighting. uNaVeM ii was equally ineffective in the critical area of peace-
building in the sense that its mandate did not address the need to change 
the structures that had caused and sustained the war. furthermore, at least 
as far as uNita was concerned, it provided few realistic alternatives to 
war. left to their own questionable political wills and within the context 
of a country physically destroyed and a society profoundly traumatized 
by a long civil war, Mpla and uNita left vital features of the transition 
process – particularly the demobilization of the two armies and their fu-
sion into a single, unified, non-partisan national army – unfulfilled partly 
as their own life insurance policies which, ironically, ultimately led directly 
to uNita’s demise. But this would not happen for another decade. in the 
meantime, several other uN missions in angola could do precious little to 
help stop the violence unleashed by uNita.



—  C H a p t e r  4  —

uNita never recovered from its ill-fated choice to return the country to 
war in 1992. This decision marked the beginning of the end for this organi-
zation as an alternative to the Mpla regime by concluding the process of 
uNita’s decay in the civil war that had dominated angola’s post-colonial 
era. if uNita’s standard justification for its long insurgency – often inar-
ticulately presented as a struggle against the governing elite’s monopoly on 
power and wealth – rang increasingly hollow due to the rebels’ own trans-
formation into a criminal enterprise, the resumption of the war cemented 
the general view that savimbi’s group was the worse of the two evils. in-
deed, as suggested earlier – and as this chapter describes in greater detail 
– uNita’s peculiar and self-destructive metamorphosis had begun dec-
ades earlier. under savimbi’s erratic leadership, uNita underwent a long 
period of political and military self-mutilation. This was primarily a result 
of the movement’s inability to deal with several major and momentous cri-
ses that periodically shook its foundations. Throughout its history, uNita 
invariably made strategic political and military mistakes when confronted 
with major challenges. The costs of such blunders varied in terms of im-
pact and severity. first, as discussed in chapter 2, uNita responded to its 
early isolation from external sources of support by developing a relationship 
with the very colonial forces against which it was purportedly fighting. 
second, when faced with defeat in the civil war, it entered into an alliance 
with apartheid south africa, one of the most despised and isolated regimes 
in the world. Third, after agreeing to participate in free and democratic 
elections – the culmination of an internationally-promoted peace process 
and an outcome the rebels had sought since the problematic decolonization 
process of 1975 – uNita plunged the country back into war after its defeat 
at the polls in 1992. finally, unable to cope with electoral defeat and staring 
at the prospects of a futile military attempt to dislodge Mpla from power, 
uNita degenerated into a criminal insurgency. 

This chapter, then, deals with the political economy of military violence 
and focuses on uNita as its prime mover in an attempt to capture the 

uNita’s insurgency
Mutations and self-mutilations
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complex metamorphosis of this rebel group. The chapter argues that, all 
along, uNita was torn by severe schizophrenic drives – a major guerrilla 
army masquerading as a political party and a powerful grassroots organi-
zation as a veil for an armed personality cult. These untreatable maladies 
– particularly the militaristic and cultist traits – hindered uNita’s ability 
to play a constructive role in post-colonial politics and ultimately led to 
its downfall. uNita’s main strategy for taking power was fundamentally 
flawed inasmuch as it hinged on making the country ungovernable as a way 
of forcing major political concessions from the governing Mpla. How-
ever, by using indiscriminate violence, uNita sabotaged its own goals. 
although the government could be brought to the negotiating table and be 
forced into making major concessions, uNita’s violence – especially after 
the 1992 elections – frightened and alienated the majority of the popula-
tion. another dimension of uNita’s violence – regular internal purges 
– also frightened much of the rebel leadership into accepting the inertia 
of violence. Consequently, since its creation until savimbi’s death in 2002, 
uNita was unable to make much-needed self-corrections at critical junc-
tures.

The death of Jonas savimbi provided uNita with a unique oppor-
tunity to reinvent itself politically. But uNita was unwilling to make a 
clean break with its problematic history as a first step to reinvent itself and 
opted for continuity with the leftovers of a nationally discredited leader-
ship. for the first time in its history, uNita had the freedom to reinvent 
itself – it was no longer a proxy in the hands of foreign forces nor was it an 
instrument of its leader’s raw ambitions and peculiar whims. But, in the 
short run, reinventing uNita was sure to be a complex and unlikely prop-
osition involving, first and foremost, its transformation into an inclusive 
and democratic political party led by individuals capable of developing and 
articulating a new vision for the post-colonial state based on transparent, 
accountable, and people-oriented governance. The politics of opposition 
alone could not ensure uNita’s continuing relevance or popular support. 
But before dealing with the possibilities for reinventing uNita, this chap-
ter analyzes this organization’s survival strategy – first as a proxy and then 
as a criminal insurgency. 

survival as proxy
The withdrawal of the invading south african troops from angola in feb-
ruary 1976 after failing to prevent a post-colonial Mpla take-over left 
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uNita virtually destroyed. But although Mpla had prevailed over invad-
ing armies and internal enemies – uNita and fNla – it was traumatized 
by the complex and violent birth of the new state. it was also cognizant of 
the fact that, surrounded by enemies like south africa and Zaire it would 
remain indefinitely on life-support. Thus, after independence, the Mpla 
regime viewed its long-term security as being intrinsically tied to its ability 
to foster a friendlier regional environment. This, even more than ideological 
solidarity, led Mpla to actively support domestic opponents of the regimes 
in south africa and Zaire. Thus, the new angolan government provided 
open and unconditional military and diplomatic support for south africa’s 
aNC, Namibia’s sWapo and Zaire’s fNlC. Both the south africa and 
Zaire regimes responded by supporting their own proxies in angola. With 
fNla out of commission as a military force due to its implosion after fail-
ing to capture luanda in 1975, uNita became the proxy of choice.

south africa’s response to the perceived threats emanating from the 
new angolan state came in the form of the so-called “total strategy”. as 
mentioned earlier, this strategy involved a set of policies aimed at ensuring 
the survival of the apartheid system through a combination of reform and 
repression at home and coercive regional intervention. The main proponents 
of the “total strategy” argued that the source of instability and conflict 
– both inside south africa and in the region – was neither apartheid nor 
colonialism but external intervention. Through this strategy, south africa 
sought to force neighbouring states not to actively support the armed lib-
eration struggle in south africa and Namibia. Therefore, angola became 
one of south africa’s principal enemies in the region due to its position as 
the main sWapo sanctuary and an important aNC base. its ideological 
orientation and the presence of thousands of Cuban troops on its soil only 
served to further underline its position as the apartheid regime’s enemy 
number one in the region. Consequently, from the late 1970s through the 
1980s, angola was the brunt of the apartheid regime’s total strategy. south 
africa used two main instruments to threaten angola’s territorial integrity: 
first, frequent and well-planned military invasions deep into angolan ter-
ritory; and, second, the instrumentalisation of uNita as a proxy in its 
regional destabilization policies. a defeated uNita in the mid-1970s faced 
a situation peculiarly similar to its predicament a decade earlier when it had 
also faced extinction at the hands of the portuguese army. Now, as then, 
willingness to accept a new proxy role ensured its survival.

Between its withdrawal in 1976 and its final disengagement in 1988, 
sadf carried out regular military operations in angola. The duration 
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of such actions, carried out under the pretext of responding to increased 
sWapo attacks in northern Namibia from bases in southern angola, var-
ied according to the real objective of each mission. Thus, for example, mis-
sions to destroy sWapo bases did not take as long as assisting uNita. 
incursions whose real objective was to aid uNita were crucial for the 
rebels’ development as a major military force. although virtually destroyed 
by Mpla and Cuban troops in 1975–6, uNita was reorganized into a 
significant military force by 1979. after 1980 uNita was restructured “by 
the south africans along the lines of a conventional army, with brigades 
(made up of several battalions), regular battalions (900–1,500 men), semi-
regular battalions (300–500 men) and ‘special forces’ (small groups of a few 
dozen men normally used for sabotage operations)” (Conchiglia, 1990:45). 
Thus reorganized and revitalized, uNita took advantage of south afri-
ca’s regular incursions to advance behind sadf, “liberate” territory, and 
defend it with weapons captured by the south african army. Thus, while 
sadf threats kept the government occupied, uNita was able to expand 
its guerrilla activity throughout most of the country. in the process it seri-
ously disrupted food production in rural areas, brought the vital Benguela 
railway to a standstill, and threatened to disrupt onshore oil production 
and diamond exploration.

seriously threatened, the Mpla regime sought to defeat uNita mili-
tarily by mounting annual offensives against the rebels’ main headquarters 
in the southeastern corner of the country. These massive military operations 
commenced in 1985 and culminated with major conventional battles for 
the strategic towns of Mavinga and Cuito-Cuanavale in 1987–88. Mavinga 
was especially critical as it represented uNita’s main defensive position 
north of the main headquarters at Jamba. in these offensives, Mpla was 
supported by large quantities of sophisticated heavy armaments from the 
former soviet union, including jet fighters, tanks, combat vehicles, heli-
copter-gunships, and air defence systems. in addition, it could also count 
on about 45,000 to 50,000 Cuban troops to supplement its own increas-
ingly capable army. to save uNita, south africa deployed equally heavy 
and sophisticated weaponry, including 127mm multiple rocket launchers, 
120mm mortars, G-5 155mm heavy and high precision artillery guns (with 
a range of 25 miles), tanks, armoured cars and combat troops like the no-
torious 32nd “Buffalo” Battalion. likewise, the united states provided 
uNita with significant military assistance including sophisticated stinger 
missiles. such assistance was decisive in thwarting Mpla’s attempts, at the 
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battles for Mavinga and Cuito-Cuanavale in 1987, to break uNita’s main 
line of defence before taking Jamba. 

as discussed earlier, the battles at Mavinga and Cuito-Cuanavale clear-
ly showed to both sides the futility of pursuing a military option. By the 
end of the 1980s, then, both Mpla and uNita faced important pressures 
to find a political end to the war. in combination, apartheid south afri-
ca’s twin strategies toward angola – regular military invasions and support 
for uNita – convinced the angolan government that a regional settle-
ment with south africa was in its best interest. Thus, Mpla accepted the 
reagan administration’s “linkage” policy tying the withdrawal of Cuban 
troops from angola to Namibia’s independence on the basis of uNsC 
resolution 435 of 29 september 1978. This resolution reaffirmed the legal 
responsibility of the united Nations over Namibia and approved a uN 
secretary-General report containing a proposal for a settlement of the is-
sue based on the withdrawal of south africa’s illegal administration from 
Namibia and the transfer of power to the people of Namibia. The New 
York accord of 22 december 1988 was the culmination of this process. The 
peace accord signed by angola, Cuba, and south africa provided for the 
removal of Cuban troops from angola in exchange for south african com-
mitment to implement uNsC resolution 435. angola saw this accord as a 
major foreign policy victory inasmuch as it was expected to bring Mpla 
closer to finally achieving a measure of domestic security. The angolan 
regime believed that full implementation of uNsC resolution 435 (1978) 
would bring two important benefits. first, remove the south african threat 
from its southern border. second, lead to the collapse of uNita as a mili-
tary threat because its main supply routes via Namibia would be cut off 
by a sWapo-led government (timsar, 1981:1). But the optimistic scenario 
whereby uNita would disappear due to discontinued south african sup-
port did not materialize because uNita was also a proxy within a wider 
global ideological war – an important instrument in the implementation of 
the “reagan doctrine”.

UNITA and the Reagan Doctrine

By the late 1970s, a reorganized uNita could serve important american 
security interests in africa. ironically, the re-emergence of uNita in this 
role is partly the result of strategic miscalculations on the part of the gov-
erning Mpla on how best to enhance its own fragile security within a hos-
tile regional environment. seeing its security in terms of regional regime 
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changes, as discussed above, Mpla encouraged and supported two inva-
sions of Zaire by katangan gendarmes that had been based in angola since 
their defeat in Zaire’s own turbulent transition to independence. These in-
vasions seriously threatened the Mobutu regime as well as Western interests 
in Zaire. as expected, therefore, Mobutu’s allies – including the united 
states, france, Belgium, and Morocco – promptly came to his rescue and 
quickly pushed the invading forces back to angola.

The invasion of Zaire from angola provided Mobutu and his Western 
allies with a rationale and justification for continuing intervention in an-
gola. Within a Cold War context, angola’s actions – whether or not they 
had been carried out with Cuban and soviet consent or support – were seen 
as an attempt to expand the soviet sphere of influence into central africa. 
Consequently and predictably, the united states and its allies responded 
with massive military support for Mobutu. even more significant for an-
gola, Western intelligence services accelerated efforts to provide training 
and weapons to uNita via Zaire. This Western-Zairian-uNita connec-
tion seriously weakened the new angolan state and constituted a major 
threat to its territorial security, exactly the reverse outcome to what Mpla 
had sought for angola in its early years of independence. in other words, 
in seeking its own security by attempting to induce regime change in Za-
ire, Mpla enhanced uNita’s relevance as a foreign proxy. Thereafter, 
uNita became an important player in the southern african theatre of the 
Cold War, particularly in the context of implementing the reagan doc-
trine. as discussed earlier, this american relationship with uNita lasted 
until the rebels’ decision to return to war after losing both parliamentary 
and presidential elections held in september 1992.

prelude to defeat
uNita’s electoral defeat in 1992 can be attributed principally to the 
rebel groups’ internal idiosyncrasies. specifically, savimbi’s paranoid and 
authoritarian leadership led to uNita’s propensity for self-mutilation. 
permanently bleeding at the sub-leadership level, the party lacked suffi-
cient flexibility to make fundamental self-corrections in the conduct of 
the insurgency. ultimately, by emphasizing military over political means, 
uNita alienated a significant segment of its traditional support base, with 
negative electoral consequences. But the internal factors that ultimately 
led to uNita’s decline and savimbi’s death were apparent from the initial 
stages of the anti-colonial struggle. savimbi never succeded in develop-
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ing his organization into a liberation army. as such, its survival depended 
primarily on the degree to which its was useful as a tool in the hands of 
foreign powers – whether portugal, south africa, or the united states. This 
inability to transform itself into a liberation army had negative impacts on 
both the internal dynamics of the organization and, more generally, on the 
way the civil war was fought. uNita, unlike classical guerrilla insurgents, 
did not adequately resolve the relationship between political ends and mili-
tary means. This partly explains why savimbi did not seem to grasp the 
fundamental contradictions inherent in his organization’s problematic rela-
tionships with the portuguese army and secret police during the liberation 
struggle and later with the south african apartheid regime and the Cia.

above all, however, the character of savimbi’s leadership robbed uNita 
of the flexibility it needed to face changing political circumstances both 
at the domestic and international levels. By the time of its defeat in 1976, 
uNita was already in the advanced stages of its transformation from a 
rag-tag rebel group that had barely survived the anti-colonial armed strug-
gle into a powerful fanaticized military organization with a political wing 
whose main functions were divided between enforcing the internal per-
sonality cult of its leader while wreaking havoc throughout the country. 
The first function – enforcing the personality cult – eventually led to the 
politics of fear as uNita robbed most of its members of their basic sense of 
individual identity. although initially many people filled uNita’s ranks 
voluntarily, exit was rarely an option. Given uNita’s military character, 
deviance was dealt with through severe punishment, especially against 
those members who were perceived by savimbi as a potential threat to his 
leadership. Thus, savimbi eliminated most of his party’s most promising 
political and military cadres including Jorge sangumba (foreign secretary), 
pedro “tito” Chingunji (foreign secretary and deputy secretary general), 
Wilson dos santos (international cooperation secretary), eunice sapa-
ssa (president of uNita’s women’s organisation), antónio Vakulukuta 
(uNita’s top ovambu leader), Valdemar Chindondo (chief of staff), Jose 
antonio Chendovava (chief of staff), and Mateus katalaio (interior secre-
tary), among others. Bizarrely, savimbi did not just kill his close assistants; 
he also had all their families, including small children, killed. to instill fear 
in his followers, savimbi often meted out punishment in public, ranging 
from beatings to a variety of the most horrific killing methods: burning at 
the stake, use of heavy vehicles to crush victims, smashing of the victims’ 
children’s skulls against trees, and death by firing squad. one infamous 
such episode took place at uNita’s former headquarters in Jamba on 7 
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september 1983. after accusing a group of women and children of witch-
craft, they were burnt to death on a giant bonfire under savimbi’s personal 
supervision. This level of intra-party violence was symptomatic of a seri-
ously dysfunctional organization. But it only represented the tip of a much 
larger structural problem that contributed to its electoral defeat.

Rebels in a ballot war

Beyond the leadership problems and concomitant intra-party violence, in 
the early 1990s uNita faced serious structural challenges as it approached 
a new era of multi-party politics. for much of its post-colonial insurgency, 
uNita attempted to cultivate the image of champion of peace, freedom 
and multi-party democracy. Thus, it attempted to present itself as the main 
catalyst for all the political and social transformations that took place in 
angola culminating in the end of single-party politics. ironically, uNita 
was dreadfully unprepared for the new realities of multi-party politics be-
cause it was very slow in adjusting from war to peace, from a guerrilla 
group to a political party.

The complexities involved in uNita’s transformation from a guerrilla 
group into a political party were colossal, as savimbi himself recognized. in 
a speech to his groups’ 7th Congress, savimbi acknowledged that “uNita 
was not born as a political party, but as a military force with a political out-
look” (VorGaN, 14 March 1991). Thus, the end of the civil war presented 
stark choices for uNita: it could either seek alternative pretexts for con-
tinued fighting or reinvent itself to face a new political reality for which it 
was unprepared. specifically, this involved organizing an inclusive political 
party, developing a coherent electoral strategy, and carrying out an election 
campaign with a viable alternative programme of government. in other 
words, uNita cadres would have to do precisely the opposite of what their 
leader ordered them to do at the March 1991 Congress, i.e. “think politi-
cally in order to find the best way of fighting”. But this was precisely the 
opposite of what uNita needed because the new era of multi-partyism 
required rebels to develop winning strategies to struggle politically.

The political fight against the Mpla posed serious problems for 
uNita inasmuch as the former clearly had some recognized advantages. 
savimbi publicly recognized this at the 7th uNita Congress when he 
pointed out that “the Mpla will benefit from certain advantages because 
it has been a politically inspired and motivated organization, whereas we 
have always been guided by our political thought but with emphasis on 
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the armed struggle”. Thus, belatedly, uNita made an attempt to acquire 
a political outlook by seeking to adapt its structures to the new political 
conditions. some changes were announced at the 7th Congress, held just 
before the signing of the Bicesse peace accord. Thus, uNita kept the par-
ty Congress as the supreme organ of its structure. This organ would meet 
every four years. The party also kept its Central Committee to represent 
various political, economic, and religious interests. But the Central Com-
mittee was relieved of all its decision-making powers and assumed a merely 
consultative role. uNita’s decision-making powers were transferred to the 
new political Commission. in effect, the political Commission thus gained 
all the powers that were once in the hands of the Central Committee and 
the political Bureau. The latter was kept with the sole function of advising 
the party’s president. uNita’s executive Committee, or “government-in-
waiting”, was charged with the responsibility of executing the decisions 
of the political Commission. These transformations in uNita’s internal 
structures, however, did not change the external perception as an extremist 
organization. The serious divisions that occurred within the organization 
soon after the signing of the Bicesse peace accord further reinforced this 
view. two prominent uNita figures – tony da Costa fernandes, who 
co-founded the movement with Jonas savimbi in 1966, and Miguel N’Zau 
puna, uNita’s deputy leader for nearly 24 years – defected on 29 february 
1992. Both accused Jonas savimbi of serious human rights abuses and cor-
roborated allegations regarding the execution of prominent uNita figures. 
The defection of puna and fernandes represented the first serious crack in 
uNita’s outward façade of unity. uNita’s legendary internal discipline, 
harshly enforced during the long years as a guerrilla group, could not have 
been expected to survive in an open political system. No longer virtually 
captive, many close savimbi associates could now break away from uNi-
ta’s rigid society and integrate into the wider angolan society even if the 
latter also showed signs of rot.

significantly, in addition to corroborating information about the wick-
edness of savimbi’s leadership, puna and fernandes ominously publicized 
uNita’s lack of commitment to the peace process. The defections exposed 
for the first time the rebel group’s intention to block moves toward a genu-
ine democracy in angola. fernandes and puna claimed that uNita had 
devised plans to use military force to usurp power if it failed to win the 
1992 elections. tony fernandes attested, for example, that savimbi main-
tained a secret army in uNita-controlled areas on the border with Na-
mibia. Why would uNita insist on pursuing a military path to power? 
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Throughout the years of insurgency, uNita did not demonstrate that it 
was any better equipped to establish a new and improved form of post-co-
lonial governance than Mpla. as described before, after losing a pre-inde-
pendence power struggle with Mpla, uNita returned to the countryside 
and waged a devastating guerrilla war with the help of south africa and 
the united states. By the time the Bicesse accords were signed, the rebels 
controlled most of the southeastern portion of angola. However, political 
participation in the areas controlled by uNita was just as problematic as 
in government-held zones. several reasons account for this situation. al-
though uNita portrayed itself as a democratic organization, its practice 
suggested that this was a military organization masquerading as a politi-
cal movement. Thus, uNita created highly centralized and authoritarian 
structures both at the political as well as at the military levels. peculiarly, its 
military structures dominated the organization in the sense that few civil-
ians held leadership positions. for example, all the members of uNita’s 
politburo and its political Commission (the decision-making body) had 
a military rank. The primacy of the military over politics gave uNita a 
particularly rigid and non-revolutionary character.

second, open political competition with Mpla, within a multi-party 
system, was not uNita’s principal and optimal option. uNita’s pre-
ferred path to power involved military means. The political option was 
forced upon the rebels as a direct result of the major global and regional 
changes that took place in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The end of the 
Cold War and the collapse of the minority regime in south africa threat-
ened uNita with irrelevance at the international and regional levels, even 
if not yet domestically. These momentous changes presented uNita with 
important challenges. The rebels could no longer count on the generos-
ity of external benefactors to ensure military survival, let alone victory. 
Thus, uNita reluctantly joined an externally driven peace process aimed 
at ending the civil war. as expected, however, uNita did not completely 
abandon its long-term goal of capturing power by force. But, paradoxically, 
the peace process opened significant military opportunities for the rebels 
who, deceitfully, used the lull in fighting to reorganize for a planned new 
phase of the war. savimbi believed that the Mpla regime was irremediably 
debilitated by long years of economic mismanagement, internal squabbles, 
and civil war. Moreover, Mpla could no longer count on 50,000 Cuban 
troops that had kept it in power since independence. Cognizant of these 
regime weaknesses, uNita guerrillas initiated their northward movement 
immediately after the signing of the Bicesse peace accord. The process of 
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demobilizing excess government and uNita soldiers as part of the peace 
process provided the ideal pretext inasmuch as both government and rebel 
troops were expected to assemble with their weapons at various pre-deter-
mined sites around the country. But uNita did not send its best soldiers 
to the demobilization centres. savimbi used the cessation of hostilities pro-
vided by the Bicesse peace process to move his best troops northward from 
southeastern and central angola into the diamond producing regions of 
lunda Norte, lunda sul, and Malanje. such a move enabled uNita to 
both offset the loss of american and south african support by control-
ling important sources of diamond wealth and also hide its crack troops to 
resume fighting in the event that they lost the elections.

during the 1992 elections, Mpla and uNita counted on their respec-
tive traditional bases for support. uNita confidently expected to win the 
election because the ovimbundu – its main support base – represent the 
major ethnolinguistic group. uNita, therefore, did little to attract other 
segments of the population, including those that were not traditionally 
associated with the two other major parties. in addition, savimbi alien-
ated urban segments of the population, especially white and mulatto, with 
threatening and racist rhetoric, including threats to remove them from their 
employment in state institutions. unsurprisingly, savimbi and his party 
lost the elections. in the presidential election, incumbent president José ed-
uardo dos santos received 49.6 per cent of the vote compared to savimbi’s 
40.1 per cent. Mpla won the parliamentary election with 53.7 per cent of 
the vote while uNita received 34.0 per cent. Before a second presidential 
run-off election could take place, savimbi claimed that the elections had 
been rigged and re-ignited the war. This was easier done militarily than 
politically. This new war emptied uNita of whatever legitimacy it could 
still claim as a political force engaged in a struggle to induce fundamental 
positive changes in the country. Without this legitimacy, the post-electoral 
phase of the rebellion acquired all the traits of a criminal insurgency.

aftermath of defeat: Criminal insurgency
insurgency refers to a protracted political and military activity directed to-
ward completely or partially controlling a state through the use of irregular 
military forces and illegal political organizations. typically, insurgencies 
are triggered by chronic governmental ineptitude, corruption, and other 
forms of bad governance. More proximate causes often include governmen-
tal insensitivity and ineffectiveness in meeting popular demands. insurgen-
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cies can be ignited either through repressive actions by the government 
or by calculated actions carried out by legal or illegal opposition groups. 
insurgent movements use a variety of means to achieve their ultimate po-
litical goal of eroding governmental control and legitimacy. These actions 
can include guerrilla warfare, terrorism, and political mobilization (snow, 
1998:228). Most insurgencies have a dominant political character because 
they are often precipitated by real or perceived governmental breakdown 
manifested in unwillingness or inability to redress the demands of impor-
tant social groups. in other words, where good government does not exist, 
insurgent movements appear and use warfare as a means to eliminate bad 
governance.  in this sense, insurgencies traditionally have a Clausewitz-
ian character inasmuch as military actions are subjugated to the political 
purposes for which war is fought. in addition, once initiated, the physical 
conduct of insurgency often requires the adoption of Maoist revolutionary 
strategy and tactics to overcome important initial military disadvantages. 
specifically, the initial stages require considerable patience because govern-
ments are typically more heavily armed than insurgent movements. This 
important military disadvantage is often minimized through the adoption 
of a highly mobile guerrilla warfare strategy. 

Guerrilla war refers to military conflicts using unconventional tactics. 
Historically, this has been the preferred tool of smaller and weaker insur-
gent forces involved in combat against much larger and stronger conven-
tional armies. Guerrilla fighters are usually irregular forces who possess 
neither the weapons nor the training to engage in a conventional war to 
achieve their political objectives. The mismatch in military assets, however, 
is not always disadvantageous to guerrilla forces because guerrilla warfare 
is much cheaper to conduct. also, guerrillas have an important advantage 
because they generally control the tempo of fighting: they choose when and 
where to strike. unlike conventional wars, where the principal objective is 
the control of territory, guerrilla warfare seeks to undermine the exercise 
of central political authority within a country or region of a country. in 
this sense, although guerrillas may successfully control or even adminis-
ter “liberated zones”, control of territory is not their overriding objective. 
Their main objective is to induce the collapse of the central government by 
de-linking it from the countryside and its population and, ultimately, de-
legitimize it. These de-linking and de-legitimizing processes often build on 
incipient dissatisfaction with prevailing socio-economic conditions of de-
cay caused by government incompetence, corruption, or both. The dissat-
isfaction with poor governance often facilitates revolutionary movements’ 
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attempts to win “the hearts and minds” of the alienated population with 
promises of radical reforms to eliminate real or perceived injustices. By 
building on the dissatisfaction of those segments of the population that feel 
ignored by the government, especially in the countryside, guerrilla move-
ments are able to implant themselves in rural areas. since guerrilla wars 
then become primarily rural military conflicts, the countryside is vital to 
most guerrilla strategies because it opens up possibilities for relatively secure 
bases of operations and reliable access to food. This is often a determinant 
factor for an eventual victory because, after achieving effective military and 
political dominance of the countryside, guerrillas can then move to encircle 
major urban areas and wear down government troops, a process that often 
lasts many years.

predictably, therefore, most guerrillas wars are long-term, protracted 
conflicts of attrition that seek to wear down a much stronger conventional 
army. unlike conventional wars where direct military contests between two 
opposing groups are the norm, guerrilla groups traditionally avoid direct 
military confrontations altogether. instead, the preferred strategy involves 
weakening the opposing force psychologically and militarily through sur-
prise hit-and-run operations against isolated military installations and 
poorly defended communication, power, transportation, and supply cen-
tres. The ultimate aim of the guerrillas is to weaken the central government 
in at least three ways – politically, militarily, and economically. first, at the 
political level, guerrilla activities can further alienate a rural population 
from the central authorities, especially when governments respond to such 
activities by mounting military counter-attacks that affect civilian targets 
residing within the guerrillas’ area of operation. second, guerrilla warfare 
presents governments with important military challenges. for example, 
guerrillas’ ability to quickly submerge themselves among the population 
makes their detection by government forces highly unlikely. Thus, after 
starting operations in remote areas where government control tends to be at 
best tenuous, guerrillas are able to expand their areas of operation relatively 
quickly. Many guerrillas go as far as proclaiming “liberated zones” in areas 
where the central government loses effective political and administrative 
control as a result of guerrilla activity. eventually, through a slow process 
of attrition, guerrilla warfare forces the concentration of government forces 
in larger cities while the insurgents are left to dominate increasingly larger 
portions of the countryside. Third, guerrilla warfare often succeeds because 
it is able to bring formal economic activity to a halt, especially in the coun-
tryside. The guerrillas’ favorite soft targets include bridges, railway tracks, 
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ports, airports, electricity and telephone lines, schools, hospitals, small-
scale manufacturing enterprises, farms, etc. By constantly and relentlessly 
attacking such facilities, insurgents force the government to continuously 
spend limited financial resources to repair such infrastructure. over long 
periods of time, this imposes unbearable costs upon a central government 
that must also spend considerable financial resources on the war effort. 
This is especially debilitating in situations like that of angola after inde-
pendence where the state was already highly unstable due to internal and 
external pressures.

for much of the 1980s, uNita successfully used guerrilla warfare to 
further weaken the government at the political, military, and economic 
levels. The end of the Cold War, however, eliminated key conditions for a 
successful insurgency in angola. one of these was that uNita could no 
longer place its insurgency within a larger international ideological con-
text – a critical element for sustaining external backing. Moreover, at the 
domestic level, the insurgency had also lost much of its support because 
the rebels abruptly reneged on the very key issues they were purportedly 
fighting for – democratic elections and the end of Mpla’s monopoly on 
political power. to succeed in such altered conditions, therefore, renewed 
insurgency required an even greater Clausewitzian content in the sense 
that the population had to be convinced that a higher political goal ex-
isted to justify the suffering exacted by military actions. problematically 
for uNita, however, its insurgency had long abandoned the strategy of 
creating an intimate and reciprocal relationship between the political and 
military aspects of the war. in other words, the insurgents did not fight 
at the military level to achieve clearly discernible political objectives; war 
was not regarded as part of a broader contest for political support involv-
ing, first and foremost, winning “the hearts and minds” of the people. in 
fact, for uNita in the 1990s, people came to be regarded as burdens, if 
not obstacles, whose elimination by military means was often justified. for 
example, by removing people from, say, diamond producing areas, rebels 
could enrich themselves without the political and administrative costs of 
governance.

after resuming the war, uNita demonstrated neither the ability nor 
the inclination to bring new, more effective and inclusive forms of govern-
ance to angola. More significantly, it was unable to articulate a coherent 
set of political objectives for the renewed fighting. indeed, the insurgency 
had, more than ever before, acquired a uniquely criminal character. after 
returning to war, uNita held fast to its strategy of rendering the country 
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ungovernable to induce a regime implosion that would ultimately enable the 
rebels to achieve power amidst the anticipated chaotic state collapse. Thus, 
the rebels increased pressure on infrastructure targets, such as water and 
electricity, while continuing to attack small towns and villages throughout 
the country, resulting in countless civilian casualties and the displacement 
of 1.3 million people or ten per cent of the population. uNita also stepped 
up terror actions against the population including the use of torture, sum-
mary executions, indiscriminate killing of civilians in operational areas, 
forced displacement, and continuous mine-laying. peculiarly, for the first 
time since the civil war began in 1975, uNita reversed its long-held prac-
tice of forcing people into its “liberated” areas. instead, it pursued a policy 
of forcibly pushing civilian populations into government-held cities and 
towns to overwhelm already strained state infrastructures and thus dem-
onstrate governmental incapacity to provide idps with the basic means to 
survive – i.e. food, shelter, clothing, water, and medical assistance – while 
also emphasizing the state’s inability to provide security to its citizens be-
cause those relatively safe areas could then be bombarded incessantly and 
indiscriminately (Campbell 2000:151–53). uNita, it appeared, could use 
conventional war to bring the government to its knees. However, as dis-
cussed below, the combination of popular alienation and the choice to pur-
sue a conventional strategy ultimately led to uNita’s demise.

Expediting disaster: UNITA’s conventional option

after losing and rejecting the results of the first multi-party national 
elections of september 1992, uNita used conventional military tactics 
to overrun most government positions around the country and seriously 
threatened the capital city, luanda. it would take the angolan government 
about two years to beat back the rebels’ pressure. By November 1994, ango-
lan government forces had captured Huambo, uNita’s main stronghold 
only days before the two sides were due to sign the lusaka peace protocol 
to end the post-electoral round of fighting. ominously, uNita leader Jo-
nas savimbi did not personally endorse this accord. He retreated to Bailun-
do and andulo to set up his new headquarters. Gaining control of these 
two strongholds now became a top political and military priority for the 
government for two main reasons. first, the government’s post-electoral 
legitimacy rested heavily on its ability to fully implement the lusaka pro-
tocol which provided the government with both a mandate and a timetable 
to reestablish state authority in all areas still under rebel control. second, 
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uNita’s headquarters were highly symbolic – Bailundo was regarded as 
the cradle of ovimbundu nationalism while andulo was savimbi’s home-
town. But these towns were also significant from a military standpoint 
in the sense that they were the main nerve centres for uNita’s then im-
pressive military machine. andulo, for example, was the main operational 
centre supporting uNita forces fighting on various fronts throughout the 
country. equally important, their geographic position in the centre of the 
country was of particular concern for the government inasmuch as, from 
there, uNita could continue to spread its operations around the country. 
By retaking Bailundo and andulo, the government could force uNita 
military forces to disperse into various unconnected regions thus mak-
ing communication, coordination, and control as well as logistical sup-
port extremely difficult for the rebels. in other words, without its central 
headquarters, uNita could not retain a conventional military posture. 
Conversely, from the rebels’ point of view, this meant that Bailundo and 
andulo had to be defended at all costs.

initially, guided by the provisions of the lusaka protocol, the gov-
ernment embarked on an attempt to regain control over these two areas 
through negotiations. However, after four years of failed efforts, the gov-
ernment changed course. on the eve of its fourth Congress, the governing 
Mpla blamed uNita’s “warmongering wing” for obstructing the fulfill-
ment of the lusaka protocol by refusing to demilitarize and thus prevent-
ing the government from reinstating administration in all areas of angola.  
Therefore, it decided to discontinue talks with the rebels while condemning 
their leader as a “war criminal”. The government promptly directed the 
armed forces to retake the two uNita strongholds. at the time, how-
ever, uNita was strong enough to withstand this offensive. in fact, bu-
oyed up by new military equipment recently acquired with the proceeds of 
diamond sales, the rebels responded with military offensives of their own. 
after successfully stopping faa’s March 1999 offensive, uNita escalated 
its military operations and brought them, as in 1992, closer to the capital 
city. Thus, on 20 July 1999 uNita rebels mounted a daring and surprise 
attack on the town of Catete, just 60 km from luanda. The rebels’ move-
ment towards luanda had begun in Zenza do itombe, Maria teresa and 
Calomboloca. Catete represented a clear warning to the government that 
luanda itself could be the next target.

uNita’s military and political calculations, however, reflected its con-
tinuing inability to carefully assess the realities on the ground or, worse, 
willingness to believe its own propaganda. This would, again, lead to major 
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tactical errors for the rebels. for example, uNita’s pressure on luanda 
could not be sustained for any prolonged period for three important rea-
sons. first, faa had significant concentrations of military power in the 
capital. second, the civilian population in luanda was heavily armed as a 
result of the government’s distribution of surplus army rifles to its sympa-
thizers in the aftermath of the electoral fiasco of 1992. Third, and most im-
portantly, while uNita was putting pressure on luanda, faa was fortify-
ing its positions in the central highlands, in preparation for its long-delayed 
cacimbo (cold season) offensive against savimbi’s headquarters in andulo 
and Bailundo. tactically, instead of preparing to attack luanda, uNita 
was in a much better position to deny government troops the ability to 
mount the inevitable cacimbo offensive without much harassment. specifi-
cally, instead of mounting a futile offensive against luanda, the rebels were 
in a much better position to continue the sieges of Huambo, kuito, Malan-
je and Menongue – all government-controlled cities where faa would have 
to concentrate its forces in the central highlands before attempting to strike 
out and evict savimbi’s troops from their bases in andulo and Bailundo as 
well as the diamond mines around Nharea. What led uNita into such a 
tactical blunder?

first, uNita had lost most of its top military leaders to the govern-
ment in the context of the demobilization and reintegration processes stip-
ulated by the Bicesse peace accords and the lusaka protocol. in 1990, on 
the eve of the failed peace process, uNita had a sixteen-member top mili-
tary command1(uNita, 1990). of these top rebel officers, only generals 
sapalalo (Bock), dembo, and kamalata (Numa) remained with savimbi. 
in other words, uNita could only count on mostly second-tier military 
officers. Many of those who had commanded the bulk of uNita troops 
were, ironically, now commanding the very government troops that would 
pursue savimbi to the death. second, uNita demonstrated an uncanny 
inability to properly interpret conflicting messages from senior faa of-
ficers and members of the angolan government regarding their percep-
tions and interpretations of the rebel military threat. some faa officers 
expressed overt pessimism about the government’s prospects for defeating 

1. Jonas savimbi, arlindo Chenda isaac pena (Ben Ben), andrade Chassungo san-
tos, altino Bango sapalalo (Bock), renato sianguenhe sakato Campos Mateus, 
augusto domingos lutoki liahuka (Wiyo), peregrino isidro Wambu Chindon-
do, Jeronimo George Ngonga ukuma, demostenes amos Chilingutila, Geraldo 
sachipengo Nunda, antonio sebastiao dembo, abilio Jose augusto kamalata 
(Numa), Carlos tiago kandanda, Jeremias kussia Chihundu, Carlos Veiga Mor-
gado, and daniel Zola luzolo (Mbongo-Mpassi).
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uNita.  for example, in June 1999, in a report to the angolan parliament, 
the army chief of staff, lieutenant-General Jose ribeiro Neco, admitted 
that “uNita has the upper hand and the angolan army is largely on the 
defensive” (daley, 1999; McGreal, 1999). even the angolan president was 
publicly seeking support from his regional allies to deal with uNita. re-
gardless of whether or not such signals where intended to confuse the rebels, 
they all reinforced uNita’s misperceptions of its own military capacity. 
uNita exhibited this exaggerated sense of confidence when it claimed to 
control 70 per cent of the country in the semi-circular zone adjoining the 
democratic republic of Congo, Zambia and Namibia while “the regime 
control[led] only 30 per cent of the territory, mainly the coastal band about 
100–175 km wide” (BBC, 31 august 1999). from this dillusional position 
of strength, uNita leader Jonas savimbi threatened to enter luanda. in 
a letter to the ruling Mpla, he stated that “this time, uNita may reach 
futungo (the presidential palace) before the angolan armed forces reach 
andulo” (BBC, august 31, 1999). But government forces were not as un-
prepared as savimbi envisaged. in fact, they were openly preparing for a 
decisive offensive against uNita. for example, then deputy Minister of 
defense armado Cruz Neto confirmed that faa was “preparing for a deci-
sive offensive against uNita” and repeated his government’s intention “to 
wipe out” the rebels (Xinhua 13 July 1999). other senior faa officers main-
tained that the government was “very close to cancelling uNita’s military 
advantage, especially in the area of long-range artillery” (BBC summary, 
July 21, 1999) that had been primarily responsible for uNita’s ability to 
block faa’s previous military offensives aimed at reoccupying andulo and 
Bailundo in March 1999.

self-deceivingly, until the eve of of their defeat in Bailundo and andu-
lo, uNita rebels demonstrated a total disregard for the conditions on the 
ground and chose to believe only those reports that presented them as the 
stronger force. Thus, the rebels did not appear to fully appreciate the pre-
viously mentioned political and military factors driving Mpla’s strategy. 
Consequently, they seemed both surprised by and unprepared for the scale 
of faa’s much anticipated offensive that began on 14 september 1999. ac-
cording to uNita’s account, government forces supported by a “massive 
numbers of tanks, self-propelled artillery pieces, and MiG and su fighter 
bombers”, attacked on four fronts: 

Northern Front, from Uige towards UNITA-administered towns. Malanje 
Front, a two-pronged offensive from Malanje and Caculama, and from Malan-
je and Mussende towards Andulo. Bie Front, a two-pronged offensive from 
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Kuito and Chipeta towards Catabola; and from Camacupa and Vouga towards 
Andulo. Huambo Front, a two-pronged offensive from Mbave, and from Vila 
Nova and Chiumbo towards Bailundo (BBC September 19, 1999). 

The government formally announced the capture of Bailundo and andulo 
on 20 october 1999. The following day, angolan television showed pictures 
of then faa chief of staff, General João de Matos, in andulo. despite 
uNita’s deployment of some of its most experienced troops back to an-
dulo from the siege of Malanje for a final stand on the outskirts of this key 
rebel headquarters, the government advance was so powerful that andulo 
was evacuated without heavy fighting. in the disorderly evacuation, the 
rebels abandoned large quantities of war materiel including heavy artillery 
guns and vehicles. They also abandoned other valuable possessions includ-
ing their leader’s white Mercedes limousine. as he moved east into Moxico 
province toward his last dead-end, savimbi would not need such luxurious 
means of transportation. savimbi was now moving on foot, heading back 
to where his journey had begun more than three decades earlier, taking 
uNita into one last grand act of self-destruction.

The loss of Bailundo and andulo affected the insurgency in several im-
portant ways. it was a major political and psychological setback for uNi-
ta. it proved its inability to hold on to two key symbolic bastions. from 
a military perspective, the loss of the two towns threw the insurgency into 
disarray because it robbed the rebels of important command, control, and 
communication systems. Beyond these two factors, however, the demise of 
uNita’s insurgency can be attributed to savimbi’s fateful decision to de-
emphasize guerrilla warfare in favour of more conventional military tactics 
to engage the government. This decision was inspired by the rebels’ control 
of important diamond revenues that could be used to purchase vast quanti-
ties of war resources. However, the rebels seriously misjudged the degree 
to which control of significant diamond revenues could be translated into 
military and political power. in the end, diamonds did not prove to be a 
guerrilla’s best friend.

Accelerating defeat: The role of illicit diamond revenues

for much of the 1990s, until the last phase of the war – i.e. from their 
eviction from andulo and Bailundo in 1999 – the bulk of uNita’s re-
sources were drawn mainly from mining and selling diamonds. This illegal 
diamond trade provided the rebels with about us$ 400 million to us$ 
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600 million dollars per year in income (Global Witness, 1998; dietrich, 
2000:275; Campbell, 2000:163–65). uNita’s wealth came at a time when 
the acquisition of military means to support guerrilla wars had become con-
siderably less complicated. in the post-Cold War era, diamond smuggling 
from rebel controlled areas took place within a context of unprecedented 
worldwide proliferation of light weapons. While during the Cold War the 
united states and the former soviet union often supported their respec-
tive clients with massive quantities of weapons, such support – whether to 
governments or liberation movements – took place mostly through “offi-
cial” channels. in the post-Cold War era, however, many states and weap-
ons manufacturers were eager to empty their warehouses and arsenals of 
weapons that were no longer needed either due to the end of the east-West 
rivalry or simply because they had been made obsolete by technological in-
novation. places like angola became irresistible markets for arms traders.

The relatively easy availability of both diamonds and weapons created 
a particularly nightmarish situation in angola. uNita used its consider-
able diamond revenues to evolve from a guerrilla group into a conventional 
army, with near catastrophic consequences for the government. But the 
availability of such enormous amounts of money also engendered premature 
overconfidence within uNita, leading the rebels into committing major 
military and political errors. specifically, control of diamond revenues led 
to an illusion of military capacity. This illusion, in turn, caused serious 
strategic and tactical miscalculations. The bottom line is that uNita used 
its newly acquired wealth to transform itself too rapidly from a guerrilla 
group into a conventional army. ultimately, uNita’s option to use con-
ventional tactics of warfare – including the deployment of large infantry 
units, mechanized units, and heavy artillery – to face government forces 
proved fatal for the rebels. They were simply not ready to confront angolan 
government forces in successive conventional battles. after all, since com-
ing to power in 1975, the government had molded its own former guerrilla 
army into a powerful fighting force with the help of Cuba and the former 
soviet union. although uNita had important advantages – a plentiful 
supply of seasoned and fanaticized troops and, since the early 1990s, ac-
cess to important sources of revenue – the rebels grossly underestimated 
the government’s military advantages, particularly in the in air but also in 
artillery and logistics.

at the political level, uNita’s control of important diamond mines 
induced the rebels into committing significant blunders as well, especial-
ly after signing the Bicesse peace accord. for example, as argued above, 
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uNita failed to build on its post-independence insurgency to position it-
self as the natural political alternative to the governing Mpla. specifically, 
uNita did not offer a clear programme to satisfy national aspirations for 
change, particularly in terms of good governance and respect for the fun-
damental rights of the citizens. instead, its misplaced overconfidence led 
uNita to underestimated Mpla’s strong desire to stay in power and the 
regime’s willingness to employ all available means to achieve this objective. 
Conversely, uNita’s relationship with the population grew increasingly 
hostile, even vicious. for the rebels – no longer dependent on the popula-
tion for food and other necessities because such essential goods could now 
be purchased abroad with diamonds and flown into rebel controlled areas 
– people became both dispensable and disposable. Consequently, from a 
strategic point of view, control of resources, not people, became the rebels’ 
primary concern. tactically, this was consistent with a movement away 
from guerrilla warfare toward more conventional forms of combat to secure 
control of territory, especially diamond-rich territory.

uNita used its substantial diamond revenues to undertake a funda-
mental military reorganization away from its traditional posture as a guer-
rilla army into a more conventional disposition in preparation for deliv-
ering a last victorious blow against government forces and finally seizing 
power. to this end, the rebels engaged in a major military procurement 
programme. The fowler report (uNsC 2000), prepared in compliance 
with uNsC resolution 1237(1999) presented a detailed account of uNita’s 
activities in acquiring arms and military equipment. it established, for ex-
ample, that uNita used several international arms brokers as well as con-
nections in several african states – especially Burkina faso and togo – to 
facilitate delivery of large quantities of weapons imported from eastern eu-
rope including “mechanized vehicles such as tanks and armoured personnel 
carriers, mines and explosives, a variety of small arms and light weapons, 
and anti-aircraft weapons, and a variety of artillery pieces” (uNsC, 2000: 
paragraph 48). This evidence corroborated previous reports that, between 
1994 and 1998, uNita had purchased military hardware from eastern 
europe, particularly ukraine and Bulgaria, including about 50 t-55 and 
t-62 tanks; a significant number of 155-mm G-5, B-2, d-2 and d-30 guns; 
medium- and long-range d-130 guns; BMp-1 and BMp-2 combat vehicles; 
Zu-23 anti-aircraft weapons; and BM-21 multiple rocket launchers (Gor-
don, 1999). in the end, however, as discussed above, uNita’s attempts to 
topple the government through conventional means backfired.
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in sum, uNita’s own errors ultimately contributed to the angolan 
government’s victories both in the political arena and on the battlefield. 
The rebels, on the other hand, were left with only one viable option – an-
other return to guerrilla warfare. However, given the rebels’ violent track 
record, the rural populations were particularly loath to aid them, making 
it impossible the return to the classic Maoist framework. defeat, in such 
circumstances, was just a matter of time. it happened within two years of 
the fall of andulo and Bailundo.

post-savimbi uNita: Headless toward oblivion?
savimbi’s death punctuated the rebels’ defeat. Headless without their crea-
tor, uNita quickly accepted the government’s demand for surrender. a 
formal cease-fire agreement – the luena Memorandum of understanding 
– was signed on april 4, 2002. The key provisions of this document, nego-
tiated as a addendum to the lusaka protocol, included the quartering in 
several camps around the country of an estimated 70,000 uNita troops 
and more than 400,000 members of their families before selecting 5,000 
former guerrillas for integration into the National army and the police 
force. The turbulent civil war thus ended with the quietest whimper. With 
Mpla clearly the victor, uNita was faced with yet another existential 
challenge. at the political level, the government’s magnanimous embrace 
of uNita as “peace partner” quickly came to a predictable end as Mpla 
reverted to pointing to the war – and implicitly the rebels – as the main 
cause for critical problems of post-conflict governance (or lack thereof) 
and reconstruction confronting the country. uNita, then, faced its not 
entirely undeserved scapegoat role while simultaneously taking tentative 
steps in a long process of adapting to fundamentally new and difficult re-
alities. These realities included, first, the sudden disappearance of its main 
source of admittedly destructive energy resulting from the elimination 
of its founding leader and the collapse of the rebels’ once feared military 
structure. second and of critical importance for its long-term relevance, if 
not survival, uNita faced the reality of urgently needing a genuinely for-
ward-looking political strategy to recast itself as a force for positive national 
renewal – and thus alter the opposite perceptions prevailing in the country 
– as the first step toward recapturing its position as the natural alternative 
to the governing Mpla.

The basic issue of post-savimbi leadership became particularly delicate 
because the party had been depleted of its leaders: some had been killed, 



UNITA’s Insurgency

113

many left the party, a few joined the government, while others completely 
withdrew from politics. in 1990, uNita’s leadership presented the follow-
ing structure and composition: the president,2 a ten member secretariat of 
the central committee,3 a fifteen member command of the armed forces, a 
twenty member administrative council,4 and a fourteen member external 
mission5 (uNita 1990). By the end of the civil war, the rebels’ leadership 
had been almost completely decimated or neutralized either via internal 
purges or by government action: savimbi was dead; of the ten-member sec-
retariat of the central committee, only alberto Mario Vasco Miguel (kan-
hali Vatuva) and armindo Moises kassessa remained actively involved in 
the party. Most of the former administrative council members were either 
dead or inactive. Most of the key military leaders who survived the war 
have integrated into the national army. in fact, only the external mission 
survived the purges relatively unscathed and was thus in a position to pro-
duce savimbi’s replacement in the person of isaias samakuva. The new 
uNita leader now confronted the delicate issues pertaining to how the 
immediate aftermath of the civil war impacted upon his organization. spe-
cifically, he had to focus immediately on ways to help former uNita guer-
rillas make the transition into civilian life and the problematic post-conflict 
relationship with the governing party – now victorious and emboldened 
and with a tradition of defining “partnership” with other national political 
forces in terms of co-optation, if not incorporation.

2. Jonas savimbi.
3. Miguel Nzau puna, pedro Ngueve Jonatao Chingunji (tito), alberto Mario Vaco 

Miguel (kanhali Vatuva), smart Gaston Mandembo Chata, eugenio antonio 
Ngolo (Manuvakola), armindo Moises kassessa, odeth ludovina Baca Joaquim 
Chilala, Noe kapinala (andulo), and isalina kawina.

4. Jeremias kalandula Chitunda, elias salupeto pena, Jorge alicerces Valentim, tony 
fwaminy da Costa fernandes, fernando Wilson fernandes dos santos, aurelio 
Joao (kalhas), almerindo Jaka Jamba, samuel Martinho epalanga, ana isabel 
paulino savimbi, Nicolau Chiuka Biangu, Junior agostinho Benguela, Henrique 
afonso raimundo, lourenco pedro Makanga, teodoro eduardo torres kapinala, 
serafina Costa pereira da Gama paulo (Bebe), Judite Bandua dembo, Georgina 
Clara sapalalo, Germana Melita Malaquias (tita), alda Juliana sachiambo, and 
aniceto Jose Manuel Hamukwaya.

5. armindo lucas paulo (Gato), adolosi paulo Mango alicerces, domingos Jardo 
Muekalia, isaias Henrique Ngola samakuva, Joao Miguel Vahekeny, alcides saka-
la simoes, Marcial adriano dachala, ernesto J. Mulato, Jose Jaime furtado Gon-
calves, Honorio Van-dunem de andrade, Marcos samondo, abel epalanga Chi-
vukuvuku, anibal Jose Mateus Candeia, and John Marques Gabriel kakumba.



Assis Malaquias

114

But uNita’s long-term survival as a viable political force under sa-
makuva depends only partly on how it deals with current challenges. 
equally important is how it deals with its recent past. How can uNita 
overcome its treacherous and violent history? specifically, how can it over-
come the stigma of its past choices, i.e. the relationship with the colonial 
regime and, later, with apartheid south africa? How can it come to terms 
with the killing of hundreds of thousands of innocent angolans, most of 
them ovimbundu, the very people uNita claimed to represent? How can 
uNita come to grips with the fundamental issues of reconciliation, both 
national and intra-party? in other words, to move uNita forward, sa-
makuva must seriously look at its past. uNita must, minimally, undergo 
a period of reflective soul searching to ascertain the fundamental causes 
that led it to invariably opt for the path of self-destruction. This necessarily 
includes dealing openly and transparently with ethical and moral questions 
including the degree to which collective responsibility can be assumed for 
the violence and devastation that uNita directed against angola after 
independence. This process may produce a cathartic outcome to avoid a 
slow relegation to the margins of angolan politics. ironically, the govern-
ing Mpla is likely to work toward avoiding uNita’s final demise at all 
costs. indeed, the “partnership” serves Mpla’s political purposes brilliant-
ly in the sense that compared to the governing party uNita will remain 
the greater of the two evils for the foreseeable future. Thus, the governing 
party will retain uNita as perpetual – and ideally comatose – scapegoat 
to blame for its own serious failings. This will indefinitely postpone the 
coming to terms with a basic post-colonial fact in angola: while uNita 
is the undisputed culprit for the physical violence and destruction that as-
sailed angola for its first twenty seven years as an independent state, the 
governing Mpla is primarily responsible for the structural violence that 
has permeated society, especially since the death of president agostinho 
Neto in 1979. Thus, while many deaths, human displacements – both in-
ternally into the relative safety of increasingly overcrowded urban areas and 
externally into equally overcrowded refugee camps – can be attributed to 
uNita’s indiscriminate violence against civilians, a significant number of 
deaths occurred due to the lack of basic needs in government-controlled 
areas, far away from the war zones. Corruption and mismanagement, not 
just the war effort, caused many of those deaths.



—  C H a p t e r  5  —

angola is a fabulously wealthy african country endowed with abundant 
reserves of oil, diamonds, and other precious minerals. paradoxically, this 
country is also consistently regarded as a problematic state. for more than 
a quarter century of civil war, the country tottered precariously on the edge 
of collapse. This situation of prolonged instability provided ideal condi-
tions for rapacious national elites to pillage the country’s resources, seem-
ingly oblivious to the suffering of most angolans. This chapter deals with 
a salient aspect of angola’s civil war, i.e., the interplay between violence 
and kleptocracy in shaping angola’s post-colonial political economy, by 
focusing on corruption. it argues that grand corruption is at the very centre 
of the political and economic activity that facilitates the grotesque enrich-
ment of the highest circles of government while relegating the vast majority 
of citizens to increasing misery. 

during the course of the civil war, the governing Mpla – once guided 
by Marxist-leninist principles that initially frowned upon private enrich-
ment and capitalist accumulation and severely punished corrupt “economic 
saboteurs” – abandoned most of its revolutionary ideals. instead, a thor-
oughly corrupt system emerged where high officials, their entourages and 
families and friends have effectively appropriated chunks of the state as 
their private fiefdoms. in the process this small elite has grown spectacular-
ly rich by embezzling significant revenues originating from the exploration 
of oil and diamonds while the vast majority of the population was forced 
to live precariously as double victims of physical violence and structural 
violence perpetrated by the rebels and state elites respectively. The end of 
the civil war in angola exposed the magnitude of the physical reconstruc-
tion challenges facing the country. Now, in addition to this colossal and 
long-term national project, an equally important institutional rebuilding 
effort must be undertaken to construct the foundation for a vibrant post-
conflict society. specifically, post-conflict angola must confront structural 
violence that thrived during the civil war. unchecked, this form of violence 
– especially when it manifests itself as corruption – will frustrate the post-
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conflict physical rebuilding effort while producing powerful corroding ele-
ments throughout society thus ensuring continuing instability. 

Corruption can take many forms – ranging from “petty corruption” to 
“grand corruption”. petty corruption refers to the taking of bribes, embez-
zlement, or other illegal uses of public office by ordinary government em-
ployees while grand corruption involves the misuse of public power and/or 
resources at the highest levels of the government. Both types of corruption 
are endemic in angola where, at all levels of government, public officials 
have misused their positions for personal enrichment. indeed, there is a 
direct correlation between the various types of corruption because, for ex-
ample, the weak material base of ordinary public officials – an important 
cause of petty corruption – is partly a by-product of misappropriation of 
public funds at the highest levels of government. This misappropriation has 
two important effects. first, since little is left to trickle down to ordinary 
public officials, the latter resort to corrupt practices to ensure their own 
and their families’ survival. second, corruption at the highest levels has 
a powerful demonstration effect in the sense that, over a relatively short 
time, such practice is generally accepted as normal conduct with the only 
difference being in the scale of the abuse. Thus, for example, while the head 
of state can accumulate a significant fortune in donations from multina-
tional companies doing business in the country, an ordinary clerk can only 
accumulate a few hundred dollars to facilitate the acquisition of permits. 
regardless of the scale, however, the various types of corruption lead to a 
general abandonment of bureaucratic ethics and loss of trust in the gov-
ernment’s ability to manage public funds in the public’s interest. More im-
portantly, especially as far as grand corruption is concerned, the capturing 
of resources at the highest levels means that those same resources become 
unavailable to the population in general to be used for poverty alleviation 
or wider developmental goals.

The era of people-focused policies that marked the leadership of ago-
stinho Neto (1975–79) has become a distant memory as the state he brought 
into being degenerated into a kleptocracy where oil and most other sources 
of revenue are controlled by the head of state and his entourage of politi-
cal, military, and business elites while the general welfare of most citizens 
is largely ignored. The national oil company, the central bank, and the 
presidential palace now represent an opaque financial “Bermuda triangle” 
where hundreds of millions of dollars are captured to sustain the vast pa-
tron-client network that sustains the regime or, more grossly, used by top 
government and party officials for a variety of personal ends. for example, 
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president dos santos is believed to hold a significant portion of his per-
sonal wealth invested in Brazil, making him the 20th richest person in that 
country (Munslow, 199:563). other members of the governing elite have 
benefited as well, albeit on a smaller scale, all protected “behind the façade 
of laws and government institutions” (reno, 2000:434).

This collective graft and corruption at the top as well as the patron-cli-
ent linkages they sustain provide some important clues for understanding 
the governing Mpla’s metamorphosis – from doctrinaire Marxism-lenin-
ism to kleptocratic capitalism – as a key survival strategy during the civil 
war in the sense that it was this control of revenues and their distribution 
among those who maintained the decrepit state structures that ultimately 
ensured its survival. it was also this control over resources that enabled 
Mpla to eliminate or co-opt possible challengers: fNla in the early 1980s 
and uNita in the early 2000s. Now, however, with the civil war over, 
sustainable peace in angola will require the loosening of this elite’s stran-
glehold on power and wealth. ironically, this would require reversing this 
party’s movement away from its original people-centred ideals. although 
a return to Marxism-leninism is neither practical nor desirable, Mpla’s 
earlier focus on distributive justice must be recaptured to facilitate the at-
tainment of economic development, social harmony, and political stability. 
specifically, sustainable peace requires not only the abandonment of coer-
cion and co-optation as methods of political management but also forgo-
ing corruption as a form of elite aggrandizement. it requires an open and 
inclusive political framework and transparent financial management.

Corruption: Conceptual issues
Corruption is the intentional and improper use of public office for personal 
gain. This includes the taking of bribes, kickbacks, commissions, gratui-
ties, or any other illicit remuneration by a public official to increase his/her 
wealth and/or status. peculiarly in africa, corruption is not generally seen 
as an abnormality. it is “commonplace” (Chazan et al., 1999:188); it is “the 
way the system works in the typical african state” (diamond, 1987:581). 
Hope and Chikulo suggest that “although the incidence of corruption var-
ies among african countries, ranging from rare (Botswana) to widespread 
(Ghana) to systemic (Nigeria), the majority of the countries are in the 
range of widespread to systemic” (Hope and Chikulo, 2000:1). Corruption 
has been endemic in africa at the highest levels of government since inde-
pendence. Thus, for example, in Ghana, sub-saharan africa’s first inde-
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pendent state, president kwame Nkrumah is alleged to have accumulated 
more than $10 million (Nye, 1967:420) before being deposed in a military 
coup in 1966. The levels of corruption have significantly increased in many 
african countries since the hopeful years of africa’s independence decade 
of the 1960s (Mbaku, 2000:120). since then, several african states – with 
Nigeria, democratic republic of Congo, and angola providing extreme 
examples of patrimonial states – have been ruled by kleptocratic regimes. 
While “the scale of political corruption in many african states is by now 
legendary, and increasingly well documented” (diamond, 1987:579), the 
impacts on society at large, especially in the realms of politics and eco-
nomics are overwhelmingly negative (Chazan et al., 1999; ayittey, 2000; 
Coolidge and rose-ackerman, 2000). in many ways, africa is proving the 
correlation between levels of corruption and poverty, i.e. the higher the 
level of corruption, the higher the level of underdevelopment.

 Yet, there is no universal agreement on the deleterious effects of cor-
ruption. in fact, some analysts (leys, 1965; Bayley,1966; Nye, 1967; Bard-
han, 1997) challenge the assumption that corruption is “invariably bad”. 
for example, some argue that “corruption serves in part at least a benefi-
cial function in developing societies” (Bayley, 719). in fact, while seeking 
“to dispel any impression that corruption is a uniquely afro-asian-latin 
american problem”, Nye suggests that corruption “has probably been, on 
balance, a positive factor” in the political and economic development of 
the former soviet union, the united states and Britain (Nye, 1967:417–8). 
However, echoing leys, Nye argues that corruption is more prevalent in 
less developed countries due to several factors that condition their under-
development. These factors include, “great inequality in distribution of 
wealth; political office as the primary means of gaining access to wealth; 
conflict between changing moral codes; the weakness of social and gov-
ernmental enforcement mechanisms; and the absence of a strong sense of 
national community”. He suggests that corruption can be beneficial to po-
litical development – defined as the growth in “the capacity of a society’s 
governmental structures and processes to maintain their legitimacy over 
time” – by contributing to economic development, national integration, 
and governmental capacity (Nye, 1967:418–9). first, in terms of economic 
development, corruption may, for example, be useful for capital formation, 
especially where private capital is scarce and in the absence of governmental 
capacity to accumulate capital via taxation. But, as Nye quickly adds, “the 
real question is whether the accumulated capital is then put to uses which 
promote economic development or winds up in swiss banks”. second, cor-
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ruption can lead to national integration, especially elite integration, by 
helping to “overcome divisions in a ruling elite that might otherwise result 
in destructive conflict” (Nye, 1967:420). as Theobald (1994:493) points out, 
“strategically placed elites and sub-elites are incorporated into the regime 
by the ruling individual or faction, through the judicious distribution of 
jobs, contracts, loans, development grants, useful information and other 
opportunities for self-advancement”. Third, corruption may mitigate less 
developed countries’ inadequacies in coping with change due to their lim-
ited structural capacity and institutional weakness.

But any potential benefits must be weighed against the negative effects 
of corruption. first, it represents an implicit acceptance of the state’s failure 
to achieve its ultimate goals of societal betterment through legal means. 
second, it involves potentially massive waste of resources in terms of in-
creased administrative costs, time devoted to developing and maintaining 
corruption relationships and, more importantly, the wider benefits forgone 
due to corruptive practices. Capital outflows – the cycling of public funds 
out of the national economy and into foreign bank accounts – represent sig-
nificant development costs for less developed countries already reeling from 
severe developmental challenges. Corruption also acts as a disincentive on 
investment and, therefore, negatively affects growth (Bardhan, 1997:1327–
30). it may also lead to serious social and political instability – including 
military coups and possibly national disintegration – by lowering respect 
for public authority structures that are captured by a privileged and hege-
monic group. Thus captured, the state is seldom able to deal evenhandedly 
with wider societal concerns. in other words, the majority of the popula-
tion is marginalized and must endure as sideline spectators as the hegem-
onic group engages in the restrictive politics of dividing the spoils of power 
and wealth. The consequence of this marginalization is profound and long-
lasting because it heightens self-centredness in individuals who now see 
corruption as an optimal path for social, economic, and political advance-
ment. Thus, the (ab)use of public resources for private ends is inimical to 
broader national goals. for Theobald, “whether these ends are directed to 
rewarding supporters, buying off opponents, or straightforward personal 
accumulation or rentseeking, the general consequences for policy making, 
investment, public authority, the poor, democracy and overall development 
are decidedly negative” (Theobald, 1999:493). in africa, the nefarious po-
litical consequences of corruption are such that it often threatens the state 
with collapse (Zartman, 1995; Theobald, 1999). as Hope and Chikulo point 
out, “by violating the public trust and corroding social capital, corruption 
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has far-reaching externalities including the slow erosion of political legiti-
macy” (Hope and Chikulo, 2000:3).

several factors contribute to the prevalence of corruption in africa: 
the ruling elites’ ability to exercise full and unchallenged control of state 
power, the central role of the state in processes of accumulation of power 
and wealth, a propensity toward centralized economic decision-making, 
the abandonment of the rule of law and the ethic of administrative compe-
tence, pathetic leadership, and an enabling socio-cultural normative envi-
ronment (Hope, 2000:18–22). in addition, the exploration of angola’s vast 
natural resources – especially oil and diamonds – provided the governing 
elites with ample opportunities to steal.

angola’s wealth and poverty
Oil, diamonds and the rentier state

oil and diamonds have dominated angola’s political economy since inde-
pendence. The importance of the oil, in particular, cannot be overestimat-
ed. it was the single major exception to economic decline that followed the 
end of colonialism in 1975. in fact, in stark contrast to what has happened 
in the rest of the economy, the oil industry has flourished. aside from a 
brief shutdown after independence, it has continued to operate normally, 
mainly due to the close partnership between the angolan government and 
its national oil company, soNaNGol, and several major foreign oil com-
panies – including Chevrontexaco, totalfinaelf, and exxonMobil – that 
have been instrumental in the successive discoveries of major oil fields off 
the angolan coast.

The development of these fields has required the infusion of great 
quantities of foreign investment. partly as a result of the need to maintain 
such high levels of foreign investment in this sector, the post-colonial state 
adopted a very pragmatic oil policy. specifically, the new regime not only 
left intact the lucrative relationship portugal had developed with the multi-
national oil companies, it sought to expand cooperation with foreign com-
panies through the establishment of joint ventures and production sharing 
agreements. Joint ventures allow soNaNGol and its foreign partners to 
share both investment costs and oil revenues. production sharing agree-
ments require foreign companies to bear the full cost of exploration and 
development and be compensated with a share of the oil produced. By 
undertaking this pragmatic strategy, the angolan government sought to 
minimize the costs associated with exploration, production, and develop-
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ment of the oil fields while maximizing benefits accrued through interac-
tion with the major foreign companies in this field. in the process, however, 
angola was unable to avoid becoming a classic rentier state.

The nature of angola’s rentier state is best captured by how important 
the oil sector has been since independence. it expanded almost without 
interruption during the civil war, partly as a result of the government’s 
pragmatic policies for this sector and, more specifically, the attractive terms 
offered to multinational oil companies operating in angola. soon after its 
creation in 1976, and after acquiring 51 per cent of the angolan assets of 
Gulf oil and petrofina of Belgium, soNaNGol conducted seismic sur-
veys and divided the territorial coast into fourteen offshore blocks. it then 
proceeded to sell exploration rights to foreign oil companies. subsequently, 
an additional twenty blocks were allocated. Currently, these companies 
help angola produce more than 1 million b/d, a level expected to reach 2 
million b/d by 2008. These estimates are based on the fact that current oil 
exploration has taken place primarily in shallow waters.1 recent explora-
tions in deep and ultra deep water have yielded colossal deposits that are 
expected to make angola one of the most important non-opeC producers 
in the world. 

if the rentier nature of the angolan state is best captured by the growth 
of the oil sector since independence, the fact that oil accounts for 46 per 
cent of angola’s Gdp, 90 per cent of its total exports and more than 94 per 
cent of government revenues provides a glimpse of this sector’s importance 
as the regime’s critical support pillar. Besides having acted to prevent a total 
post-independence economic meltdown, it enabled the government to find 
the funds it needed to finance the purchase of war materiel during the civil 
war. What was not spent on the war and did not disappear in the regime’s 
vast patron-client network was allocated to current consumption. Conse-
quently, the effect of oil on Gdp growth has generally been limited partly 
because this is an enclave sector – i.e., it is isolated from other sectors of the 
economy. But its impact on overall socio-economic development has been 
further constrained by the government’s own policy choices. for example, 
the government has maintained high levels of expenditure notwithstand-
ing the fluctuations in oil income. This resulted in large budget deficits 
and a mounting foreign debt. Moreover, oil revenues led to a policy of 
real exchange rate appreciation. Thus, from 1975 to 1991, angola’s currency 

1. angola has divided its oil concession areas into three bands: shallow water blocks 
(up to 500 meters), deep water blocks (500 to 1,500 meters), and ultra-deep blocks 
(1,500 to 2,500 meters).
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– the kwanza – was artificially set at 29.9 to the us dollar. This favoured 
imports while further hurting other sectors of the economy, especially agri-
culture. serious inflationary pressures also resulted from the government’s 
heavy reliance on oil windfalls and its propensity to maintain both public 
expenditure and domestic consumption at unrealistically high levels. plen-
tiful oil revenues led to undisciplined fiscal and monetary policies particu-
larly as far as the growth in the money supply was concerned. as a result, 
galloping inflation further eroded the already precarious living standards 
of most angolans. With the end of the civil war, the government has an op-
portunity to finally use oil revenues more wisely toward alleviating some of 
the major economic difficulties facing the country. indeed, the government 
can now count on additional revenues from diamonds.

Commercial extraction of diamonds in angola began in 1913. four 
years later, diaMaNG (Companhia dos diamantes de angola) was set 
up to carry out the mining operations. it did so, with considerable foreign 
capital, until independence. soon after independence the new government 
moved to nationalize all diaMaNG shares held by the portuguese gov-
ernment, representing 38 per cent of the total shares. The angolan gov-
ernment’s control over diaMaNG increased in august 1977 when 30.85 
per cent of the shares in the company held by small shareholders – mostly 
expatriates who had fled the country at the beginning of the civil war – 
were also nationalized. The government’s controlling share in diaMaNG 
rose to 77.21 per cent in december 1979, following the nationalization of 
the stock belonging to the larger portuguese corporations. in april 1979, 
the angolan government had passed the “General law on Geological and 
Mining activities”, laying out the conditions for mining activities in an-
gola. in another decree, passed in 1981, the government created the state na-
tional mining enterprise eNdiaMa, to which the 77.21 per cent majority 
shareholding was transferred. This state enterprise subsequently acquired 
“the sole non-transferable rights for the prospection, research, surveying, 
exploitation, treatment and marketing of diamonds over the whole of an-
gola” (Helmore, 1984:531).

The angolan government initially attempted to develop the diamond 
industry using the same formula that proved to be so successful in the oil 
sector. Thus, it divided known diamond fields into various blocks to be 
exploited under production-sharing agreements. although major interna-
tional diamond companies were granted permits, the continuing civil war 
and the government’s inability to wrestle control of the countryside from 
uNita rebels hampered the development of the diamond sector. Yet, even 
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during the civil war years, angola annually accounted for 5 per cent–8 per 
cent of the world’s diamond production and exports (premoll, 1992:32). But 
not all diamonds came under government control. for example, in 1999 
angola produced about us$ 600 million in rough diamonds. However, a 
considerable portion of angola’s diamond industry was illegally controlled 
by uNita rebels who often used violence to dislodge an estimated 150,000 
informal sector mine operators (garimpeiros) who working individually or 
in small syndicates, braved dangerous military conditions to illegally mine 
diamonds and smuggle them into neighbouring countries. in addition, 
small groups of faa soldiers regularly participated in informal mining op-
erations on behalf of their superiors (dietrich, 2000:178). in sum, angola’s 
diamonds helped to fuel the war by providing the rebels with the means to 
prolong the conflict. They also provided members of the ruling elite with 
additional opportunities for illicit enrichment while much of the popula-
tion remained mired in abject poverty. as Coolidge and rose-ackerman 
(2000:83) suggest, pervasive rent-seeking at the top of resource-rich coun-
tries’ governing structures hinders, rather than encourages, growth. angola 
is a case in point. Control of the state and a protracted civil war provided 
Mpla elites with enormous opportunities for self-enrichment while pau-
perizing the population.

Enduring poverty

The World Bank (2001:15) defines poverty as “pronounced deprivation in 
well-being” and suggests that it is “the result of economic, political, and 
social processes that interact with each other and frequently reinforce each 
other in ways that exacerbate the deprivation in which poor people live” 
(World Bank 2001:1). angola’s social indicators capture the extent of its cit-
izens’ deprivations. although peace has given angola its first real post-colo-
nial chance to create the conditions for people-centered development, four 
years after the end of the civil war most angolans are still desperately poor 
and their prospects for escaping poverty condition remain slim. potentially 
one of the richest countries in africa given its considerable resources and 
relatively small population, angola has one of the weakest social indicators 
on the continent, placed near the bottom of the united Nation’s Human 
development index – 160th out of 177 countries. poverty affects 68 per 
cent of the population, half of whom survive on less than us$ 1/day, 50 per 
cent of the population live without sustainable access to an improved water 
source, 70 per cent of the population live without sustainable access to 
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improved sanitation, the infant mortality rate is 154/1,000 live births, the 
under-five mortality rate is 260/1,000 live births. life expectancy, unsur-
prisingly, is 40.8 years (uNdp). This picture, in and of itself, constitutes 
an indictment of angola’s governing elite. But the real measure of relative 
suffering it represents requires juxtaposing it with another set of images 
provided by the luxurious lifestyle of the ruling class. The coexistence of 
extreme displays of wealth and poverty and the growing gap between those 
with access to wealth and those who must endure deprivations and vulner-
abilities while witnessing the illicit enrichment of the small ruling elite has 
become the defining feature of contemporary angolan society. The rich 
own big mansions with water pumps and diesel generators, spend lavishly 
at trendy shops and restaurants, and have access to private schools and hos-
pitals. Mpla’s early revolutionary zeal has been forever lost and has been 
replaced by an equally zealous embrace of the immense wealth generated 
by oil revenues. What factors led the regime to abandon its pro-people ap-
proach to post-colonial development?

from revolutionary to rickety state: What went wrong?
Political dimensions

The major factors conspiring against the viability of the angolan state were 
glaringly visible at the time of independence. Given the highly fractured 
nature of the anti-colonial movement – and the consequent inability to 
take advantage of the momentous changes brought about by the collapse of 
the colonial regime to unify the liberation groups – the unresolved prob-
lems that marred the liberation struggle were brought unchecked into the 
realm of post-colonial politics with calamitous consequences. as discussed 
above, the three liberation groups by-passed most avenues of peaceful con-
flict resolution and each attempted to usurp the political power left up for 
grabs by the precipitous disintegration of the portuguese colonial empire. 
at independence angola had essentially three governments: Mpla backed 
by Cuban troops controlled luanda, the capital, and little else; uNita 
controlled Huambo, the second largest city and several southern provinces 
with south african help; while fNla, supported by Zairian troops, was 
holding on to the northern provinces. The divisions fed during the anti-
colonial war had come home to roost. in the early stages of this interna-
tionalized civil war Mpla and its foreign allies prevailed over its internal 
enemies and their foreign allies. However, independence in 1975 and the 
defeat of uNita/sadf and fNla/Zairian armies in 1976 constituted 
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but a short pause in the civil war. it would continue with greater intensity, 
albeit now in the form of a protracted guerrilla war that would undergo 
several mutations before it finally ended 27 years later.

although the importance of these unresolved contradictions in explain-
ing the length of the civil war cannot be minimized, there were several 
other factors that complicated Mpla’s initial “victory” and made the es-
tablishment of a fully functioning and inclusive state highly problematic. 
These initial difficulties were visible soon after the euphoria of independ-
ence subsided. as the political and military dust from the struggle for in-
dependence settled, a significant gulf between the new regime and society 
became apparent. This schism was the result of various domestic conflicts 
related to class, race, ethnicity, and overall inability to fully cope with the 
administrative challenges of post-colonial governance that resulted, to 
no small extent, from the precipitous departure of the settler population 
that had formerly controlled the economy and dominated colonial soci-
ety. This destabilizing exodus notwithstanding, Mpla’s major post-colo-
nial challenges were primarily political. in a classic example of “statist” 
approaches to african development in the 1970s, the post-colonial policies 
implemented by the new regime were invariably injudicious in the sense 
that they emphasized an exclusivist vision of politics where the victorious 
political party attempted to represent the diverse aspirations of a highly 
fragmented society – both horizontally, in terms of ethnicity, region, class, 
race as well as vertically within the various ethnic groups, regions, classes, 
races, etc. The choice of an exclusivist model of politics – partly a reflec-
tion of Mpla’s own ideological foundation – contributed significantly to 
angola’s post-colonial predicament because it induced the governing party 
into assuming the sole responsibility for building a new state. Granted, 
in a situation of civil war, Mpla had very limited options other than to 
rely on those segments of the population that responded to Mpla’s com-
mitment to “people’s power”, i.e. to provide hope for those who had been 
disenfranchised by the colonial rulers while securing popular support for 
the installation of a new order.

The idea of “people’s power” combined soviet rhetoric, neo-Marxist 
theories of development and underdevelopment, and revolutionary expe-
riences of other third world countries. it was seen as a way of preventing 
fNla and uNita – which Mpla regarded as “agents of imperialism” 
– from implanting in angola the neo-colonialism and dependency that 
characterized the relationships between many african countries and the 
West. More theoretically, by devolving power to the people, Mpla hoped 
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to carry out a fundamental and revolutionary transformation instead of 
simply replacing the colonial elites with indigenous elites without signifi-
cant changes in the socio-economic order. in reality, however, this new 
framework for building a post-colonial state did not produce the results 
envisioned. The repressive colonial order was not replaced by people-cen-
tred institutions and governance. instead – as elsewhere in one-party africa 
– the new order became characterized by excessive centralization of power, 
elite privilege and extravagance, kleptocracy, repression, and widespread 
economic collapse outside the oil and diamond sectors.

This emphasis on post-colonial politics does not seek to downplay the 
impact of colonialism in angola. But although the colonial legacy can be 
cited as a plausible justification for the missteps involved in building a new 
state, such argument has important shortcomings. first and foremost, the 
early blunders resulted from a series of fundamental misconceptions, in-
cluding the false impression that the many and complex political problems 
the post-colonial state inherited from the long colonial overlay – particu-
larly the critical questions relating to how individuals with multiple identi-
ties and groups with unfulfilled political aspirations ought to relate to the 
new state – could be solved by instituting a one-party regime. second, 
a further misconception rested on the belief that new institutions, upon 
which the post-colonial state would be erected, could be swiftly knocked 
together. The handful of committed revolutionaries that undertook to cre-
ate the new state soon realized that theirs was an extraordinarily complex 
task, particularly since those skilled angolans who did not belong to the 
governing party were excluded from any relevant participation in the erec-
tion of this embryonic state. Thus, the government became overstretched 
– unable to fulfill the expectations of a populace emerging from colonial 
oppression – and, therefore vulnerable to accusations of incompetence. 
even worse politically, this systematic exclusion of non-Mpla members 
from important position within the new state – even if only in symbolic 
roles – made the governing party appear illegitimate to a significant por-
tion of the population, especially those individuals who supported the two 
defeated liberation movements. in other words, unwittingly, Mpla’s poli-
cies after independence created the important disconnection between state 
and society that endures until today.

This disconnection became apparent shortly after independence. Wide-
spread mismanagement led to acute economic problems including severe 
food shortages, forcing the government to use rationing cards and causing 
many citizens of the new post-colonial state to look fondly to a recent past 



The Problematic Post-Colonial State

127

when, in spite of the colonial oppression, food was more easily available to 
them. What further widened the gap between state and society, even in 
the early years after colonialism, was people’s realization that post-colonial 
hardships were being borne differently by the various segments of soci-
ety. specifically, while the general population suffered the consequences of 
government ineptitude and mismanagement, the governing elite began to 
exhibit signs of corruption and to operate in ways similar to the settler elite 
it had replaced in terms of its exclusivist exercise of political power and con-
trol over the state’s financial resources for their own aggrandizement, not 
national development. predictably, many angolans also deeply resented the 
fact that, even after independence, european descendants could still live 
comfortably – now as members of the ruling elite – while the majority of 
the population suffered the consequences of the regime’s reckless economic 
policies. This dissatisfaction caused major dissension even within the rul-
ing party and was an important factor in the bloody coup attempt led by 
Nito alves, the powerful and popular interior Minister, on 27 May 1977. 
although the coup was crushed with the help of Cuban troops it marked 
the end of the initial revolutionary euphoria that drove Mpla’s attempts 
to deconstruct the colonial system and create a new revolutionary state 
in its place. significantly, in the aftermath of the coup, Mpla became a 
more exclusive, secretive and less accountable organization. The hunt for 
the coup organizers provided an ideal opportunity for the governing post-
colonial elite to rid itself of those Mpla members who – whether sympa-
thetic to the coup plotters or not – defended a people-centred approach 
to post-colonial politics. Thus, besides the coup leaders, tens of thousands 
of mostly Mpla sympathizers – some of the few educated angolans who 
remained in the country at the time – were killed. additional steps taken 
by Mpla to regain its political balance further accentuated the cleavage 
between state and society. for example, the governing party underwent 
a “rectification campaign” which ensured that only chosen militants, not 
just sympathizers, could qualify for positions of relevance within the state 
apparatus. in effect, a few hundred individuals literally controlled the state 
with only themselves to ensure their own accountability. This, of course, 
did not happen. on the contrary, corruption as a way of political life set in 
as those chosen few governing party members quickly evolved into power-
ful patrons in an extensive patronage system greased with vast sums of oil 
money.

oil-induced corruption within the Mpla regime deepened after the 
death of agostinho Neto in 1979 and the coming to power of José edu-
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ardo dos santos. No longer restrained by Neto’s authority and prestige and 
without effective institutional mechanisms above the party to ensure the 
accountability of its leaders, the new elite began to brazenly use state re-
sources – especially oil money – for their personal enrichment. Not inci-
dentally, this post-Neto period coincides with the development of angola’s 
“Bermuda triangle” into which considerable revenues vanish to be used as 
a key tool in the patronage system that is largely responsible for maintain-
ing dos santos in power. as le Billon explains, control over oil revenues 
allows the angolan presidency: 

… to sustain a clientele beyond the military apparatus, building a degree of le-
gitimacy among those rewarded and allowing support or resistance to reforms, 
according to short-term expediency (Le Billion, 2001:64).

some international attention has recently been directed to this issue. for 
example, the World Bank (http://www.worldbank.com/ao/reports/2003_
angola_tss.pdf, p.6) has recently reported that “severe weaknesses in an-
gola’s fiduciary framework have led to the occurrence of very large unex-
plained discrepancies in the country’s fiscal accounts, varying from 2 to 
23 per cent of Gdp between 1997 and 2002”. The report states that, for 
example, in 2001 the total estimated unexplained discrepancies – the dif-
ference between recorded inflows and recorded outflows – was more than 
$900 million, about 10 per cent of the country’s Gdp. as mentioned above, 
this situation has prevailed in angola for at least the last two decades and 
has been sustained mainly for the benefit of the governing elite, especially 
the small clique comprising the president’s family members, close political 
and business associates as well as former officers in the military and security 
structures.

Corruption has become such a way of life for the elite that some of its 
more powerful members no longer make an effort to conceal or deny its 
existence. indeed, the small ruling class is increasingly willing to display 
its luxurious life-style amidst widespread misery. as a result, most citizens 
– destitute and helpless – now regard the elite’s grip on the state as a night-
marish throwback to colonial times when power, prestige, and privilege 
were closely associated with class and race. unfortunately, this particularly 
vicious type of predatory post-colonial state is likely to endure. as dia-
mond (1987:582) argues, “political corruption is essential to the survival of 
this clientelistic system, not only because of the huge and increasing scale 
of patronage resources required to maintain lengthening and proliferating 
lines of clientage, but also because clientelism can only function if office-
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holders are free to allocate political resources and goods to their clients 
irrespective of rules that demand distribution by impersonal, bureaucratic 
criteria”. in angola, the governing elites were particularly efficient in al-
locating these political resources and goods among themselves. Thus, for 
example, they have a near monopoly on state contracts, acquired most re-
cently privatized state assets, and have sought to control most channels to 
the international economy. This unabashed control of state resources for 
private gain has infused the upper strata of society with a markedly deca-
dent character: high levels of luxury consumption (largely produced and 
purchased abroad), favouritism, nepotism, and an arrogant disdain for the 
plight of the many. once an important regime survival strategy, elite cor-
ruption has become a way of life.	

in sum, the current problematic state of angola’s body politic is partly 
a result of the growing disconnection between the state – controlled since 
independence by a political party which, in turn, is controlled by an exclu-
sivist and rapacious elite – and a society severely weakened by the colonial 
experience and devastated by a long civil war. The early post-independence 
hopes that Mpla would make good on its promises to govern as a “move-
ment of the masses” gradually succumbed to the realities of corrupt elite 
governance where members of the new ruling class uses its superior educa-
tion, political skills, and economic power to take control of the governing 
party and other sources of state power. instead of building on the connec-
tions with workers and peasants initiated during the anti-colonial struggle, 
the new ruling class grew increasingly detached from the common citizen 
and – not unlike the settler elite it replaced – used the repressive means of 
the state to preserve its privileged political status and enhance its control 
over growing oil revenues while society’s main demands were left largely 
unattended. angolan society – emerging from a bruising encounter with 
colonialism whose last years involved repression and war – was unprepared 
to find peaceful and constructive alternatives to post-colonial violence. as a 
result, a widespread sense of powerlessness set in as the average citizen’s life 
became consumed with the essential tasks of survival – i.e., the search for 
personal security and other basic needs. since, given its capture by the new 
elite, the state acquired traits of violence – both physical, as administered 
through its security apparatus, and structural due to growing corruption 
and unaccountability – most segments of society were inclined to disen-
gage from political activities thus further widening the gap between state 
and society.
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Economic dimensions

as discussed above, many of the unique distortions characterizing the 
angolan economy and society today can be attributed to the length and 
nature of the portuguese colonial presence as well as to portugal’s own 
position as a peripheral player in the global political economy. in particu-
lar, the reliance on forced labour and foreign capital for angola’s colonial 
“development” had lasting negative consequences. The main consequence 
for angola, beyond the variety of social traumas caused by the reliance on 
forced labour for much of the colonial overlay, was that much of its produc-
tive labour was relegated to activities that created few, if any, opportuni-
ties for accumulation of capital by the local, non-settler populations. por-
tuguese settlers were the key intermediaries of foreign capital and owned 
the plantations and, later, factories while colonial labour laws ensured a 
reliable supply of low-cost labour. unsurprisingly, therefore, at the time of 
independence, angolans owned little capital. equally deplorable, as a so-
ciety, newly independent angola lacked a critical mass of individuals with 
the skills necessary for capital accumulation at the level to sustain a viable 
economy. furthermore, since colonial angola was little more than a rich 
source of imperial wealth, portugal did not undertake to create an indig-
enous institutional framework for managing a modern economy. Thus, at 
independence, angola lacked the expertise and the institutional framework 
to erect a viable economy with the capacity to meet its citizens’ aspirations 
for material well-being. in addition to these factors, however, post-colonial 
policies contributed significantly to the rickety nature of the new state.

Post-colonial policies

after winning a power struggle against its rivals, Mpla undertook to build 
a post-colonial “socialist” angola. a new constitution was drafted, subordi-
nating state organs to the ruling party. Thus, the basic decisions concerning 
the organization of the economic system – from economic strategy to the 
choice of instruments for its implementation – were made by the govern-
ing party. it was the party, therefore, that adopted centralized planning, 
large-scale nationalization of productive enterprises, and strict state control 
of economic activities as key policy measures designed to help angola es-
tablish a socialist economic system.

a National planning Commission was established soon after independ-
ence as an organ of the Council of Ministers to “coordinate planning at all 
levels and directing activities in almost all sectors of the economy” (World 
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Bank, 1991:8). By 1978, state monopolies had been established in foreign 
trade, banking, and insurance. furthermore, the widespread nationaliza-
tion of enterprises after independence provided the state with a virtual mo-
nopoly in most other productive sectors of the economy, including coffee 
and diamond mining.

at its first party Congress in 1977 Mpla reviewed the country’s eco-
nomic performance since independence and concluded that the drive to-
wards building a socialist economy should be accelerated through improve-
ments in centralized planning and supervision of the economy, continuing 
nationalizations and confiscations, and the establishment of rural coopera-
tives (Mpla 1977). in 1980, three years after Neto’s death, Mpla held an 
extraordinary Congress. Besides confirming the position of José eduardo 
dos santos as its new leader, this Congress also attempted to come to grips 
with the immense difficulties of undertaking a fundamental restructur-
ing of the economy away from its colonial character and hinted at some 
of the critical problems ahead. Thus, while announcing that progress had 
been made on the road to creating structures for building a socialist soci-
ety, it also recognized that faster progress had been hampered by delays in 
drawing up the all-important national plan. Without the plan, the Mpla 
Congress concluded, the state could not re-establish links between indus-
try and agriculture and thus reduce rural-urban migration. furthermore, 
Mpla admitted that it had not yet instituted a “rational system of produc-
tion” and the economy was beginning to suffer serious inflationary pres-
sures since the total amount of wages paid to workers far outstripped the 
total volume of production. also worrisome for Mpla, agricultural units 
under state control only produced 12 per cent of the total food needs of the 
population and 15 per cent of the raw material requirements for industry 
(Mpla 1980).

The second Mpla party Congress in december of 1985 reaffirmed 
angola’s choice of socialist development and adopted the national plan as 
the main instrument of economic management. it recognized, however, 
that the economic results achieved in the first ten years of independence 
had not been entirely satisfactory. The Congress indicated that important 
changes were needed in economic policy and called for an improvement in 
the methods of socialist planning. all institutions created in the post-colo-
nial period would thenceforth be designed to comply with three principles: 
unified management, centralism, and planning. Through “unified manage-
ment” the governing party attempted to safeguard its role in directing all 
facets of the country’s economic life – from central to local levels. This was 
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further reinforced by the principle of centralism ensuring that all decisions 
made at the top party and government levels would be implemented by 
lower units. Third, through planning, Mpla attempted to harmonize the 
economic system by defining national priorities and ensuring inter-sectoral 
as well as inter-regional cooperation while identifying the most efficient 
uses of scarce factors of production.

The bureaucratic-administrative structures created on the basis of these 
principles confronted severe problems including high levels of inefficien-
cy and a culture of dependency. Given the omnipresence of the party, all 
authority was subordinated to its political power. Consequently, little or 
nothing was decided at the lower levels without proper consultation and 
approval from the overseeing party and government departments resulting 
in very slow decision-making and implementation of policies at all levels. 
Moreover, the new angolan state, not unlike its colonial predecessor, was 
being erected on a mound of regulations and government interventions 
in the main areas of economic policy including price controls, licensing, 
investments, banking, and so on. The resulting bureaucratic structure of 
economic management was, at best, rigid, complex, and distorted. Thus, 
despite a vibrant oil sector, angola’s economy remained comatose for much 
of the post-colonial era. Beginning in the mid-1980s, the angolan gov-
ernment undertook major restorative efforts to nurse its economy back to 
health with mostly disappointing results.

economic reforms

Given the nature of the colonial economy it inherited, independent an-
gola was expected to face serious economic challenges despite its significant 
natural resource endowment. in fact, the experience of other resource-rich 
countries in the south had demonstrated that in the absence of robust so-
cietal structures and effective government policies, abundance of natural 
resources could exacerbate the symptoms of colonial underdevelopment. 
in angola, the post-colonial economic challenges were amplified by the 
long civil war. The war had two major impacts on the country. Beyond 
widespread destruction of both human lives and physical infrastructure, it 
facilitated the onset of a culture of corruption and unaccountability. The 
governing Mpla adeptly portrayed the threat against its regime as a threat 
against the state itself. Consequently, it was able to successfully stave off 
criticisms of its governance failures by shielding itself behind the cloak of 
national security. Concealed behind this veil for more than a quarter cen-
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tury, the regime remained unaccountable for its failures in the post-inde-
pendence attempts to provide alternatives to the colonial political economy. 
The war became the ultimate exculpator. even more astutely, as the ruling 
regime came to terms with its own failures, the war became a source of 
both political capital and enormous financial rewards. Now the regime 
could justify its existence primarily as the defender of the citizens against 
murderous uNita rebels. While uNita’s actions against defenceless ci-
vilians consistently provided the regime with ammunition to credibly jus-
tify high military expenditures financed by increasing oil revenues, those 
same expenditures provided vast opportunities for diverting public funds 
into the bank accounts of high level political and military figures of the 
regime.

The civil war also enabled the regime to carry out major shifts in eco-
nomic policy without fear of political consequences. By the mid-1980s, the 
economy was on the verge of collapse. economic activities in all sectors 
outside the oil enclave suffered dramatic declines due to a combination 
of factors including the mass flight of skilled portuguese workers, the dif-
ficulties arising from the introduction of central planning, and the rising 
intensity of the civil war. The economic pain was felt mostly in the form of 
hyperinflation and through rationing of essential goods. in addition, the 
government had to contend with severe balance of payment deficits caused 
by collapsing exports, a result of both declining economic activity and the 
arbitrary setting of foreign exchange rates at artificially high levels.

if precarious domestic conditions pointed to the necessity of rapid re-
form, a changing global environment facilitated the probing of possibilities 
for such reforms. ironically, angola’s main patron, the former ussr, was 
also confronted in the mid-1980s with difficult choices regarding ways to 
rescue a collapsing economy. in many respects, therefore, Gorbachev’s rise 
to power in the former soviet union in 1985 and the belated attempt to 
rescue a moribund soviet economy, provided the necessary inspiration, if 
not ideological justification, for the Mpla’s own attempts to restructure 
angola’s economy. But there was another unavoidable reality. a sharp drop 
in oil prices in 1987 severely shook the fiscal foundation of a government 
almost totally dependent on oil revenues. That drop in oil prices, combined 
with a rise of war related expenditures, forced the angolan government 
into a period of deficit spending for more than a decade. Given the quickly 
deteriorating military and economic conditions in the 1980s, the regime 
was faced with two options for initiating the unavoidable transformation 
process. The first option was mainly political and involved ending the war 
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through a peace process involving constitutional changes leading to free 
multi-party elections. The second choice involved liberalizing the economy. 
either choice, whatever the priority, would go a long way to strengthening 
the regime.

The first option was not particularly appealing to the ruling class be-
cause it might take the form of a national constitutional assembly, as in 
other parts of africa, with the authority to restrict or take away some pow-
ers of the regime. furthermore, if the government allowed itself to become 
one of various participants in the peace process, its power and legitimacy 
would be diluted by the structures emanating from civil society to oversee 
the transition to peace and democratic government. This would prevent the 
government from taking full credit for the anticipated peaceful settlement 
of the civil war and reaping the political benefits in a future multi-party 
election. second, popular dissatisfaction with the regime was attributable 
mainly to the economic system’s inability to produce goods and services 
in sufficient quantities and adequate quality to meet domestic demand. as 
a result, angola opted to implement structural adjustment programmes 
ahead of political liberalization.

to counter immediate economic difficulties and with an eye to begin-
ning to address the wider structural dysfunctions in the economy in antici-
pation of admission into the iMf and the World Bank, in 1987 the Mpla 
government introduced its first ifi-inspired, if not yet prescribed, struc-
tural adjustment programme. The Programme for Financial and Economic 
Reorganization (programa de saneamento económico e financeiro – sef) 
was designed to transform angola into a market economy. This overly am-
bitious goal could not realistically be met both due to the non-existence 
of the critical institutional and legal environments that would make such 
transition possible and the escalation of the civil war that made such radi-
cal transformations even riskier politically for president dos santos. in the 
end, other than convincing the ifis of its commitment to change – and 
thus winning membership of these institutions – sef was an unmitigated 
failure.

after sef’s demise, angola implemented a series of other adjustment 
programmes, all ambitiously designed and poorly implemented. Not sur-
prisingly, much like the original programme, most attempts to reform an-
gola’s economy failed. in 1990, a year after joining the ifis, angola intro-
duced the Programme of Action for the Government (programa de acção 
do Governo – paG) aimed mainly at controlling inflation through strict 
monetary policy and a currency change. But, given the political context 
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– imminent peace with uNita and the prospects of the first multi-party 
elections in the near future – the government was unwilling to take the 
short-term political risks inherent in fully implementing a programme that 
included freezing 95 per cent of the value of all bank accounts! Consequent-
ly, paG was abandoned in 1991. in the decade between the Bicesse peace 
process of 1991 and the end of the civil war in 2002, the government im-
plemented several other adjustment programmes: Programme for Economic 
Stability (programa de estabilização económica – peG) of 1993; Economic 
and Social Programme (programa económico e social – pes) of 1994 and 
1995; Programme “New Life” (programa Vida Nova – pNV) of 1996; and 
Programme for Medium-Term Economic Stability and Revival (programa de 
estabilização e recuperação económica de Médio prazo – pereMp) of 
1998. The common feature of all these programmes is that they all ended 
without success.

aimed at arresting and, more optimistically, reversing, the decay of its 
ailing economy through a series of liberalizing mechanisms, saps proved 
highly problematic in angola, as elsewhere in africa. specifically, measures 
to liberalize the economy through privatization, currency and exchange 
rate reform produced mixed results and succeeded mainly in entrenching 
the elite’s stranglehold on the economy. This was particularly the case with 
the policy of privatizing public assets. The Mpla regime skilfully used 
privatization as a means of transferring the ownership of public enterprises 
into the hands of top officials as well as their families and friends in the 
party, government, and the military. Thus, privatization primarily benefit-
ed those already close to the centre of a complex patrimonial set of relation-
ships lubricated by oil revenues. using oil revenues, these individuals could 
then “buy” newly privatized assets. This was the main “success” of saps in 
angola. in most other respects, attempts to undertake a transition from a 
planned to a market economy through sap-inspired policies have thus far 
resulted in failure. for example, under paG, the government introduced 
measures aimed at price liberalization, currency reform, and exchange 
rate reform. However, as aguilar (2003:4) notes, “failure to rein in the fis-
cal deficit and its monetization meant that hyperinflation quickly eroded 
much of the gain in competitiveness resulting from the devaluation”. fur-
thermore, liberalization was attempted within inhospitable administrative 
and legal environments – i.e., bureaucratic red tape and ownership rights 
legislation – that constituted important barriers to entry. for example, cur-
rency reform was haphazardly implemented and involved little more than 
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hastily issuing new bank notes and freezing bank deposits. Many individu-
als whose deposits were frozen were unable to convert their old money.

What explains the problematic implementation of reforms in angola? a 
basic explanation must take into account the difficulties inherent in mak-
ing a transition from an underdeveloped economy wrecked by war – still 
exhibiting many vestiges of a colonial economy and the debilitating effects 
of central planning – into a functioning market economy. second, major 
structural deficiencies have always been at the root of angola’s inability 
to properly design and implement workable reform packages. for exam-
ple, although the angolan government includes three key economic policy 
bodies – the Ministry of planning, Ministry of finance, and the Central 
Bank – they function within an environment characterized by their lack of 
decision-making power. a parallel government – comprising the president 
and a handful of trusted aides – makes all key policy decisions with negli-
gible oversight from a weak legislative branch. Within a governance system 
where much political and economic power is concentrated in the hands of 
the president, decisions by this virtual parallel government trump all other 
decisions. But, problematically, since the presidential aides are not formally 
part of the governing structure, they are rarely held accountable for policy 
failures. in other words, government officials charged with implementing 
policies designed by others are also the scapegoats of choice when those 
policies invariably fail. However, since high government officials owe their 
lucrative positions to the president and his aides, most ministers are unwill-
ing to raise issues that may provoke the ire of the president and his men. 
The result is an institutional culture that both abhors delegation of author-
ity and, in turn, avoids responsibility for implementing policies. together, 
these peculiarities of governance enhanced the civil war’s destabilizing 
effects.



—  C H a p t e r  6  —

at the end of the 1980s angola faced a crisis in different areas – military, 
political, social, and economic – that hampered the state’s ability to carry 
out many of its basic functions. The civil war had paralyzed the state, ren-
dering it inoperative inasmuch as its reach and authority outside the capital 
and a handful of major cities was tenuous, resulting in its incapacity to 
provide security – let alone law and order – to many of its citizens. in-
deed, the state had not yet been able to implement its own system of laws 
throughout the country because it was being challenged by uNita. This 
was all compounded by the fact that the initial authoritarian character of 
the post-colonial state led to the subduing of civil society, thus stifling citi-
zens’ ability to create, aggregate, and articulate demands that might have 
provided alternatives to the problems facing the new state.

These domestic problems were heightened by the dramatic changes at 
the international level in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Most important 
of all, the end of the Cold War and the disintegration of the soviet union 
had an immediate effect on angola both in military/security and economic 
terms because the former soviet union was no longer there to provide mili-
tary hardware and training to counter uNita. Combined with a wors-
ening domestic situation, the changing international environment led the 
governing Mpla to abandon both ideology and dogma to survive, this 
time with Western assistance. Mpla also understood that in light of the 
momentous global changes that had recently taken place, Western coun-
tries were more likely to support the regime if it undertook fundamental 
processes of political and economic liberalization. The simultaneous imple-
mentation of structural adjustment measures and the peace processes can 
be best understood in terms of the dual sources of pressures – internal and 
international – threatening the Mpla regime at the beginning of the 1990s 
and not necessarily as a reflection of its sudden realization of the virtues of 
sharing power and wealth. in fact, especially as far as the political dimen-
sion was concerned, there was little inter-elite good will to serve as the basis 
for a lasting settlement to the civil war. The governing party did not trust 

War termination as survival strategy

137



Assis Malaquias

138

uNita and, therefore, was not ready to regard the rebels as equal partners 
in a newly liberalized political system because this might provide them 
with a platform to win politically what they were unable to win on the 
battlefield. This lack of trust was fueled, in no small part, by many within 
Mpla who were not willing to share power with an opposition group that 
had been a proxy of south african and american destabilization policies 
during the Cold War. in the end, most within Mpla understood that 
regime survival required fundamental transformations at many levels. This 
chapter suggests that the democratization of the political system, including 
the peace processes it undertook to bring the rebels into it, were calculated 
moves that ultimately ensured continued Mpla hegemony.

political reforms: ensuring regime survival through  
“divide and conquer”
angola formally became a multi-party state on 11 May 1991 with the passing 
of the law of political parties. This milestone followed the ruling party’s 
shedding of Marxism as its guiding ideology in april 1991 in anticipation 
of the imminent signing of a peace accord with uNita that would allow 
for the rebels’ transformation into a political party and compete in the 
country’s first democratic elections. The law of political parties constituted 
a major victory for the governing Mpla in the sense that – by accepting 
one of uNita’s long-standing demands of democratization – the regime 
clearly demonstrated that it was not afraid to move its contest with uNita 
into the political arena. in fact, Mpla aptly used the law of political par-
ties to significantly weaken uNita by bringing into the same arena many 
other political formations that could complicate uNita claim to be Mp-
la’s only real opposition.

The law of political parties placed minimum requirements on groups 
aspiring to become a party. Those requirements simply included a mem-
bership list of at least 3,000 nationals over the age of 18 of which at least 
140 members resided in 14 of the country’s 18 provinces. By requiring a 
relatively low membership, the government intended to facilitate the emer-
gence of various political parties. in practice, however, the new law divided 
the opposition. as expected, more than 30 political parties emerged soon 
after the proclamation of the new law of which 18 were legalized by the 
supreme Court. an important motivation for the creation of new political 
parties included significant material rewards offered by the government, i.e. 
monies, cars, houses, and other material means to carry out political work. 
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Given the conditions of widespread poverty prevailing in the country, and 
since the bar for the creation of new political parties was set relatively low, 
the establishment of political parties often constituted an irresistible vehi-
cle for improving its members’ economic lot. in many important respects, 
therefore, the emergence of many political parties in angola after the end 
of the one-party system had as much to do with financial incentives as with 
the desire to create a truly democratic system. The centrality of non-politi-
cal inducements was reflected in the financial scandals that beset many of 
the new parties. While most were dealt with internally, others were made 
public. The angolan liberal party, for example, publicly expelled its presi-
dent for diverting party funds and property to personal uses (rNa, 14 
september 1992).

Generally, however, in terms of availability of resources the new par-
ties could not compete with the more established traditional parties. The 
governing party, for example, not only had better organization and more 
financial resources, it retained a tight grip over the media and took full 
advantage of radio, newspapers and the state-run television station to get 
its message to the electorate. in sum, the governing party’s strategy to re-
main in power as it opened up the political system involved using mate-
rial inducements to divide and distract its new opponents while focusing 
primarily on its main traditional foe, uNita. Mpla’s method of choice 
for disarming uNita – both as military and political threat to its re-
gime – involved a protracted peace process designed to ultimately bring the 
rebels into a democratized political arena where, nevertheless, the rules of 
the game were set by the governing party. unsurprisingly, uNita under 
savimbi was reluctant to accept this approach to peace.

Bumpy road to peace
forced by the mounting domestic and international pressures, the Mpla 
regime made several attempts, beginning in the late 1980s, to achieve a ne-
gotiated settlement with the uNita rebels to end the civil war. This nego-
tiated approach to end the war failed for several reasons. first, the Western-
oriented “winner-takes-all” framework was highly problematic as a basis 
for resolving a conflict with such high political and symbolic stakes. also 
problematically, the peace processes mainly emphasized divisions of power 
– i.e., the division of government posts between the warring forces – while 
mostly ignoring important questions regarding division of wealth and eco-
nomic opportunities between the established governing elite and those who 
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had had spent the better part of a generation fighting to overthrow the 
system but who now desired a fair share of the national cake. in addition, 
equally important and potentially explosive issues like land redistribution 
were not adequately addressed within the peace frameworks to end the war. 
in other words, attempts to achieve peace in angola focused mostly on the 
political elements of a more complex political-economy equation. indeed, 
the complexities of the peace being sought ultimately determined that it 
would be achieved on the battleground, not at the negotiating table. The 
following sections review the main political attempts to end the civil war 
in angola that took place in New York, Gbadolite, Bicesse, and lusaka. it 
seeks to explain why they all failed and why what was secured at luena is 
negative peace.

New York

on 8 august 1988, angola, Cuba and south africa issued a joint statement 
in Geneva declaring that “a de facto cessation of hostilities is now in effect” 
in the conflict in angola and Namibia. on december 22, the three coun-
tries signed a historic agreement in New York, committing themselves to 
the phased withdrawal of 50,000 Cuban troops from angola over a period 
of 27 months in return for the implementation of the uN plan for Na-
mibia’s independence. The accord marked the culmination of eight years 
of mediating efforts by former us assistant secretary of state for african 
affairs, Chester Crocker, and was heralded as a major diplomatic coup for 
the reagan administration. However, for many others, it represented the 
end of a sad chapter in africa’s modern history and a case study of belated 
superpower efforts to support the resolution of regional conflicts. although 
the agreement facilitated the transition of Namibia to independence, it did 
nothing to hasten the resolution of the civil war in angola itself. The “New 
York accords” did not even mention uNita, the guerrilla movement sup-
ported by the united states and south africa, that had been waging a de-
bilitating war against the angolan government and which controlled more 
than a third of the country. What explains this omission? The negotiations 
leading to the signing of the accords were conducted along two tracks. 
track i focused on issues related to the removal of Cuban troops from 
angola in return for south african withdrawal from Namibia to pave the 
way for its independence. track ii entailed national reconciliation between 
uNita and the Mpla government in angola. Both tracks were to be 
pursued simultaneously. However, the parties involved in the negotiations 
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leading to the New York accord regarded the question of uNita and 
more general issues of national reconciliation for angola as, essentially, 
an internal matter. Therefore, little or no pressure was put on Mpla and 
uNita to settle their differences within the framework of the negotiations 
for regional peace. Moreover, since the reagan administration expected 
that reconciliation between uNita and Mpla was inevitable after Cuban 
withdrawal, little pressure was put independently on the rival parties to set-
tle their differences.

along with the united states, african leaders were also pushing for a 
negotiated settlement that would bring together the two warring factions 
in some form of coalition or national government. despite regional and 
international diplomatic pressure, the agreement on the withdrawal of Cu-
ban troops did not lead to an end to angola’s conflict. in fact, there was 
little predisposition on the part of the warring factions to settle the conflict 
simply through political means. The government did not plan to under-
take a peace process that entailed sharing power with uNita. at a state 
banquet for visiting former Malian president Mousa traoré, dos santos 
declared that “angola does not accept pressures from wherever they may 
come, which aim is the formation of a so-called coalition government” (The 
New York Times, 19 september 1988, p. a3). for the government, negotia-
tions with uNita would be contrary to the constitutional principles pre-
vailing in the country at the time. angola, the angolan president declared, 
“is a one-party state and so the acceptance of such a political organization 
[uNita] is out of the question” (reuters, 1 october 1988). instead, dos 
santos insisted that his government’s “national harmonization” policies 
– including clemency to reintegrate into angolan society former members 
of uNita who surrendered – would eventually resolve the conflict. This 
position reflected the view that uNita was not a legitimate political force 
because it was a puppet of outside forces, namely south africa and the 
united states.

The government planned to take critical steps to end the civil war only 
after a broader regional peace agreement was achieved because the Mpla 
leadership believed that since its armed forces were far superior to uNita, 
once foreign forces were out of the angolan battlefields it could finally deal 
a fatal military blow to the rebels. in other words, the problem was south 
african assistance to uNita. resolving this issue by forcing south africa 
to disengage militarily from the region within the framework of Namibia’s 
independence would accelerate the internal peace process in angola be-
cause uNita would be so weakened that it would not be in a position to 
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demand negotiations with the government. if uNita refused the govern-
ment’s harmonization policies, there was a real possibility that it would be 
annihilated.

The “problem with south africa” was settled on 13 december 1988. an-
gola, Cuba, and south africa signed the “Brazzaville protocol” pertaining 
to the withdrawal of Cuban troops from angola and implementation of the 
uN plan for independence of south african-ruled Namibia. This involved 
both south africa withdrawal from Namibia and, equally critical for the 
angolan government, a halt to all support for uNita. to coincide with 
this major event, dos santos announced that his government would prom-
ulgate a law granting amnesty and commute death sentences to political 
opponents who renounced violence, turned themselves in to the authori-
ties, agreed to respect the country’s laws and Constitution, and pledged 
allegiance to the governing Mpla. With a regional peace plan in place, 
Mpla was convinced that uNita would shortly cease to exist through a 
combination of political and military action. Without south africa’s sup-
port uNita would have to rely almost entirely on support from the united 
states now channeled almost exclusively through neighbouring Zaire.

The angolan government seriously miscalculated the importance of 
this new supply route and the rebels’ own resourcefulness. in fact, the us 
did considerably raise the level of its involvement in the angolan conflict 
by replacing south africa as the main uNita supporter. Washington was 
not yet ready to abandon uNita until the angolan government agreed to 
reach a political settlement. assistance for uNita at this critical phase was 
supplied via six american military bases in southern Zaire. The opening 
of the supply routes through Zaire coincided with joint american-Zair-
ian military maneuvers – code-named flintlock 88 – in april-May 1988. 
in addition to providing training for Zairian forces, these maneuvers also 
included the refurbishing of a major air base in kamina to serve as the 
hub for secret Cia operations to supply arms – including sophisticated 
“stinger” anti-aircraft missiles – to uNita. furthermore, the arms and 
equipment used during these military maneuvers were left behind and 
given to uNita, thus upgrading its logistics and infrastructure for a new 
phase of the war. afterwards, the us continued to provide support to the 
rebels in order to counterbalance what the united states state department 
characterized as “the vast amount of assistance coming from the soviet 
union to the other side” (The New York Times, 26 May 1988, p. a10). Thus, 
contrary to the outcome expected by Mpla as a result of south africa’s 
disengagement from angola’s civil war, american backing enabled uNita 
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to intensify its military operations throughout the country, especially in 
northern regions close to the Zairian border. The overall american objec-
tive was to exert unbearable pressure on the Mpla government to persuade 
it against the military option to end the conflict. The attempt to reach 
an agreement at Gbadolite is an indication that the angolan government 
understood the new dynamics of the conflict brought about by heightened 
american involvement

Gbadolite

on 1 March 1989, president dos santos announced a “peace program” 
whose implementation would start on the following april 1 – to coincide 
with the start of the uN’s plan for the independence of Namibia. This 
program called for:
  a. an end to interference in angola’s domestic affairs by south africa, the 

usa, and their allies;
  b. respect for angola’s constitutional laws, including the maintenance of 

a one-party political system;
  c. application of active political and military measures to end the subver-

sive war;
 d. amnesty within the framework of the policy of clemency and national 

harmony;
  e. Voluntary reintegration of all angolans in an effort of national recon-

struction in accordance with their capacities;
  f. special treatment in the case of Jonas savimbi;
  g. support from the international community for social reintegration and 

national reconstruction programs.
dos santos also announced that, to expedite the achievement of peace, his 
government was prepared to host a summit to be attended by all neigh-
bouring countries. By the time eight african chiefs of state – from Congo, 
Gabon, Mozambique, sao tome e principe, Zaire, Zambia, and Zimbabwe 
– gathered in luanda on 16 May 1989 to discuss ways to end the war, the 
angolan government was ready to present a peace plan that explicitly and 
for the first time used the term “national reconciliation” and suggested 
the possibility of a direct dialogue between the warring parties. But the 
new Mpla peace plan still envisaged “exile” for uNita’s leader Jonas 
savimbi, “integration” of uNita into the Mpla, and “respect for the 
Constitution” of the people’s republic of angola. uNita objected vigour-
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ously to these terms on three grounds. first, by stressing the indivisibility 
between uNita and its founder: “uNita and dr. savimbi are one and 
the same thing” (VorGaN, 29 september 1989). second, uNita viewed 
“integration” as a means of submerging its members in the Mpla, a con-
cept viewed as inconsistent with the goal of national reconciliation and po-
litical pluralism. finally, uNita regarded “respect for the Constitution” 
as tantamount to acceptance of the existing one-party, Marxist-leninist 
state. despite these differences, however, intense diplomatic pressure prod-
ded the two warring leaders to come face-to-face at a summit of 18 african 
heads of state organized by former Zairian president Mobutu on 22 June 
1989 at Gbadolite retreat to help settle the angolan conflict. in the end, 
this summit accomplished little of substance. a number of contentious is-
sues – including the specific political and military mechanisms to end the 
war such as exile for rebel leader savimbi, integration of uNita members 
into Mpla structures, and respect for the existing Constitution – were 
discussed without being resolved.

Gbadolite failed for several reasons. first, from the angolan govern-
ment’s perspective, external forces evidently played a key role. The Mpla 
regime accused the united states and south africa of pressuring the rebels 
to reject the peace plan proposed by the african heads of state at Gbado-
lite. according to the government, “savimbi had initially expressed full 
agreement with the [peace] program, but a few days later, because of us 
and south african pressures restricting his behaviour, he backed down and 
has been rejecting the Gbadolite principles ever since” (aNGop, 23 sep-
tember 1989). This explanation, however, does not fully address the crux 
of the matter, i.e. that savimbi was unlikely to abandon his life-long quest 
for personal power and a dominant position for his group within angolan 
politics. savimbi himself characterized such suggestions as “silly” and won-
dered why uNita, which had never been stronger militarily and politi-
cally, should “surrender to the luanda government in negotiations what 
the government could never obtain on the battlefield?” He also stressed 
that uNita had not fought “first against portuguese colonial rule and 
then against the soviet and Cuban-backed regime, only to throw up its 
hands in surrender” (The New York Times, 30 october 1989, p.a19). savimbi 
was neither ready nor willing to comply with the african heads of state’s 
proposals submitted to him at Gbadolite. He went to the summit mainly to 
enhance his international public image. His was a sophisticated attempt to 
discard the negative images associated with him – traitor, puppet, bandit, 
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etc – and use the international media’s spotlight to project a new image of 
nationalist leader and peacemaker. 

second and most importantly, Gbadolite failed because the two war-
ring factions had diametrically different views of what peace entailed. 
Mpla approached the peace process with magnanimity and envisaged 
war termination as “harmonization” mainly in terms of implementing its 
policy of granting clemency and integrating the rebels into the post-colo-
nial structures it had designed. in other words, Mpla saw itself, prema-
turely, as the winner. uNita, on the other hand, defined peace in terms 
of fundamental political changes including the establishment of a govern-
ment of national unity, free and fair elections, and a constitution allowing 
for a multi-party democracy. The rebels saw themselves as an alternative to 
the ruling Mpla, not a vanquished army. The next attempt to reconcile 
Mpla and uNita took place two years later at Bicesse. 

Bicesse
The storms before Bicesse

undeterred by the failure at Gbadolite, president dos santos opted for a 
two-pronged strategy to deal with uNita. first, at the political level, 
dos santos produced yet another peace proposal which, for the first time, 
opened the door for uNita members to become independent legislative 
candidates. He also opened the door for the creation of independent as-
sociations with a social or cultural character. This meant that, although 
uNita could not participate in the political process as a political entity, 
Mpla no longer insisted that uNita members be integrated into the ex-
isting one-party political structures. furthermore, uNita could continue 
to exist as a social or cultural association while its members participated in 
the political process. uNita, as expected, rejected this proposal, arguing 
that it “represent[ed] a setback in the efforts in search for peace in angola” 
and maintained that “there is no other way out for angola other than cease-
fire, direct uNita-Mpla negotiations, free elections, multi-party democ-
racy and gaining national reconciliation in the country” (VorGaN, 9 
January 1990).

to force uNita into his co-optation plan, the second leg of dos san-
tos’ post-Gbadolite strategy included, at the military level, the launching 
of a major offensive – code-named last assault – against the rebels in the 
Cuito-Cuanavale area in an attempt to take Mavinga and open the way to 
an attack on savimbi’s headquarters at Jamba. The government would then, 
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finally, be in a better position to dictate peace on its terms. But american 
help would once again enable uNita to stop a large-scale government 
offensive. once more, the us was not willing to abandon uNita before 
a political settlement had been reached. Consequently, it significantly in-
creased military and logistical support for uNita to enable the rebels to 
thwart the government offensive. in addition, the us publicly warned the 
angolan government that “attempts to crush uNita militarily are futile” 
(inter press service, 2 february 1990). The american military and diplo-
matic support allowed savimbi to claim in early april 1990 that his forces 
had beaten back the government offensive. The significance of this major 
success by both uNita and its american allies was underscored by former 
us assistant secretary of state for african affairs Herman Cohen’s as-
sertion that the angolan government seemed to have been “blunted and 
defeated by uNita” (reuters, 13 January 1990).

for its part, uNita continued to combine military and diplomatic 
pressure to seek a political solution. While making the threat of waging “a 
nationwide war, regardless of the consequences” (VorGaN, 1 february 
1990), savimbi was seeking the help of the former colonial power, portu-
gal, to help pave the way towards a rapprochement between uNita and 
Mpla. savimbi argued that “the portuguese have a better understanding 
of angola” and thus were better suited to “discreetly find ways of making 
angolans understand each other” (VorGaN, 1 february 1990). to set the 
stage for direct negotiations with the angolan government, uNita of-
fered an immediate cease-fire and agreed to recognize the angolan state on 
the basis of the alvor agreements (VorGaN, 8 april 1990). The angolan 
government responded positively to uNita’s offer by dropping the long-
standing demand regarding savimbi’s exile as a precondition for peace. in 
fact, the angolan government now declared that savimbi “deserved special 
recognition” (inter press service, 12 april 1990).

What accounted for these dramatic changes in both antagonists’ posi-
tions? principally, they can be attributed to the new relationship between 
the united states and the soviet union. This post-Cold War relationship 
constituted the basis upon which solutions could be sought for regional 
conflicts like angola. Now no longer adversaries, the former soviet union 
and the united states could jointly press Mpla and uNita to begin di-
rect talks on national reconciliation. Not insignificantly, the united states 
also dangled important carrots – diplomatic recognition and help for an-
gola to join the World Bank and the iMf upon successful completion of 
a peace agreement leading to elections – which helped steer Mpla to the 
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negotiating table. Thus, on 25 april 1990, the angolan government an-
nounced its intentions to initiate direct contacts with uNita. The rebels 
reciprocated with two significant gestures. first, it recognized president 
dos santos as the head of state, and proposed a three-month cease-fire to 
“give the peace process yet another chance”, and declared its intentions 
to cease “all hostile propaganda against the luanda government and its 
leadership, with the exception of objective criticism of that government’s 
social and economic programs” (VorGaN, 1 May 1990). second, uNita 
recognized the Mpla government as “legitimate until elections are held” 
(VorGaN, 13 october 1990).

The newfound moderation of both sides’ positions facilitated the hold-
ing of several exploratory meetings. These meetings, however, emblematic 
of much of the relationship between the two sides, were characterized by 
friction and confrontation. The government wanted to extract three basic 
concessions from uNita at the exploratory talks: first, agreement on a for-
mula whereby uNita would stop receiving military aid from the united 
states and other countries in exchange for the government’s suspension 
of all arms purchases from the soviet union and other countries; second, 
an immediate cease-fire to allow the free movement of people and goods, 
the creation of a climate of peace and stability, and the implementation of 
a program for the general elections process; and, third, the disarming of 
uNita as a first step for the eventual creation of a national army. uNita, 
however, believed that the government was not negotiating in good faith 
and accused it of “inflexibility” and attempting to “prolong the war situa-
tion while seek[ing] ways to implement its macabre plan to keep the an-
golan people under Mpla subjugation” (VorGaN, 4 december 1990). 
uNita was distressed with what it regarded as procedural and other major 
deficiencies at the talks. The procedural matters troubling uNita were 
related to the composition of the government’s delegation: it was composed 
of low-level officials and the government showed a propensity to change the 
head of the delegation at the last minute, thus necessarily changing “the 
complexion of the talks” (VorGaN, 30 august 1990). uNita was also 
disturbed by more substantive issues including the government’s refusal 
to officially recognize uNita as a political opposition party as well as its 
demands that uNita clipped its military wings as a pre-requisite for par-
ticipation in the democratic process.

The seemingly intractable barriers separating the warring factions in 
angola were again set aside due to direct intervention by the united states 
and the former soviet union who conveyed to those they backed their in-
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tention not to provide additional military and financial aid to prosecute the 
war. Both Washington and Moscow had found a mutually acceptable mo-
ment to collaborate on settling the angolan war. The Bush administration 
was keen to resolve third world conflicts hindering steady improvement in 
american-russian relations while the leadership in the kremlin was eager 
to end financially draining involvements in overseas wars like angola. un-
surprisingly, therefore, the us and the former soviet union collaborated 
not just in bringing the warring sides to the negotiating table but also in 
helping them draft the main documents that constituted the basis for ne-
gotiations in subsequent meetings between uNita and the government. 
These documents on political principles and technical-military issues were 
based on five principles:
  a. angola will become a democratic and multi-party nation;
  b. The international community ought to guarantee a cease-fire;
  c. There should be free and fair elections in angola, verified by the inter-

national community;
  d. The signing of a cease-fire should be preceded by an accord on the date 

for free and fair elections; and,
  e. all military assistance from abroad would stop once a cease-fire accord 

has been signed (rNa, 23 January 1991).
an agreement on these principles by the united states, the former soviet 
union, and portugal compelled the angolan government and uNita to 
make further concessions prior to signing a peace accord. Thus, uNita 
dropped its longstanding demand to be included in a transitional govern-
ment and agreed to integrate its military forces into a single national army 
before elections. The Mpla government was also forced to make several 
dramatic concessions including dropping its demand that Jonas savimbi 
should go into exile during the transition period, acknowledging uNita’s 
right to exist as an opposition party, agreeing to allow the development of 
a multi-party system and, accepting the principle of free and fair elections 
following the signing of a cease-fire. The stage had been set for the Bicesse 
peace accords between the angolan government and uNita.

The Bicesse peace accords

The Bicesse peace accords covered various important legal and organiza-
tional aspects for the transition to peace and elected government in angola, 
including: cease-fire monitoring, disengagement of forces and their concen-
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tration in designated areas, formation of a national army, mechanics of the 
electoral process, and election monitoring. More specifically, they included 
four documents dealing with the cease-fire, the fundamental principles for 
peace in angola and the formation of CCpM, the main concepts for resolu-
tion of outstanding questions between the government and uNita and, 
finally, the estoril protocol dealing with matters regarding the elections, 
the CCpM, internal security during the transition period to elections, ad-
ministrative structures, and the creation of the unified armed forces.

1. The cease-fire accord. The peace accords define the cease-fire as “a cessa-
tion of hostilities between the government of the people’s republic of an-
gola and uNita, aimed at bringing peace in the entire national territory”. 
The two parties agreed that the cease-fire would be “total and definitive” 
and would guarantee the free movement of people and goods throughout 
the entire country. The accord included commitments by the two parties 
to cease all movement of troops or armed groups, all attempts to militarily 
occupy new positions, all military maneuvers aimed at transporting mili-
tary material, and all violent actions against the civilian population. The 
political control of the cease-fire would be the responsibility of both the 
government and uNita and would be exercised through the CCpM. The 
uN would be invited by the government to send monitors to help both 
sides. The cease-fire accord included the undertaking by both sides to end 
all hostile propaganda both within the country and from abroad. it also 
obligated both sides to abstain from acquiring lethal material. The united 
states and the former soviet union informed the angolan government that 
they would support the implementation of the cease-fire by ceasing to pro-
vide lethal material to either side as well as encouraging other countries to 
do likewise.

in terms of its implementation, both the government and uNita com-
mitted themselves to “strict compliance” with the accords as well as all 
future rulings emanating from the structures created to oversee the cease-
fire. implementation of the cease-fire also included freeing all civilian and 
military prisoners of war with the assistance of the international Commit-
tee of the red Cross. to successfully implement the cease-fire accord, and 
on the insistence of the international community, the angolan government 
and uNita reached agreement on a set of “fundamental principles” that 
would secure the establishment of peace in angola and devised a frame-
work to settle all outstanding questions.
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2. The fundamental principles. The fundamental principles for the establish-
ment of peace in angola were essentially a number of concessions by both 
sides to create the political climate necessary to effectuate the transition 
to a multi-party regime. Thus, the recognition by uNita of the angolan 
state, president José eduardo dos santos, and the government until elec-
tions were held constituted a major political victory for the governing party 
in the sense that it provided it with legitimacy. in turn, uNita gained the 
right to freely carry out and take part in political activities under the terms 
of the revised constitution and relevant laws on the creation of a multi-
party democracy, after the signing of a cease-fire.

The fundamental principles for the establishment of peace in angola 
also made provisions for the holding of talks between the angolan govern-
ment and all political forces with a view to learning about their views on 
the proposed constitutional changes as well as cooperation from all po-
litical parties in order to draft laws to speed up the electoral process; the 
holding of free and fair elections after the registration of voters and under 
the supervision of international observers who would remain in angola 
until they confirmed that the elections were free and fair and the results 
were officially announced; and respect for human rights and fundamental 
freedoms, including the right to free association. The mechanics to guide 
elections, the CCpM, the administrative apparatus, and the creation of the 
unified national army were established in the estoril protocol.

3. The Estoril protocol. The holding of free elections had been a consistent 
uNita demand since the breakdown of the decolonization process in 1975. 
in fact, the governing Mpla’s refusal to hold elections was used by uNi-
ta to legitimize its guerrilla war. The estoril protocol laid the framework 
for the first post-colonial electoral process. a key element of the protocol 
was the agreement granting all political parties and interested persons an 
equal right to organize themselves and participate in the electoral process. 
furthermore, it ratified the “observer” countries’ proposal that elections 
should be held in the period between september 1 and 30 November 1992. 
The estoril protocol also validated the creation of the CCpM, conferring 
upon it the mandate of exercising comprehensive “political control of the 
cease-fire process” and guaranteeing the “strict compliance of the political 
and military understandings” inherent in the application of the peace ac-
cords. finally, it established the criteria for the creation of a national non-
partisan army before the election date. The accord provided for an end to 
the fighting from midnight, 15 May 1991 and a formal cease-fire signing on 
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May 31. elections were scheduled for september 1992. on 31 May 1991, an-
golan president José eduardo dos santos and uNita leader Jonas savimbi 
signed what was supposed to be a historic peace agreement formally ending 
angola’s civil war. 

implementing Bicesse

1. Shaky start. The implementation of the Bicesse accords was, to say the 
least, very problematic. Both uNita and Mpla, it seemed, were not able 
to overcome the inertia of violence acquired through the long years of civil 
war. Thus, uNita undertook to undermine the power of the Mpla re-
gime during the transition process through an intense campaign of political 
violence. for example, it ordered its members to carry out “a persecution 
campaign against former state security members” of the old regime (rNa, 
4 october 1991). in lobito, this led to clashes between uNita soldiers and 
city residents. in Huambo, uNita occupied several government build-
ings and evicted entire families from their homes (rNa, 4 october 1991). 
it also prevented the holding of several demonstrations in support of peace 
by Mpla supporters.

The Mpla reacted to uNita’s actions by claiming that they were 
intended to create “psychological conditions of terror and fear” (rNa, 4 
october 1991). But the conditions of terror and fear were more than just 
psychological and were not restricted to the civilian population. for exam-
ple, angry airmen burned down the regional uNita offices in lubango 
in retaliation for the murders of four air force officers blamed on uNita. 
Yet, uNita considered itself the victim, not the cause, of political vio-
lence perpetrated by the governing Mpla. in a communiqué issued by the 
Chief of General staff of its military wing, uNita announced that the 
organization’s assistant secretary-general, Col. pedro Makanga, had been 
assassinated on 29 september 1991 while traveling by road to luanda to at-
tend a meeting of the uNita leadership. The communiqué claimed that 
there was proof that Col. Makanga’s assassination was the work of forces 
in the service of the Mpla and linked it to the “provocative behaviour” in 
every province of the country. uNita maintained that the assassination 
was “intended to sabotage the peace process” and vowed not to “remain 
silent in the face of continued violations and provocations” (VorGaN, 5 
october 1991). on 23 october 1991, uNita again accused state security 
agents of having murdered the deputy Communications Minister’s chief 
of staff for being a uNita sympathizer. uNita also claimed that the gov-
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ernment was transferring state security officers to the police force in order 
to commit further atrocities.

for its part, the Mpla accused uNita of infiltrating armed men into 
urban areas to launch terrorist operations against government officials as 
well as armed forces and state security officers. in Bié province, for exam-
ple, a uNita youth gang called “007” allegedly attacked anyone wear-
ing an Mpla t-shirt. also in Bié, uNita captured 11 members of the 
presidential guard after seizing and burning three of their vehicles. uNita 
claimed that these soldiers, who had landed in Bié minutes before an air-
craft transporting savimbi was due to arrive, were planning “an attempt on 
[savimbi’s] life” (rNa, 23 september 1992).

The rise in pre-electoral political violence can be attributed to several 
factors including the central government’s weakness – an ironic result of 
the peace accords which did not clearly define the roles of the government 
and the institutions created to manage the transition process. Thus, for 
example, the government was largely unsuccessful in re-establishing its au-
thority in those areas of the country previously controlled by uNita. fur-
thermore, the institutions created and legitimized at Bicesse – CCpM and 
uNaVeM – were unable to resolve the disputes that emerged regarding the 
government’s attempts to extend its control throughout the entire country. 
The peace accords rested on the crucial assumption that both sides would 
cooperate in its implementation since, at least overtly, all wanted peace. 
instead, uNita took full advantage of the prevailing situation – including 
a weak government, a dysfunctional CCpM, and an ineffective uNaVeM 
– to further strengthen its own positions partly by preventing the govern-
ment from extending its administration to areas it had lost during the civil 
war. ironically, the uN unwittingly facilitated uNita’s strategy of keep-
ing tens of thousands of peasants under its control as captive voters, instead 
of allowing them to return to their villages under the terms of the peace 
accord, by supplying the rebels with substantial quantities of food.

The angolan government was not allowed to start the process of bring-
ing uNita-controlled areas under its control until six months after the 
signing of the peace accord. uNita finally agreed that the government 
had the right to appoint administrative officials throughout the entire 
country but reserved the right to also appoint some of its own people to 
local government bodies. in practice, however, uNita did not allow the 
extension of government authority into the territory it previously control-
led. on the eve of the election, uNita still militarily controlled 52 dis-
tricts with an estimated population of one million persons. according to 
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government estimates, this ensured 30 or 40 uncontested uNita seats in 
the 220-seat parliament.

But there were other factors contributing to political violence. The de-
mobilized soldiers from both armies retained many of their weapons due 
to the haphazard way in which the demobilization process was conducted. 
in many cases, soldiers simply did not report back to their barracks once 
the cease-fire was signed. Thus many angry and penniless fapla soldiers 
resorted to stopping traffic and rushing onto airplanes to return to their 
homes. only a relatively small number of fapla soldiers were officially 
demobilized. Most simply abandoned their units and looked for the fastest 
way home only to be faced with severe economic hardships. With few jobs 
available, many of these demobilized soldiers resorted to crime as a way to 
survive. since there was little distinction between the economic and politi-
cal elites, many common crimes acquired a political connotation during 
the explosive pre-electoral period.

The government responded ambiguously to mounting political instabil-
ity. While president dos santos vowed never to permit “anarchy, chaos and 
violence to replace the civic state”, he also acknowledged that his govern-
ment was acting “in an extremely calm and thoughtful manner in light of 
the abuses, crimes and affronts that have been committed against peace 
and the people”. for dos santos the (in)action of his government was justi-
fied because it was facing “temporary situations typical of a delicate politi-
cal process of national reconciliation” (rNa,10 November 1991). Basically, 
Mpla believed that uNita was attempting to scuttle the entire process 
for fear of being defeated at the polls.

2. The electoral process. The government announced that, in compliance 
with the peace accord, general elections would be held in september 1992. 
Before this happened, however, it argued that certain minimum condi-
tions should be met including, first, the confinement of all government and 
uNita troops by mid-december 1991; second, the resolution of all prevail-
ing shortcomings concerning the extension of state administration to areas 
still under uNita control; third, the approval of the legal framework for 
the holding of elections – the electoral law, the law on international moni-
toring of general elections, the law on the right of political parties to radio 
and television time, the law on the creation of the news media council, and 
the law on the registration of commercial radio stations – and, fourth, ap-
proval of the law on the review of the constitution, and the law on political 
parties and government assistance to political parties (rNa, 10 November 
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1991). although these legal steps were intended to open the political arena 
to the entire society, they served mainly to legalize uNita’s participation 
in electoral politics while also enhancing the governing party’s claim to be 
the key architect of the democratic reforms and thus strengthen its chances 
of electoral victory.

uNita intended to take full advantage of these changes. savimbi was 
convinced that he would win the presidential elections and his party would 
have the majority in the future National assembly. after all, uNita per-
ceived itself as the main force behind the withdrawal of Cuban troops from 
angola. savimbi not only expected the electorate to reward uNita at the 
polls, he also believed that angolans would punish the governing Mpla 
for its corruption and inability to manage the economy for the public good. 
Mpla was just as certain of winning the elections. dos santos, for his 
part, believed that the electorate would reward him and his party for hav-
ing defended the people and the country’s territorial integrity, after install-
ing democracy and a market economy and achieving peace. 

3. Elections. The elections in angola were “an exercise in make-believe” 
in the sense that many of the fundamental pre-conditions stipulated in 
the peace accords were not fulfilled by the time the polls were held. first 
and foremost, the peace accords had failed to create a peaceful climate for 
political discourse and intercourse. in other words, having been denied 
victory on the battlefield, the two main opponents were attempting to win 
the civil war at the ballot box. Both sides still had armies and uNita still 
controlled the territory it occupied during the civil war.

These factors notwithstanding, and given the mounting internation-
al pressure to adhere to the electoral schedule, the electoral process went 
ahead. The first phase of the election process involved voter registration. all 
nationals over the age of 18 could register and receive a voter identification 
card. an estimated 4,828,468 angolans, or 92 per cent of the adult popula-
tion, registered to vote. at the end of voter registration uNita claimed 
that it was “not pleased that the government in power should impose [upon] 
the National electoral Council rules of the game which prevented the reg-
istration of 500,000 angolans of voting age” and warned that it would only 
accept the results “if the elections are free, fair and clear” (rNa, 26 august 
1992). furthermore, it stated that the government no longer possessed “the 
monopoly of force to manipulate events in our beloved fatherland as it did 
in 1975” (rNa, 26 august 1992). uNita’s message was unambiguously 
threatening and bellicose leading many politicians to believe that post-elec-
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toral war was inevitable. savimbi did little to allay the fears of a post-elec-
toral debacle. in fact, he seemed to anticipate it by claiming that if uNita 
lost the elections it meant that they had not been free and fair.

The elections were held, as scheduled, on 29-30 september 1992. on 3 
october, as voting returns continued to show savimbi trailing in the coun-
try’s first democratic elections, he accused the governing party of fraud and 
threatened a resumption of the civil war if he and his party lost. savimbi 
accused the Mpla of wanting “to cling to power illegally with tooth and 
nail, by stealing ballot boxes, beating up and deviating polling list delegates 
and distorting facts and numbers”. He went on to say that “it is the duty 
of us, freedom fighters, those who through their blood and sweat brought 
about democracy to this country, to tell you that the Mpla is not winning 
and cannot win”. He then warned that, if uNita lost the election, it might 
be forced “to take a position that could deeply disturb the situation of this 
country” (The New York Times, 3 october 1992, p.15). He meant war.

uNita and its allies did, in fact, lose the election. The National elec-
toral Council published the election results on 17 october 1992 after in-
vestigating uNita’s claims that the elections were fraudulent. The official 
results confirmed that the presidential election was a two-way contest be-
tween president dos santos and savimbi. The incumbent received 49.57 
per cent of the vote compared to the rebel leader’s 40.07 per cent. since 
both candidates failed to win at least 50 per cent in the first round, a run-
off election was needed. regrettably, the resumption of the civil war after 
uNita refused to accept the election results prevented the second round 
from ever taking place. for the legislative election, the 18 parties fielded 
candidates for the 220-seat National assembly. unlike in the presidential 
contest, the ruling party achieved a convincing majority in the legislative 
elections. Mpla received 54 per cent of the vote and 129 seats in the Na-
tional assembly. uNita trailed with 34 per cent of the vote and 70 seats. 
The next three parties with the highest number of votes (fNla, pld, and 
prs) failed to receive 2.5 per cent of the popular vote and elected 6, 5, and 3 
members of the National assembly respectively. all the other parties failed 
to reach 1 per cent of the vote and each elected a single parliamentarian. 

as expected, uNita claimed that the results were fraudulent. savimbi 
not only accused the Mpla of rigging the vote, he also described the Na-
tional electoral Commission as a puppet of the government and dismissed 
the views of the nearly 800 international observers who affirmed that the 
elections had been generally free and fair. although president dos santos 
declared that “no one can question the justness and neutrality in the count-
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ing of votes”, (rNa, 8 october 1992) six opposition political parties – ad-
Coligação, CNda, fNla, pda, pdp-aNa, and psda – joined uNita 
in claiming that “the electoral process was on the whole characterized by 
massive, systematic and general fraud and irregularities, thereby ceasing to 
be credible” (VorGaN, 16 october 1992).

4. Elections as prelude to war. although savimbi claimed, and many of his 
supporters still claim, that angola’s first multi-party elections were fraudu-
lent, a more likely reason for the result can be found in the parties’ ap-
proach to the elections, their respective strategies and how their messages 
were delivered to the electorate as well as the personality of their leaders. 
although from the outset, each side believed that its victory at the polls was 
certain, Mpla and president dos santos conveyed the image that they de-
served to win while uNita and Jonas savimbi portrayed themselves as a 
party that could not lose. president dos santos and Mpla ran a campaign 
whose main themes stressed stability and unity for angola’s fractured and 
traumatized society emerging from a costly civil war. Their campaign also 
exploited the fears of many angolans, particularly urban dwellers, that 
savimbi was a racist power-hungry human rights violator whose victory 
would throw angola into a period of witch-hunting and general instabil-
ity. This was made all too easy by savimbi’s own aggressive, arrogant and 
threatening demeanour. savimbi failed to make the leap from authoritarian 
guerrilla leader to a post-civil war statesman capable of placing the national 
interest above his personal and party ambitions at a time when most an-
golans desired national reconciliation above all else. His use of inflamma-
tory rhetoric and veiled threats against Mpla members and sympathizers, 
people from ethnic groups other than his own as well as whites and mixed 
race angolans, alienated an increasing number of people. By contrast, dos 
santos cultivated and marketed the image of a soft-spoken, well-educated 
family man gently leading his country to a new and prosperous future.

at election time angolans faced two equally bad choices: the governing 
party, once avowedly Marxist-leninist which for many years was sustained 
by soviet and Cuban support and whose economic mismanagement had 
brought the country to the brink of collapse or uNita which fought a 
vicious war that had ravaged the country. in the end, angolans voted not 
so much for president dos santos but against Jonas savimbi. Many people 
were simply not convinced that savimbi would not continue behaving as a 
guerrilla if elected president.
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as savimbi had promised, uNita rejected the validity of the results 
sanctioned by the united Nations and other international observers, declar-
ing that massive fraud had taken place. subsequently, it militarily occupied 
large portions of the country, including areas where it had never operated 
before. The government was caught by surprise: it had demobilized most of 
its troops. By contrast, uNita – in a gambit reminiscent of events follow-
ing independence in 1975 – was now poised to take the capital city. fighting 
for control of luanda began on october 30. after several days of intense 
fighting the government prevailed. several senior uNita officials, includ-
ing its vice-president Jeremias Chitunda, were killed. The Bicesse peace ac-
cords had collapsed and, once again, angola reverted to full-scale civil war. 
But this time around, the two combatants did not attract or need direct 
external intervention from foreign armies. The government’s control of the 
oil resources and uNita’s control of some diamond mines provided both 
with sufficient domestic revenues to prosecute the new phase of the war.

assessing Bicesse

Bicesse was expected to end one of africa’s longest-running and bloodiest 
conflicts and to mark a new beginning for a devastated country. on the 
surface, most conditions seemed ripe for a political settlement. after six-
teen years of civil war, the conflict had reached a stalemate in the sense that 
the government lacked the wherewithal to defeat uNita while, similarly, 
the rebels could not realistically expect to violently remove the government 
from power. Beyond the stalemate, there were further reasons, at both na-
tional and international levels, compelling the two belligerents to sign the 
peace accords.

at the national level, important segments of society – especially reli-
gious groups – exerted mounting pressure on the governing party to end 
the war. sixteen years of civil war preceded by fourteen years of liberation 
war against the portuguese colonial/settler occupation had brought angola 
to a virtual political and economic dead-end with profound social impacts. 
Most angolans, including those in government, feared that a continuation 
of the civil war represented an irreversible path toward the precipice while 
peace provided an alternative, even if not unproblematic, path. Besides this, 
as far as the key antagonists’ perceptions of each other were concerned, the 
political battle could be won more easily than the military conflict.

from the governing Mpla’s perspective, the long military stalemate, 
compounded by the autocratic style of leadership of Jonas savimbi, had led 
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to major internal squabbles and divisions within rebels ranks that could be 
usefully exploited. typically, savimbi dealt with internal dissent by physi-
cally eliminating his challengers – real or imagined. This brutal method of 
“problem-solving” led to the killing of uNita’s best and brightest politi-
cal and military leaders and resulted in fear and political alienation within 
uNita ranks, thus weakening the organization. This penchant for regular 
self-mutilation on the part of the rebels did not go unnoticed by Mpla. 
as it prepared to engage uNita politically, the governing party was con-
fident that, having eliminated some of its key political and military figures, 
uNita no longer constituted a credible national political alternative. in 
fact, the governing party confidently believed that given the rebels’ record 
of violence – both within their organization and throughout the country 
– they would be perceived more as a terrorist group without a political plat-
form than a political party capable of leading the country out of its many 
and severe problems. also, uNita’s longstanding alliance with apartheid 
south africa – whose armed forces devastated the southern part of angola 
through military incursions in the 1970s and 80s – could be used by the 
governing party to discredit the rebels and further reduce their political ap-
peal. furthermore, the Mpla counted on the possibility of capitalizing on 
savimbi’s negative image, especially among the urban population.

Conversely, uNita also saw serious handicaps on the side of the gov-
erning Mpla party. Throughout the civil war, uNita sought to paint it 
as a band of “communist lackeys” who needed direct foreign military as-
sistance – mostly from Cuba and the former ussr – to hold on to power. 
economic mismanagement and widespread corruption could also be high-
lighted to discredit the Mpla’s post-colonial rule. for uNita, then, the 
government was on the verge of collapse and was under immense pressure 
to negotiate an end to the war. Therefore, uNita miscalculated that the 
country was ready for a change of government. in sum, beyond changed 
circumstances, political misperceptions helped drive the two historical ri-
vals to sign the peace accords.

Notwithstanding these compelling reasons to sign a peace agreement, 
critical elements for sustainable peace were missing. first, neither side was 
on the verge of victory or defeat. in fact, a military stalemate had prevailed 
for some time, suggesting that there would be no winners or losers on the 
battlefield – at least not in the short run. Without an outright military vic-
tory to facilitate the imposition of a peace framework upon the vanquished, 
sustainable peace would have to be based on trust. unfortunately, this criti-
cal element was also missing.
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Mpla did little to hide its profound mistrust of Jonas savimbi due to 
his alliance with portuguese colonial authorities and with apartheid south 
africa after independence. similarly, uNita did not trust the Mpla re-
gime which it regarded as a mulatto-dominated party that governed on 
behalf of powerful coastal elites and not in the interests of the majori-
ty. Both parties’ behaviour during the pre-electoral period reflected this 
profound animosity. for example, it was this lack of trust that led to the 
attribution of exceptional powers to CCpM. since uNita did not find 
the Mpla government to be capable of managing the transition process 
transparently, it pressed for this commission to act as a virtual parallel gov-
ernment to prevent perceived Mpla manipulation of the process. lack 
of trust also reflected itself in the security arrangements enacted by both 
parties. although a significant portion of the national army underwent an 
informal demobilization after the cease-fire, the Mpla government kept 
its well-trained secret police intact and created an additional rapid-reaction 
force, “the ninjas”. The government largely ignored uNita’s demands for 
those “special forces” to be placed under CCpM oversight. But uNita 
had safety mechanisms of its own. Most important of all, it refused to al-
low the government to extend its administration over territory under rebel 
control. in addition, uNita did not disband its army nor did it give up its 
weapons. in sum, since neither party could achieve major immediate gains 
through war, they opted to use the Bicesse process as a continuation of the 
war by other means.

inter-party dynamics also conspired against a sustainable peace. The 
urbane Mpla leadership was politically and culturally miles apart from 
the Maoist uNita leadership. The multiracial Mpla grew out of urban 
anti-colonial organizations which found inspiration in Western models of 
post-colonial development while uNita was a peasant-based afro-cen-
tric movement that found inspiration in pre-colonial cultural and political 
memories. also pertaining to inter-party dynamics, their respective lead-
ers’ personalities posed a problem for national reconciliation, making it 
particularly difficult and traumatic. savimbi’s abrasiveness contrasted with 
president dos santos’ quiet, self-effacing – even if equally ruthless – person-
ality. savimbi’s behaviour over the years convinced the Mpla leadership 
that they would be in mortal danger if their nemesis ever achieved national 
power. His personality even rendered the notion of power-sharing – i.e., the 
Vice-presidency for savimbi – very unpalatable. These issues alone would 
seriously imperil the sustainability of the Bicesse process. in addition, there 
were also important structural impediments. 
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1. Dysfunctional structures. The bulk of the implementation tasks for the 
Bicesse peace process rested on the CCpM which included government 
and uNita representatives as well as observers from the united states, 
the former soviet union, portugal and the uN. regrettably, this structure 
was incapable of managing a peaceful transition to the elections. in fact, it 
could not prevent the peace process from beginning to unravel soon after 
the signing of the accords.

The first major problem encountered concerned the release of govern-
ment prisoners by uNita. The government claimed that, in compliance 
with the peace accord, it had released the first 107 uNita prisoners. The 
prisoner releases would be reciprocated by both sides until they were all 
freed. uNita refused to reciprocate, claiming that the government poWs 
were “at liberty in Jamba” (reuters, 25 July 1991) and therefore there was no 
need to provide for their transportation out of the remote uNita head-
quarters. Both the government and the international Committee of the 
red Cross disputed this assertion on the grounds that, under the peace ac-
cord, prisoners had to be transported to their place of choice to be deemed 
free. The dispute over poWs held by uNita continued and was never 
fully resolved during the pre-electoral transition period. although uNita 
claimed in November 1991 – six months after the signing of the peace ac-
cord – that it had fully complied with the provisions concerning poWs’ 
release, the government was able to present a list of 4,649 who were still 
being held (rNa, 5 august 1992). uNita viewed this as an “abusive posi-
tion” and accused the government of viewing all people residing in rebel-
controlled areas as prisoners (VorGaN, 9 august 1992). Besides the row 
over the release of poWs, the peace process was seriously tested from the 
beginning by claims and counter-claims of cease-fire violations and politi-
cal intimidation. There was little surprise, therefore, when less than three 
months into the implementation of the peace accord, uNita withdrew 
from the CCpM accusing the government of bad faith. according to the 
rebels, their specific reasons for withdrawal included:
  a.  president dos santos’ “dishonesty” was endangering the entire peace 

process;
  b.  The Ministry of state security was unleashing its “murderous wrath” 

against uNita soldiers and sympathizers throughout the country;
  c.  The angolan government was delaying the release of uNita poWs 

and declined to disclose the exact number of uNita members de-
tained in its prisons (VorGaN, 10 september 1991).
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uNita demanded that several conditions be met before it reconsidered 
its participation in the CCpM, including a reduction of crimes committed 
against uNita members and soldiers, total compliance with the confine-
ment program for government forces, setting of an election timetable, im-
partiality of the uN verification and monitoring mission, police neutral-
ity, and free movement of people and goods throughout angola (radio 
renascença, lisbon, 11 september 1991). although uNita returned to 
the CCpM shortly afterwards, this body had lost most of its effectiveness. 
Without a strong mechanism to manage the transition process, the country 
completed its descent into political turmoil characterized by intimidation 
and violence. as a crucial mechanism for the transition process, the CCpM 
was poorly designed in the sense that many of the problems it had to face 
were not anticipated by the signatories of the peace accord. Thus, many 
“weaknesses” that were detected in the functioning of the Commission’s 
verification and control organs – particularly in the working methods that 
could permit a “more dynamic interaction” between the verification and 
control organs at the central and local levels (rNa, 19 september 1991) 
– could not be modified due to the relatively short transition period. in 
addition, the architects of the transition process had not additional struc-
tures – like, for example, a national sovereign conference – to help handle 
important challenges not contemplated in the accords.

2. No national conference. The Mpla government refused to call a national 
conference to work out the ground rules for the transition process to elec-
tions. The governing party dismissed the calls from emerging opposition 
parties to convene a national conference on the grounds that it was both 
unnecessary and dangerous to the peace process. in several african coun-
tries in the late 1980s and early 1990s, national conferences were held as 
a result of popular pressure aimed at changing existing political systems. 
But, for the Mpla, angola had witnessed a totally opposite situation; i.e., 
it had been the governing party itself that took a leading role in chang-
ing the political system. The Mpla maintained that the convening of a 
national “sovereign” conference would necessarily lead to the dissolution of 
the existing legislative body, the people’s assembly. Moreover, in the words 
of president dos santos, “the sovereign conference will be the parliament to 
be elected by the angolan people” (rNa, 10 November 1991). instead, the 
governing party opted for the creation of a national consultative mecha-
nism consisting mainly of representatives of emerging political parties to 
examine legislation already submitted to the people’s assembly.
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The governing Mpla did not intend to devolve power to a national 
conference because that would be tantamount to giving up important le-
vers of state power. ironically, uNita was equally disinterested in a na-
tional conference. savimbi regarded such conferences as “civilian coups 
d’etat” (rNa, 1 November 1991). This bombastic rhetoric hid more prag-
matic considerations inasmuch as uNita was not interested in diluting its 
role as the main opposition by participating in a national conference with 
about two dozen other recently formed parties. although savimbi had ar-
gued that all parties had the same rights and uNita wanted to “establish 
a dialogue with them”, he did not hide his belief that there were essentially 
two groups of political parties: first, the traditional parties that had been 
formed decades earlier to fight colonial rule and, second, the “partidecos” 
or insignificantly small parties created to take advantage of the new era of 
multi-partyism. implicit in this argument was the suggestion that those 
parties that had fought against the settler regime had greater political legit-
imacy. They also had greater resources – both financial and military – that 
made them more competitive, coercive, and therefore more likely to win 
elections. for savimbi, the partidecos were simply irritating encumbrances 
and so would a national conference be. ultimately, savimbi failed to rec-
ognize that the sustainability of the embryonic democratization process, 
including the narrower peace process, required not only greater participa-
tion from civil society – through political parties, for instance – but also 
the creation of innovative structures like national conferences to manage 
political power during the critical transition phase. This would have mini-
mized the importance of creating a depoliticized and unified national army 
to guarantee the sustainability of the democratization and peace process.

3. No national army. The creation of a national, unified army posed im-
portant challenges for both uNita and the government. for uNita – a 
guerrilla army camouflaging as a political party – the creation of a national 
army that included its military wing would have required it to shed its 
military character and undergo a fundamental transformation into a real 
political party. paradoxically, however, without the ability to command 
thousands of men under arms, and without time to fully reinvent itself be-
fore elections, uNita faced very bleak prospects at the polls and beyond. 
aware of this predicament, savimbi attempted to keep uNita’s armed 
wing intact by strongly arguing that his troops could become a key founda-
tion of the national army because “it would be a mistake to entrust the de-
fence of angola to fapla troops” (VorGaN, 14 March 1991). unsurpris-
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ingly, the governing party was just as unwilling to contemplate entrusting 
its security to an army composed mainly of former uNita troops. instead, 
it preferred to proceed with attempts to establish a new army as defined in 
the peace accords.

under the peace accord the two sides were expected to create a new 
50,000-person army from their estimated 250,000 troops and demobilize 
excess personnel before elections. However, from the start, the process of 
assembling government and rebel troops was very slow, resulting in consid-
erable delays in the establishment of the new national army. The slowness 
was caused by lack of food, transportation, and other logistical elements in 
the areas where the troops should have been confined. in a report to the se-
curity Council, the uN secretary General pointed out that two and a half 
months after the assembly of troops was supposed to have been completed 
barely 60 per cent of the troops declared by both sides had been encamped. 
The report declared that this undermined confidence and imperilled the 
implementation of various other aspects of the peace accord.

uNita claimed that it had concluded the process of confining its troops 
to uN-controlled assembly areas just before the 15 November 1991 deadline 
stipulated by the CCpM. uNita noted, however, that the government 
was not complying with the peace accords because it had not only failed to 
confine its troops but also transferred many soldiers into the police force 
to avoid demobilization (VorGaN, 18 November 1991). By uNaVeM’s 
count, a total of 95,634 troops (68,666 government troops and 26,968 from 
uNita) were in 45 assembly areas, compared with the projected total for 
all assembly areas of 165,440 troops (115,640 government troops and 49,800 
uNita troops.)

By early april 1992, it became clear that the provisions of the peace ac-
cords regarding the formation of a unified national army would not be met. 
Given the slow pace of implementing some of the crucial aspects of the 
peace accords, the uN and the foreign powers involved in overseeing the 
application of the accords all but gave up on attempts to meet the stipulated 
schedule for demobilization and form a unified army before elections. The 
British, portuguese and french officers in charge of forming the new army 
had only succeeded in creating a unified command structure on paper (The 
Washington Post, 11 april 1992, p.a14). Thus, in a move that would prove 
fatal to the country’s immediate stability, the parties involved undertook to 
make the first serious revision of the peace accords. The government and 
uNita decided to hold back on their initial pledge to demobilize all their 
soldiers or integrate them into the new national army. uNita decided to 
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keep at least 15,000 soldiers in reserve while the government kept about 
33,000 including 6,000 in the air and 4,000 in the navy. a month before 
elections only about 25 per cent of the combined soldiers had been demobi-
lized and a mere 12 per cent of the national army had been formed. it was 
becoming clear that, at election time, angola would not have one army, but 
three – the embryonic national army, fapla, and fala.

pressured by the international observers to the peace process – us, the 
former soviet union and portugal – the government and uNita agreed 
to officially disband their armies on 27 september 1992, just 48 hours before 
the start of the elections in angola. However, the unity of the new armed 
forces only lasted a week. uNita withdrew from the country’s newly 
formed joint armed forces, faa, on 5 october 1992, to protest alleged fraud 
in the elections. The vicious cycle of war and destruction was about to enter 
a new and more violent phase that lasted for another ten years, pausing only 
for the lull provided by the short-lived peace accord of lusaka 

lusaka
The lusaka protocol of 15 November 1994 essentially committed the an-
golan government and uNita to conclude the implementation of the 1991 
Bicesse accords and to respect the institutions resulting from the 1991 elec-
tions as a way to achieve lasting peace and national reconciliation. Thus, 
the various documents (annexes) that made up the lusaka protocol – deal-
ing mainly with military/security and national reconciliation issues – did 
not go much beyond a reaffirmation by both sides that they would accept 
previously agreed upon principles and the institutions that resulted from 
their implementation. Thus, at the military/security level, the lusaka pro-
tocol made provisions for the re-establishment of the cease-fire, withdrawal, 
quartering and demilitarization of all uNita military forces, disarming 
of civilians, and the completion of the formation of faa. in fact, as far as 
military/security issues are concerned, the similarities between lusaka and 
Bicesse are striking. annex three of the lusaka protocol spells out several 
“specific principles relating to the reestablished cease-fire” including – in 
addition to the bilateral and effective cessation of hostilities, movements 
and military actions “in situ” throughout the national territory – the set-
ting up of uN verification and monitoring mechanisms; withdrawal and 
quartering of all uNita military forces and armaments; uN verification 
and monitoring of all faa troops and armaments; repatriation of mer-
cenaries who had fought in angola; and, free circulation of persons and 
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goods. annex four established the principles and modalities for completion 
of the formation of faa. Here, again, the lusaka protocol basically fol-
lows the Bicesse blueprint. in fact, it explicitly states that “the composition 
of the angolan armed forces will reflect the principle of proportionality 
between Government and uNita military forces as provided for in the 
Bicesse accords”.

in political terms the lusaka protocol too does not stray away from 
Bicesse. in other words, it did not include innovative approaches to cement 
national reconciliation even if only by adopting successful regional models 
like south africa’s truth and reconciliation Commission. instead, lusaka 
wishfully established that national reconciliation depended on the political 
will of both the government and uNita “to live together within the an-
golan constitutional, political and legal framework” while “accepting the 
will of the people expressed through free and fair elections and the right 
to opposition”. But the entire process of national reconciliation hinged on 
“respecting the relevant provisions of the Bicesse accords”. in fact, so as 
to emphasize the continuity with Bicesse, this clause appears throughout 
the lusaka protocol. Thus, instead of articulating the key principles upon 
which national reconciliation could be based – ethnic tolerance, respect for 
the rule of law, political inclusiveness, devolution of power, and so on – lu-
saka mainly restated Bicesse while making the necessary adjustments to re-
flect changes on the ground experienced since the signature of the previous 
accords. Thus, the lusaka protocol made provisions for the filling of the 
70 uNita seats in the National assembly and the granting of “privileges 
and benefits” as well as “special security arrangements” for uNita leaders 
installed in office in the various political, military, administrative, and dip-
lomatic structures of the state. But it remained mostly silent on the critical 
issues of what cathartic mechanisms would be developed whereby a post-
colonial, post-conflict society could begin the process of cleansing itself 
and attempt a fresh start. all the signatories of the lusaka protocol could 
offer was an understanding that “on the day on which the lusaka protocol 
is initialed, the Government and the leadership of uNita shall each issue 
a statement on the importance and meaning of pardon and amnesty”. The 
expectation that two statements, however well drafted, could constitute the 
foundation of a complex process of reconciliation was at best unrealistic.

equally unrealistic was the call for the completion of the electoral 
process with the holding of the second round of elections while not even 
addressing the fundamental reasons for the “post-electoral crisis”. What 
new element would induce savimbi to play the game by post-lusaka rules? 
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other than the tilting of the balance of forces on the ground in favour of 
the government, there was little else to coax savimbi back into the political 
arena because the rules of the political game – i.e. winner-takes-all – re-
mained the same. in other words, if savimbi did not like Bicesse he was 
unlikely to embrace lusaka. to succeed – i.e. to achieve lasting peace and 
national reconciliation – lusaka would have to produce an imaginative 
political framework involving, for example, a radical devolution of powers 
to various sub-state levels of government or the provisions for changing 
the law of political parties to allow for the emergence of purely regional 
parties that could contest for seats in the National assembly. for savimbi, 
lusaka represented death by cooptation. ultimately, he preferred death by 
other means.

luena
after savimbi’s death on 22 february 2002, a decapitated uNita had 
few viable options to continue a guerrilla war. Besides, by then, this once 
powerful guerrilla force had been severely battered into a dead end since 
losing its headquarters at Bailundo and andulo in 1999. That successful 
faa offensive forced the rebels to rethink their overall military strategy. 
as a result of this reassessment, uNita decided to go back to its roots 
– both geographically and tactically. Thus, savimbi moved his troops to 
Moxico – where he had formed uNita more than three decades earlier 
– to reinitiate a classic guerrilla war. But three decades had robbed savimbi 
and much of his group’s leadership of the necessary agility to successfully 
conduct a guerrilla war. Now, savimbi was no longer able to fully disperse 
his troops into small guerrilla bands because his own safety and that of his 
top aides required considerable concentration of resources – both troops 
and materiel. in addition, faa continued its unrelenting pursuit of savimbi 
after dislodging him from Bailundo and andulo. Through “operation 
restauro”, faa was determined to prevent savimbi from reestablishing 
guerrilla bases in the Moxico province. Consequently, the angolan armed 
forces were willing to use a variety of methods – from heavy bombing to 
the depopulation of the target areas – to frustrate savimbi’s plans. By the 
end of 2001 savimbi was left with two basic options: surrender or death.

for a leaderless uNita, surrender was the best option. The modali-
ties for uNita’s extinction as a military force were negotiated in luena 
through the “Memorandum of understanding addendum to the lusaka 
protocol for the Cessation of Hostilities and the resolution of the out-
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standing Military issues under the lusaka protocol” which, after being 
duly signed by both sides in luanda on 4 april 2002, marked the end of 
the civil war.

Through the Memorandum of understanding, both the government 
and uNita committed themselves to fulfil their obligations under pre-
vious peace agreements – i.e. Bicesse and lusaka – as well as respect the 
“Constitution and all other legislation in effect within the republic of 
angola”. another key element of the Memorandum of understanding is 
national reconciliation. unfortunately, like lusaka, it still defined national 
reconciliation mainly in terms of amnesty. Thus, under the terms of the 
Memorandum of understanding, the government undertook to approve 
an amnesty law “covering all crimes committed in conjunction with the 
armed conflict”. in other words, there would be no sober introspection 
about the fundamental causes of the conflict, i.e. what triggered it, what 
sustained it, how it affected the country and its peoples, how to handle 
issues of culpability, whether anyone would be punished for war crimes, 
what mechanisms would be introduced to avert the possibility of future 
civil wars, etc. such questions, it seemed, had been buried with savimbi.

in addition to amnesty, the government also committed itself to absorb 
about 50,000 former uNita military personnel into faa and the national 
police “in accordance with existing vacancies”. excess military personnel 
would be demobilized and reintegrated into civil society. for the first time 
since independence, angolan society would no longer be hostage to war. 
This is a critical first step on the long road to peace.

The road to positive peace: Challenges ahead
The end of angola’s long civil war will not automatically usher in sustaina-
ble and positive peace in the absence of an open and flexible power-sharing 
framework that is able to reconcile the different political aspirations within 
the country. since independence, control of political power has been re-
stricted to the hands of a single political formation. Now, with the end of 
the civil war, there is willingness on the part of the governing Mpla to 
magnanimously share power with other political formations, including a 
demilitarized uNita. problematically, this power-sharing formula does 
not appear to involve much more than an attempt to establish a coali-
tion of elites. two main problems are immediately discernible. first, the 
elites’ pact will be necessarily lopsided in favour of the winning side in the 
civil war. Therefore, this pact retains a high degree of imbalance especially 
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given the improbability of transcending destabilizing elements – regional-
ism, ethnicity, and corruption, among others – within the current politi-
cal framework. second, this pact is exclusive in the sense that it does not 
provide open access to all extant or would-be elites, let alone the average 
citizen. The excluded segments of society – whether ethnonational groups 
or socio-economic classes –  will continue to see violence as a viable means 
to induce regime change, if not gain political power. sustainable peace 
requires, minimally, embracing the politics of inclusion as national policy. 
regrettably, this has eluded angola since independence. The major par-
ticipants in angola’s post-colonial saga sought, first and foremost, to an-
nihilate or seriously debilitate the opposing side both at the political and 
military levels as a pre-condition for peace. as the review of failed peace 
processes presented above illustrates, this approach was inherently flawed 
because it neglected the non-political and non-military dimensions of posi-
tive peace.

positive peace for angola must be based on a careful and introspective 
assessment of the roots and dynamics of the conflict to ensure that the 
devastation it caused will never again befall the peoples of angola. facile 
explanations that attribute the length and severity of the war to one per-
son may obfuscate the complexity of the conflict. other factors including 
identity, fear, greed, equity, and so on are all legitimate points of entry for 
analysis and may provide important clues for understanding angola’s long 
post-colonial war. This is a prerequisite for finding adequate mechanisms 
to help a deeply scarred country begin to heal itself. sustaining positive 
peace will also require a colossal effort in political reconstruction aimed at 
strengthening deficient state structures and institutions to improve their 
transparency with the ultimate objective of promoting good governance 
as the general basis of a stable political order. ultimately, good governance 
is the best guarantee that potentially destabilizing post-conflict difficulties 
can develop into full blown crises.



—  C H a p t e r  7  —

twenty-seven years of civil war postponed the materialization of the post-
colonial state-building project in angola. for much of the post-independ-
ence period, the state was unable to perform basic functions of governance 
particularly in rural areas. The end of the civil war provides angola with 
the hitherto critical missing ingredient for building a strong state. The ab-
sence of war, however, does not suddenly eliminate other major hurdles to 
healthy post-colonial state building. as argued elsewhere, the civil war and 
the related post-colonial crisis of governance resulted from the major na-
tionalist groups’ inability to find mutually acceptable ways to share power 
and wealth after the collapse of the colonial regime. in angola, the fact that 
in addition to important ideological differences these nationalist groups 
also represented major ethno-linguistic groups as well as classes, regions, 
and races greatly complicated the post-colonial state building project.

The inability to share power and wealth in the post-independence pe-
riod had historical roots. it was a direct result of the major divisions among 
the main nationalist groups that participated in the anti-colonial war of lib-
eration. But these cleavages were only partly the result of deep animosities 
caused by ideological differences reflecting Cold War allegiances – i.e. the 
Marxist Mpla was supported by the former soviet union while fNla, 
and later uNita, were supported by the united states. Basically, what 
divided the nationalist groups was their inability to move beyond their 
national identity differences. some elements of their identity, like ethnicity, 
predated colonialism while others like region and class were exaggerated, if 
not created, by the colonial regime. tragically for angola, these differences 
were left unresolved and allowed to simmer during the anti-colonial strug-
gle. in addition, the anti-colonial war also showed that two of the major 
liberation movements – fNla and uNita – could not claim to have 
“national” representation beyond the Bacongo and ovimbundu groups 
respectively. ethnic/regional identity was also important for Mpla, the 
movement that traditionally eschewed a discourse based on racial, ethnic, 
regional, or class identity. in the aftermath of the anti-colonial war and 
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as the three movements became involved in the civil war, Mpla’s base of 
support around the capital city – which rested heavily on ethnic, regional, 
and class appeal – enabled it to successfully evict its rivals from luanda in 
time to receive independence from the departing colonial authorities. in 
important respects, therefore, Mpla’s ability to prevail over its rivals in 
the crucial months both before and after independence can only be partly 
attributed to the external support it received from Cuba and the former 
soviet union. The internal support it received from its kimbundu constitu-
ency around luanda was just as critical for its ascent to and permanence in 
power. using the “people’s power” committees and other party structures 
it had established in the capital region, Mpla was able to arm a significant 
number of mainly kimbundu civilians who helped ensure that uNita 
and fNla soldiers and militants were driven out and kept out of luanda 
in the critical formative period of the post-colonial state. a similar episode 
occurred in the aftermath of the 1992 post-electoral fiasco when Mpla 
supporters helped drive uNita and its sympathizers from luanda, killing 
hundreds of non-kimbundu persons in the process.

Beyond these episodes, the kimbundu group has ensured Mpla’s con-
tinued rule in more basic ways by consistently supporting the regime even 
when its increasingly corrupt governance negatively affected all citizens, 
including the kimbundu. The patron-client networks that distribute the 
vast oil wealth do not necessarily have a dominant ethnic character. They 
are mostly based on personal friendships connected to the main centres 
of wealth and power, i.e. with individuals in the presidential entourage as 
well as tight political and military-security circles around the president. 
since many of these individuals are from the luanda area there emerged 
a natural overlap between access to power and wealth and ethnic/regional 
origin.

Given the minimal, direct material benefits accrued to the kimbundu 
as a group as a consequence of their support for the Mpla regime, a more 
important reason for this group’s support must be sought elsewhere. This 
critical support can best be understood in terms of the kimbundu’s own 
sense of identity. as mentioned earlier, the first european explorers to ar-
rive in angola found complex processes of state formation underway. as 
in many other parts of africa, these pre-colonial processes were carried 
out mainly along ethnic lines. The colonial presence halted such processes 
and, by forcibly including within their colonial possessions different eth-
nolinguistic groups with different histories and aspirations, colonialism 
set the stage for very complicated processes of state-building in angola 
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as elsewhere in africa after independence. independence provided the op-
portunity for aspiring pre-colonial nations like the kimbundu to claim 
their political, economic and cultural stakes within the new post-colonial 
state. since fNla and uNita derived their support almost exclusively 
from the dominant groups in the northern and southern parts of angola 
– the Bacongo and ovimbundu, respectively – it is not surprising that the 
kimbundu mainly support Mpla whose leadership included several of 
their group’s most prominent members. similarly, for Mpla, pragmatic 
considerations pertaining to regime survival made kimbundu support 
indispensable. This relationship between Mpla and the kimbundu con-
tributed to the strong ethnic overtones the civil war acquired as it meta-
morphosed from a conflict based on the ideological differences among the 
major politico-military forces developed within the Cold War context into 
a conflict where the key factors included the political economy of ethnic 
identity. in addition to being primarily a conflict over control of important 
natural resources like oil and diamonds, angola’s civil war also became a 
conflict where a powerful force, claiming to represent the largest ethnic 
group, the ovimbundu, attempted to redress the perceived unfairness of a 
system where power and wealth were divided along ethnic lines and where 
one ethnic group in particular, the kimbundu, was portrayed as the pri-
mary beneficiary of Mpla rule. 

in retrospect, the civil war provided both Mpla and uNita with op-
portunities to use the politics of ethnic identity for different, yet equally de-
structive, purposes. for Mpla, informal ethnic networks kept it in power 
even after suffering two apparently crushing setbacks: neither the collapse 
of the ussr, its main external ideological and military supporter, nor the 
near implosion of the domestic economy outside the oil sector, significantly 
eroded its power base. regrettably, this power base had to be perpetually 
greased with the vast oil revenues controlled, without being accounted 
for, by the regime. This fostered a culture of corruption. uNita, on the 
other hand, succeeded in using ethnic politics to rally and sustain popular 
support among the ovimbundu. By highlighting kimbundu overrepre-
sentation within Mpla’s state apparatus, uNita consistently character-
ized failure of governance in conspiratorial terms – as a conscious effort by 
Mpla to deny other ethnic groups a slice of the country’s wealth. Thus, 
uNita could justify the use of military means to redress the inequitable 
distribution of power and wealth. This fostered a culture of violence.

Given its central importance, therefore, the lense of ethnicity provides 
important additional insights for understanding angola’s recent past and 
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perspectives for post-conflict governance. one of the central arguments in 
this chapter is that ethnicity in angola remains a formidable and easily ig-
nitable force. However, this force does not necessarily have to be destructive 
because its power can be harnessed for more positive and constructive ends, 
including the long-delayed post-colonial state-building project. unless such 
new and more positive forms for managing ethnicity are found, peace-
ful governance in angola will remain highly problematic. The “conscious 
management of regime structures with a view to enhancing the legitimacy 
of the public realm”, as Hyden (1992:7) defines governance, cannot pos-
sibly be achieved in situations where, given their identities and allegiances 
– primordial or otherwise – significant segments of the citizenry question 
the legitimacy of the processes for distributing power and wealth within 
the post-colonial state. What is needed in angola where ethnic identity 
remains a defining trait for many citizens is a new political architecture 
that takes into account ethnic differences and the need to undertake an 
equitable division of power and wealth within a decentralized, democratic 
state. This is a necessary first step in a long process to liberate society from 
a destructive brand of ethnic politics that, in angola, has helped to foster 
twin cultures of corruption and violence.

This new architecture must move beyond the Westphalian blueprints 
that, alas, continue to dominate much of the political discourse in africa. 
although states will retain their importance in africa, if less so elsewhere, 
their primacy in the african context cannot be at the expense of the sub-
state entities that constitute them. particularly in africa, where the West-
phalian model was introduced simultaneously with colonialism, the cen-
trality of nations and ethnic groups cannot be dismissed as more stable and 
citizen-centred political structures are devised.

ethnic identity and the african post-colonial  
state-building project
ethnicity is an amorphous notion that originates from the Greek word 
ethnos meaning a group or people characterized by common descent. The 
term has come to denote a “condition of belonging to an ethnic group, 
the sense of ethnic identity felt by the members of an ethnic community” 
(davies, 1996:80–1). like many other social phenomena, ethnicity and eth-
nic identity cannot be considered in isolation. They must be understood 
in conjunction with other equally crucial and related notions like ethnic 
groups and, more broadly, nations. schermerhorn (1970:12) defines an eth-
nic group as:
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… a collectivity within a larger society having real or putative common ances-
try, memories of a shared historical past, and a cultural focus on one or more 
symbolic elements defined as the epitome of their peoplehood. Examples of 
such symbolic elements are: kinship patterns, physical contiguity (as in lo-
calism or sectionalism), religious affiliation, language or dialect forms, tribal 
affiliation, nationality, phenotypical features, or any combination of these. A 
necessary accompaniment is some consciousness of kind among members of 
the group.

unlike schermerhorn, Hutchinson and smith (1996:6) de-emphasize the 
connection with the “larger society”. They prefer the term ethnie or ethnic 
community to define “a named human population with myths of common 
ancestry, shared historical memories, one or more elements of common 
culture, a link with a homeland and a sense of solidarity among at least 
some of its members”. That the cultural undercurrents of these definitions 
are not accidental for the contemporary usage of ethnicity as an important 
variable to understand complex social phenomena is associated with the 
anthropological works of Geertz and Barth.

Geertz emphasized primordialism and proposed that ethnicity is be-
yond human control because it stems from a natural division of human 
beings into distinct groups, i.e., people are born with an ethnic identity 
– a set of fundamental endowments and identifications which every indi-
vidual shares with other members of the ethnic group – that include blood, 
language, religion, and social practices (Geertz, 1963b:109). This is not an 
unproblematic view of ethnicity because, as davies (1996:82) points out, it 
“disregards factors like the individual’s social, economic and political cir-
cumstances and suggests an identity not based on a sense of rational inter-
est, but a sense of self based on emotional ties and emanating from natural 
affinities of kinship and language”. part of the difficulty in Geertz’ argu-
ment is that it seems to suggest that individuals are somehow trapped into 
the communities and identities into which they are born and are unable to 
transcend them. Barth’s anthropological view of ethnicity emphasizes its 
contextual, circumstantial, and situational dimensions. for Barth (1969), 
identity – including of the ethnic dimension – is a product of particular 
economic, political, and social conditions and is determined by the context 
in which an individual finds himself/herself. from this perspective, ethnic 
identity is adaptive and voluntaristic (davies, 1996:82).

a.d. smith later broke the primordial/situational polarity by stressing 
the historical and symbolic attributes of ethnic identity. for him, an ethnic 
group is “a type of cultural collectivity; one that emphasizes the role of 
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myth of descent and historical memories, and that is recognized by one 
or more cultural differences like religion, customs or language” (smith, 
1991:120). smith correctly distinguishes between two forms of ethnic group: 
ethnic categories and ethnic communities (or ethnies). an ethnic category 
is a group with marginal self-awareness but considered by non-group mem-
bers, or outsiders, to constitute an objectively distinct cultural-historical 
grouping. an ethnie, on the other hand, is a group distinguishable both 
objectively and subjectively. Hutchinson and smith (1996:6) define ethnie 
as “a named human population with myths of common ancestry, shared 
historical memories, one or more elements of common culture, a link with 
a homeland and a sense of solidarity among at least some of its members”. 
The subjective dimension of ethnie is particularly important because it 
makes the group conscious of its distinctiveness. equally important, this 
self-awareness serves as a base for the ethnie’s demands for recognition as an 
equal from other such groups (smith, 1991:21). often, however, an ethnie 
makes demands beyond equality of treatment. When an ethnie demands 
corporate recognition of the group and self-government, and is successful 
in attaining these objectives within an existing or new state, then it be-
comes a nationality (davies, 1996:84). 

The salience of contemporary issues related to identity has led to new 
reconceptualizations of culture and identity which emphasize “social con-
structedness as opposed to primordialism, optionality as opposed to deter-
minism, fragmentation and diversification as opposed to integration and 
homogenization, and multidimensionality and dynamism as opposed to 
static unidimensionality (lapid, 1996:7). This line of theorizing also opens 
up new possibilities for reconceptualizing the state. for example, it pro-
vides insights for understanding the state as a social actor “embedded in 
social rules and conventions that constitute its identity and the reasons 
for the interests that motivate actors” (katzenstein, 1996:23). The focus on 
culture and identity to analyze the state also shows that although nation-
states remain as central pillars of global as well as territorial constructions 
of collective identities, they are not homogeneous bodies but “collectivities 
full of people with multiple identities and loyalties” (krause and renwick, 
1996:xii). perhaps most importantly, it suggests that even at sub-nation-
state levels “identities are constructed and can, therefore, be deconstruct-
ed and reconstructed anew” (krause and renwick, 1996:xii-xiii). This is 
particularly relevant in africa given the complexities of post-colonial state 
formation and the construction and reconstruction of identities within an 
overall climate of instability and frequent violence. Within this context, 
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modern nation-building projects seek to create a sense of solidarity and 
belonging within heterogeneous entities where populations are faced with 
the realities of competing loyalties between the new and artificial forma-
tions and older cultural identities. When conflicts arise between these com-
peting loyalties due to disaffection with the construction of post-colonial 
national identities, ethnic or “tribal” bonds provide ready-made alterna-
tives especially in times of real or perceived insecurity for individuals or 
groups. in times of major transformations, as most post-colonial african 
states have experienced, newly created identities – including states – are 
often called into question as their constituting groups seek secessionist or 
irredentist alternatives. With one exception – the successful secession of 
eritrea from ethiopia – post-colonial african states have resisted pressures 
to redraw colonial borders for fear of opening the proverbial pandora’s Box. 
as davies (1996:90) notes, “the potential for catastrophe has been largely 
acknowledged and few elites are prepared to take such risks”. But fear of 
the potential chaos rightly expected to result from an exercise in redrawing 
colonial borders does not address the fact that “ethnicity retains its potency 
as a focus of identification in the absence of strong legitimate alternative 
identities” (davies, 1996:90).

The Westphalian system in africa produced problematic results in the 
sense that many african states continue struggling for domestic survival 
and international relevance. This condition was not entirely unpredictable 
especially given the role of ethnic identity in pre-colonial society. pre-co-
lonial africa included hundreds of societies ranging from small bands of 
hunters and gatherers to large, agricultural-based communities with highly 
sophisticated and centralized political structures dominated by chiefs and 
kings. Most of these societies were held together by a strong sense of kin-
ship and common territory.

as Thompson (1989:64–5) notes, despite their diverse forms of social, 
political, and economic organization, pre-colonial african societies had 
several features in common. These included the fact that “each society 
identified with a ‘homeland’, a specific territory defined not in the legalistic 
sense of a modern state boundary, but in the equally forceful sense of a 
‘common land’ occupied since the beginning of the ‘people’ themselves”. 
even more important, as far as the issue of ethnic identity is concerned, 
africans attached to each place “an emotional and cultural significance 
that could only be regarded as sacred” (Thompson, 1989:65). By choosing 
to ignore this realm – where the subjective domain of emotion, culture, and 
spirituality is anchored in a specific place – the departing colonial powers 
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bequeathed upon the leaders of “independent” africa a virtual ethnic time 
bomb. The boundaries of the new african states reflect colonial, not cul-
tural or national, identities. The hastily arranged decolonization process, 
coupled with the personal ambitions of the would-be leaders of the newly 
independent states, did not allow for a more sober assessment of the costs 
and benefits of undertaking the post-colonial state building project guided 
by an essentially unaltered colonial map. Thus, predictably, independence 
did not usher in a new era of freedom, peace, and prosperity among africa’s 
peoples. instead, several interstate and intrastate conflicts – many caused 
by difficulties of reconciling would-be pre-colonial nations and post-colo-
nial states – have been fought with unsurprising frequency. ironically, in 
some of the post-colonial wars – in Nigeria, sudan, liberia, sierra leone, 
ivory Coast – nationalism has taken on a new meaning: it is no longer 
anti-colonial but anti-state. its instrument of choice is no longer the libera-
tion war but intercommunal strife. Could this have been prevented? The 
answer is, unfortunately, no. The inherited boundaries are artificial lines on 
a map, not communal boundaries. from this perspective, the post-colonial 
states are in many respects viewed as being just as artificial and illegitimate 
as the colonial entities they replaced. in this situation, it is inevitable that 
political parties will develop along ethnic lines and ‘liberation armies’ will 
be formed to subverte/reconfigure the new states. The reason for these con-
flicts does not simply reside in the existence of numerous, often unfriend-
ly, ethnic communities, tribes or nations cohabiting within post-colonial 
states. Conflicts in africa also reflect many post-colonial states’ inability to 
develop an inclusive political system that takes into account their citizens’ 
multiple allegiances. in some cases, african citizens’ primary allegiances 
are not always to the post-colonial states. often, that allegiance is given 
to the ethnic community because the citizens’ sense of self is intrinsically 
attached to such factors as kinship ties, language, locality, religion, and 
tradition.

Many african states’ lack of administrative and ideological capacity to 
govern make them even more unable to manage, let alone reconcile, nation-
al identity differences. Thus, a perennial source of conflict is related to the 
perceptions and realities of governance in africa as a zero-sum proposition. 
More than a few post-colonial states have come under the control of one 
ethnic group, usually numerically dominant, which then uses the state’s 
political and economic resources for its own benefit and to the detriment 
of others. This causes resentment, particularly when other groups perceive 
themselves as holders of certain tangible attributes and skills that could be 
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translated into political or economic power. in such cases, when access to 
political power is denied, instability – even civil wars – often results. This 
should not come as a surprise especially in africa where control of the state 
has become a vital political goal for ethnic groups, both dominant and 
subordinate, because it provides unobstructed access to power and wealth. 
for dominant groups, control of the state ensures political supremacy and 
economic dominance. subordinate groups seek control of the state to en-
sure that their social, cultural, and economic interests are protected and 
their aspirations fulfilled. When the political arena does not accommodate 
ethnic communities as interest groups they become conflict groups with 
aspirations to insert the group’s grievances, claims and anxieties into the 
national agenda/debate by all means necessary, including violence. under 
such conditions, ethnic communities will produce political leaders like 
savimbi in angola who, expressing communal will or pursuing their per-
sonal ambitions, attempt to insert their group’s grievances into the political 
agenda by politicizing ethnicity.

for rothschild (1981:6), the politicization of ethnicity involves four ele-
ments, including: 
1. to render people cognitively aware of the relevance of politics to the 

health of their ethnic cultural values and vice versa,
2. to stimulate their concern about this nexus, 
3. to mobilize them into self-conscious ethnic groups, and
4. to direct their behaviour toward activity in the political arena on the 

basis of this awareness, concern, and group consciousness.
as numerous contemporary examples in angola as elsewhere in africa 
illustrate, ethnicity, once politicized, becomes a powerful political force 
that may ultimately “enhance, retard, or nullify the political integration of 
states, may legitimate or delegitimate their political systems, and stabilize 
or undermine their regimes and governments” (rothschild, 1981:6). for 
post-conflict angola, the challenge resides not so much in attempting to 
put the ethnic genie back in the bottle – or even in attempting to ignore 
it – but in channeling the power of ethnicity toward more positive ends 
like creating an open, inclusive, vibrant and multiethnic post-colonial state 
where differences are not simply respected but celebrated. This challenge 
arises mainly from the tremendous ethnic diversity in the country and the 
opportunities for politicizing these differences that remain even after the 
end of the civil war. 
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diversity and the challenges of post-colonial  
governance
inability to manage ethnic diversity was a major contributing cause of 
angola’s civil war. This diversity and accompanying political expressions 
pre-date colonialism. in angola, as in many other parts of africa, the pre-
colonial process of state formation was carried out mainly along ethnic 
lines. When portuguese explorer diogo Cão first arrived in the kingdom 
of kongo in the early fifteenth century he found a complex process of state 
formation underway. specifically, what Cão found in what later became 
angola was not one homogenous state but a large number of distinct ethn-
olinguitic groups varying considerably in size, economic development, and 
political organization. some were small “tribes” while others constituted 
larger “nations”. The colonial presence halted whatever political processes 
– state-building or otherwise – were underway within those distinct groups 
and spaces. Moreover, by forcibly including within their colonial possession 
different ethnolinguistic groups with different histories and aspirations, 
portuguese colonialism set the stage for very complicated processes of state 
building in angola after independence. Not incidentally, the main com-
batants in angola’s civil war derived much of their popular support from 
the major ethno-linguistic groups in the country – ovimbundu (uNita), 
Mbundu (Mpla), and Bacongo (fNla) – that once constituted dis-
tinct kingdoms. The ovimbundu are, by far, the largest ethno-linguistic 
group. They represent thirty-five to forty per cent of angola’s population 
and dominate the areas with the highest population density in the country 
– the central plateau provinces of Huambo and Bié as well as the coastal 
province of Benguela. Their cultural, linguistic and economic domination 
in the central part of angola is such that at least one writer describes them 
as “a nation rather than an assembly of tribes” (Van der Waals, 1993:16). 
The Mbundu, representing about twenty-five per cent of the population, 
occupy the areas around the capital city, luanda, and east as far as the Cas-
sange area of Malanje province. a distinct ethnic subgroup has developed 
within the larger Mbundu region. The impact of the colonial presence on 
the western part of the Mbundu domain, more specifically around luanda, 
brought to the region individuals from all angolan ethnic groups. over 
time, they constituted a unique group – heavily influenced by portuguese 
language and customs – called luandas (redinha, 1965:7) or Caluandas. 
The Bacongo represent about fifteen per cent of angola’s population and 
reside mainly in the northern provinces of Cabinda, Zaire, and uige. 
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This diversity has dominated politics and society in angola since the 
first contact with europeans. for example, the fractured nature of resist-
ance against portuguese encroachment and dominance facilitated the im-
position of colonial rule. although sporadic anti-colonial resistance took 
place during portugal’s presence in angola, the various kingdoms and 
chiefdoms threatened by colonial domination were unable to create a unit-
ed front. from this perspective, the disunity that characterized the anti-
colonial movement after WWii and the inability to establish an inclusive 
political system after independence have long historical antecedents.

unlike other colonial powers, portugal did not participate in the euro-
pean drive to de-colonize africa after WWii. Thus, an anti-colonial war 
– led by Mpla, fNla, and uNita – was fought from 1961 until the col-
lapse of the colonial regime in 1974. However, contrary to the experience of 
other former portuguese colonies, the liberation movements in angola nev-
er succeeded in creating a united front because, among other factors, they 
were never able to overcome their ethnic differences. as discussed above, 
Mpla was founded in 1956 to lead the struggle against colonialism. But 
its popular base of support remained circumscribed to the predominantly 
kimbundu region that produced much of the Mpla leadership. Mpla 
had minor enclaves of support throughout the country especially among 
assimilados, mulattos, and even some members of the settler community. 
fNla was created through the merger of several groups whose main objec-
tive was the restoration of the ancient kongo kingdom in northern angola. 
Thus, fNla’s main constituency remained almost exclusively restricted to 
the Bakongo ethnic group. attempts to expand this constituency to include 
elements from other ethnic groups consistently failed. similarly, there was 
an important ethnic rationale for creating uNita. Many ovimbundu be-
lieved that, as the major ethnic group in angola, it was critical that they 
had their own “liberation movement” to counterbalance the role and power 
of the movements representing the other two major ethnic groups. Thus, 
in important respects, the political project of some of these movements 
was primarily sub-national. Beyond the rhetoric, fNla and uNita, in 
particular, were primarily concerned with the aspirations of particular eth-
nic groups – respectively, the Bacongo and ovimbundu – not with the 
creation of an ethnically inclusive post-colonial state. for these liberation 
movements, the colonial state was an artificial and oppressive construct in 
need of dismantling as a pre-requisite for the reconstruction or reinvention 
of their respective “nations”.
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The ethnic factor became critical in the period leading up to independ-
ence and in subsequent years. as previously mentioned, the bulk of Mpla’s 
leadership was drawn from the kimbundu. Consequently, more than the 
other two major groups, the kimbundu were the group perceived to be the 
main beneficiary of the post-colonial political economy. Both uNita and 
fNla resented, and were threatened by, this perceived unfair advantaged 
enjoyed by the kimbundu who, predictably, used it to sustain Mpla’s long 
stay in power. overcoming these divisions, both real and perceived, repre-
sents a major challenge for post-conflict governance. 

The challenges of governance in a divided society
Good governance involves political and bureaucratic accountability, free-
dom of association and participation, freedom of information and expres-
sion, and a sound autonomous judicial system. The preoccupation with 
good governance in africa is not new. More than two decades ago, the 
international financial institutions (ifis) diagnosed africa’s affliction as 
a “crisis of governance” reflected in the extensive personalization of power, 
the denial of fundamental rights and freedoms, widespread corruption, 
and the prevalence of non-elected and unaccountable governments (World 
Bank, 1989:60). since then, the ifis as well as africanist intellectuals and 
development practitioners have sought the appropriate remedies to help af-
rica overcome this crisis. 

The recommended prescription emphasized “political renewal” prem-
ised in “a systematic effort to build a pluralistic institutional structure, a 
determination to respect the rule of law, and a vigourous protection of the 
freedom of the press and human rights” (World Bank, 1989:60–61). at the 
time, even critics of adjustment policies in africa accepted this position. 
for example, in its “african alternative framework”, the united Nations 
economic Commission for africa suggested that governance was the key to 
fundamental change in africa. for eCa (1989:60–61), governance involved 
the “democratization of the decision-making process at national, local and 
grassroots levels so as to generate the necessary consensus and people’s sup-
port”. in this sense, governance was seen as serving two important pur-
poses. first, it pushed african rulers to become more accountable to the 
populations over which they claim authority. second, it could “facilitate 
a relationship of bargaining through which the interests of the state and 
those in society can be adjusted to each other so that the exercise of state 
power might be regarded as legitimate by those subject to it” (apter and 
rosberg, 1994:91). This, for Hyden (1992:10), results in a situation “where 
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politics is a positive-sum game; where reciprocal behaviour and legitimate 
relations of power between governors and governed prevail; and where eve-
rybody is a winner not only in the short run but also in the long run”.

from a practical perspective the effectiveness of a system of governance 
depends largely on how it is perceived. Governments that acquire authority 
or legitimate power to govern through a credible electoral process have a 
better chance of becoming real agents of change. similarly, good govern-
ance requires arrangements to make bureaucrats more accountable through 
regular performance monitoring of public agencies and officials. This is 
essential to achieve transparency in bureaucracies, particularly in terms of 
rigorous financial management.

Good governance has been especially problematic in angola where, due 
to civil war and kleptocratic mismanagement, a decaying state has been 
unable to carry out vital functions associated with governance since inde-
pendence. The inability to establish a regime of good governance in angola 
can be understood by analyzing the ways the new state was organized, par-
ticularly in terms of how power was exercised. although angola achieved 
independence in extremely difficult conditions, Mpla succeeded in gain-
ing control of the government and was able to extend and consolidate its 
administration throughout most of the country. angolans expected, in ret-
rospect unrealistically, that the winning side would introduce a system of 
good governance and impose measures to establish a viable political order 
as a foundation for promoting national unity, ethnic harmony and eco-
nomic development. instead, for a decade and a half after independence, 
the new regime erected an intolerant, inflexible political order based on 
Marxism-leninism. The one-party regime attempted to either co-opt or 
destroy most elements of civil society. political participation could only 
take place when mobilized and organized by the state – through “mass or-
ganizations” representing women, workers, youth, and children – to serve 
its own specific purposes.

simultaneously, the governing party mandated revolutionary hostility 
to all forms of traditional authority and the aspirant petty bourgeoisie for 
alleged collaboration with the colonial regime. lost in the initial Marxist-
leninist ideological fervour was the basic contractual relationship between 
state and citizen. Beyond the rhetoric, the new state regarded the citizens 
primarily as instruments for serving the regime’s interests and not the other 
way around. This contributed to ethnic favouritism and divisions, corrup-
tion and injustices, as well as the economic decline that combined to add 
fuel to an already devastating civil war. With most avenues for political 
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participation closed by the state – and in the presence of highly centralized, 
yet dysfunctional and decaying political and economic structures – the 
citizens became consumed almost exclusively by concerns affecting their 
immediate survival: the search for food, shelter, and security. Meanwhile, 
powerful and rapacious state elites – incubated in and protected by the re-
gime’s structures – emerged and, by usurping political power and economic 
benefits, further contributed to a widening gap between state and citizens. 
This gulf between the state and citizens manifested itself in various domes-
tic conflicts involving class, race and ethnicity within an overall context 
of problematic governance. ironically, in the war against colonialism and 
during its first years in power, Mpla considered itself a “movement of the 
masses”. This populist rhetoric gradually disappeared after independence 
as a relatively small group of individuals used their party connections to 
dominate the post-colonial state and economy. in other words, instead of 
strengthening the ties with workers and peasants that began to develop 
during the anti-colonial war, the governing elites grew increasingly de-
tached from the common citizen and used the repressive means of the state 
to preserve their privileged status.

Given their pivotal position, members of the angolan ruling elite have 
enormous resources of patronage. These resources have been used to create 
extensive and intricate patron/client networks mainly along ethnic, class 
and racial lines. it is within these networks that most political deals are 
made and significant economic transactions take place. such networks are 
an indispensable base to hold political office or even to seek public employ-
ment. accordingly, the ruling elites have used these networks for political 
control and financial aggrandizement. in the process, however, they engen-
dered high levels of corruption and seriously contributed to the erosion of 
public trust in government. from the ordinary citizen’s point of view, the 
elite’s grip on state power has assumed hegemonic proportions and repre-
sents a throwback to colonial times when power, prestige, and privilege 
were closely associated with class and race.

regrettably, angolan citizens cannot count on the main opposition to 
provide alternative forms of governance. uNita demonstrated through-
out its years of insurgency that it is no better equipped to facilitate the de-
velopment of a healthy civil society than Mpla. in many respects political 
participation in the areas controlled by uNita was even more restricted 
than in government-held zones. several reasons account for this situation. 
although uNita portrayed itself as a democratic organization it was 
clearly anti-democratic both in political orientation and practice. as a re-
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sult it created very centralized structures both at the political and military 
levels. for example, military structures dominated the organization in the 
sense that no civilians were allowed to hold leadership positions. during 
the civil war, all members of uNita’s politburo and its political Com-
mission (the decision-making body) had a military rank. The merging of 
military and political positions and functions gave uNita a particularly 
rigid and oppressive character. in other words, both the government and 
uNita had put in place decidedly dysfunctional and oppressive systems 
of governance that favoured only a small percentage of the population with 
the right political, ethnic, or racial connections.

The war’s end has added a new impetus for improving state-society rela-
tions. But this process is revealing important paradoxes. during the civil 
war, the Mpla regime had created both dissent and dependency. The dis-
sent, which lay mostly dormant throughout the repressive years, is now 
serving as the catalyst for the mushrooming of all types of organizations. 
paradoxically, however, many of these organizations continue to depend on 
the state or international organizations for resources. Thus, political par-
ties, churches, cultural groups, women’s organizations and other would-be 
civil society organizations are spreading not so much as a counterweight to 
the state but mainly to benefit from it in terms of financial assistance and 
all the other benefits traditionally allotted to the state elites.

as mentioned before, during the single party regime, the Mpla relied 
on “mass organizations” it created for workers, youth, women, and children 
to ensure participation of officially sanctioned groups while making the 
formation of autonomous organizations illegal. Mass organizations were 
expected to provide unconditional support for the Mpla’s political, eco-
nomic, and social programmes. However, since the introduction of eco-
nomic reforms in the late 1980s and political liberalization initiatives in 
the early 1990s, allowing the emergence of autonomous organized groups, 
Mpla has tried to influence key groups in society by either direct coopta-
tion or by binding them into organizations that have become dependent on 
patronage. Thus, the regime could both continue to influence society by 
extending its organization, coordination, and supervision over as much of 
the population as possible as well as stave off mass opposition.

in terms of the regime’s survival strategies, the practice of allowing or-
ganized groups commonly associated with civil society to emerge while 
keeping them dependent on the state has been successful in the sense that 
this political liberalization provided the ruling party with sufficient demo-
cratic credentials to remain in power. But the structures being created in 
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this more liberal era will not necessarily strengthen civil society because 
they are a product of state corporatism. Their continued existence, not 
to mention degree of influence and well-being, depend on the whims of 
the state, particularly the party controlling it. By polluting the space of 
civil society, Mpla has thus far succeeded in preventing alternatives from 
emerging with important implications for the deepening of the democra-
tization process. furthermore, this ensures that both the governing party 
and the state can avoid real popular accountability. actually, the interna-
tional community – not domestic civil society – has taken the leading role 
in demanding governmental accountability and transparency.

The end of the civil war provides the angolan state with an opportunity 
to place good governance at the top of its priority list. Good governance 
for angola will greatly depend on the extent to which the state can be 
perceived as legitimate in the eyes of the common citizen. in other words, 
from the citizens’ perspective, the nature of the state must change radically 
– from its current form as an artificial colonial construct with a propensity 
for falling prey to predatory elites – to an entity whose primary function is 
to facilitate the materialization of all the citizens’ aspirations as they seek 
the good life, however this is individually defined. This involves a drastic 
design change in the current overly centralized post-colonial state with the 
objective of creating an institutional framework that makes the state both 
more accountable and more responsive to the citizens. This can only occur 
through a radical devolution of power to sub-state levels where people tend 
to find innovative and – with the necessary judicial safeguards – peace-
ful ways to govern themselves in accountable, transparent, and responsible 
governance.

post-war governance
The end of angola’s civil war and the approaching of the post-dos san-
tos era provide opportunities to rethink the idea of the post-colonial state 
with a view to undertaking fundamental transformations aimed at chang-
ing its rigid, sometimes authoritarian, highly centralized character into a 
modern, pluralistic, and decentralized entity. Given the make-up of the 
post-colonial state, especially in light of the fact that it agglomerates many 
peoples with distinct languages and cultures and political aspirations, suc-
cessful post-civil war governance can only be achieved if it rests on a sys-
tem whereby these peoples – living in distinct regions, provinces, munici-
palities, etc. – have greater power and responsibility in the management of 
those political, economic, and other matters pertaining to their existence. 
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in other words, sustainable peace in angola requires devolution of power 
and responsibilities away from centre. reducing the power divide between 
centre and periphery is the necessary first step to addressing longstanding 
sources of tension in angola – some of which, as in the festering conflict 
in Cabinda, remain unresolved – that could acquire important centrifu-
gal dynamics. Therefore, new notions of the post-colonial state must be 
founded on the notion that decentralization – including greater regional 
and/or provincial autonomy – could strengthen the state by empowering 
its constituting parts.

as discussed above, angola, like many other african states, must cope 
with serious and deep regional differences and work toward reconciling the 
various ethnic groups that make up society. in this context, it is ultimately 
counterproductive to stubbornly hold on to modern and Western ideas of 
nation-state and ignore the strength of other conceptualizations especially 
when, in some areas, citizens identify themselves more readily with the 
group, province or region than with the nation-state. from the perspective 
of the post-colonial angolan state, there is only one nation whose centre 
is the capital city luanda. However, this notion is not shared by all those 
who inhabit the periphery. for many, there is one state with a government 
in luanda. However, this state includes several nations – real or imagined 
– with distinct cultures and languages. These long-standing tensions be-
tween centre and periphery can be repressed with varying degrees of suc-
cess for considerable periods. However, as multiple examples from africa 
and elsewhere indicate, they are rarely extinguished. This suggests that, 
in places like angola, the unitary state is often structurally inadequate to 
deal with the multiple pressures arising from the diversity of its constitut-
ing parts. a more decentralized structure better equipped to deal with the 
many peculiarities and artificialities of the post-colonial state to ensure its 
long-term viability, even survival, must therefore be sought. decentraliza-
tion – including devolution of power – must not be confused with self-
determination. it may not even have to amount to autonomy. indeed, the 
state must retain the constitutional framework that guarantees its integrity 
and indissolubility. Conversely, given the wider pressures of globalization, 
it is unlikely that sub-state units would be able to manage the turbulences 
of global relations individually. decentralization simply enhances the vi-
ability of the state while correcting some of the most negative effects of 
colonialism by devolving to the constituting units within the post-colonial 
state their own space to express and celebrate their distinct forms of ethnic, 
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political, economic, cultural, linguistic and other identities on their own 
terms.

specifically, the post-war state in angola must transform itself in ways 
whereby the current administrative division of the country evolves into a 
structure that better captures the political realities of the country. in other 
words, provinces – which currently are administrative units whose main 
function is to carry out the decisions of the central government through ap-
pointed officials – must be allowed to develop their own political structures 
and people’s representatives elected by universal suffrage. These political 
structures and elected officials can then exercise those executive, legislative 
and judicial powers devolved by the centre. Thus, while the centre would 
retain under its exclusive jurisdiction such areas as international affairs, 
defence, justice, and finance, important areas like cultural affairs, public 
works, housing, town planning, tourism, and social welfare are most suit-
able under the jurisdiction of sub-state regions. Both levels of government 
can share jurisdiction in areas like education, health, and environmental 
protection that clearly require coordination among various levels of govern-
ment. While the central government is ultimately responsible for financial 
matters the provinces and/or autonomous regions must have the financial 
wherewithal to carry out their functions in an authoritative manner. There-
fore, these sub-state structures must be guaranteed a portion of the state 
funds as well as be allowed to collect local taxes and borrow funds in ac-
cordance with the overall policy frameworks set by the state as the entity 
ultimately responsible for the overall well-being of all its citizens. Critically, 
for a resource-rich state like angola, the provinces must be granted the abil-
ity to negotiate the modalities for the exploration of natural resources and 
the formulas for sharing the accrued funds with the central government. 
This may go a long way to help address the simmering intra-state resource 
war in Cabinda while preventing others, especially in the diamond-rich 
and independent-minded lunda Norte and luanda sul provinces, from 
breaking out.

to impact the lives of citizens in positive ways, the devolution of power 
away from the centre must be accompanied by a profound reorganization 
and democratization of local administration. This involves creating the le-
gal and institutional frameworks that not only clearly define the nature of 
local, municipal, and provincial institutions but also establish guidelines 
for sharing power and responsibilities among the various levels of govern-
ment. although such change in the idea of the post-colonial state requires 
substantial constitutional revisions this does not constitute sufficient reason 
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to prevent forward movement because, in any event, the angolan constitu-
tion can at best be regarded as a work in progress. More fundamentally, it is 
fair to question the practical value of this document in a country where the 
vast majority of the population cannot read it. in angola, then, as in many 
other african countries, the constitution is a document whose value is more 
readily recognized by political elites who, therefore, often change it to suit 
their transient political calculations, not the fundamental aspirations of the 
citizens upon whom national sovereignty really resides.

a more useful approach is to strengthen both the institutions and prac-
tices of governance. specifically, greater power must be given to the people’s 
representatives – both at the national and local levels – by revising cur-
rent electoral practices. admittedly, angola’s multi-party electoral system 
– tried only once since the introduction of multi-party politics – represents 
an important change from the previous single-party system. However, it is 
not designed to divide power either horizontally or vertically. it is mainly 
designed to elect a president and the unicameral parliament. Consequently, 
there is an unhealthy concentration of power in the presidency and parlia-
ment. a healthier division of power entails additional executive and legisla-
tive structures elected directly by the people. Thus, for example, angola 
can benefit from a clearer separation of powers between the head of state 
and head of government – both of whom would govern with mandates 
renewable in periodic but not simultaneous elections. likewise, the execu-
tive at all sub-state levels of government must be elected by the people, not 
appointed by the central government. equally critical given the diversity of 
the national units that constitute the angolan state, constitutional provi-
sions are urgently needed to allow for the creation of sub-state political for-
mations whose purpose is competition for local, municipal, provincial and, 
in future, autonomous regional governments. in addition, the parliament 
also needs to be reformed by at least transforming it into a bicameral body. 
an upper chamber representing the interests of the post-colonial state’s 
diverse regions and peoples will go a long way in removing some regions’ 
sense of political isolation and, consequently, allay some potentially cen-
trifugal tendencies. equally important, if designed as co-equals, the in-
teractions between both chambers of parliament will require pluripartisan 
approaches to manage major issues facing the state. This could develop into 
a strong foundation for an inclusive political system.

in sum, then, successful post-civil war governance in angola depends 
on the extent to which society is able to accept political models that do 
not necessarily privilege the state and give more importance and power to 
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its constituting units within a more decentralized structure. This entails, 
first and foremost, recognizing, promoting, and protecting group identity 
rights, particularly those of ethnic and linguistic minorities, as a first step 
toward ultimately establishing a culture of peace and tolerance where the 
state’s many conflicts can be peacefully managed. 

angola, like all other former colonies, cannot return to pre-colonial 
forms of governance. it must, therefore, adapt according to the require-
ments of the modern state. However, this does not necessarily entail a re-
jection of diversity, including ethnic identity, as a key pillar in the modern 
state edifice. Being an angolan and a member of an ethnic group must not 
be mutually exclusive. But this goal will only be realized when all ethnic 
groups perceive the state to be an expression of their aspirations and sense 
of self-worth. in concrete terms, this is translated into equality of opportu-
nities for access to power and wealth. in the absence of an equitable divi-
sion of power and wealth within a democratic system, angola’s future will 
remain grim.



—  C H a p t e r  8  —

toward a Citizen-friendly state

a radical reformulation of the nature of the post-colonial, post-civil war 
state in angola is critical to build sustainable peace. But it is unrealistic 
to expect that such reformulation will originate from those – specifically 
the ruling elites – that have thus far most benefited from the peculiari-
ties of the post-colonial state. likewise, it is unlikely that angola’s other 
traditional political formations – fNla and uNita – will be able to 
provide alternative models of governance because they face several impor-
tant existential challenges. Their most immediate challenges continue to 
revolve around undertaking their own internal transformations as a first 
step toward changing their public image and thus recuperating some of the 
political space they have lost to Mpla since independence. uNita, for 
example, must resolve its current internal debate about the party’s ideologi-
cal orientation, i.e. whether to maintain a “right of centre” or “left of cen-
tre” posture. The ultimate resolution of this low-intensity debate – however 
shortsighted given the political realities on the ground, particularly the 
hegemonic position achieved by the governing Mpla – and the way uNi-
ta is able to effectively advocate for the social reintegration of its former 
fighters and civilian cadres will determine in important ways the former 
rebels’ long-term survivability as the main opposition force. another im-
portant challenge for uNita is related to its ability to stave off Mpla’s 
aggressive co-opting strategies – involving, for example, offering posts in 
government, army, and civil service, as was done with fNla in the 1980s 
and 1990s – that could eventually render the former rebels inoffensive, if 
not inoperative. in other words, left alone, the traditional political forma-
tions in angola are unlikely to assume a role as catalysts for the type of 
fundamental changes angola desperately needs.

since the liberation movements, once driven by revolutionary ideals, 
have become conservative forces that are increasingly unable to respond to 
society’s urgent needs for change, alternative forms of governance in an-
gola must be sought elsewhere. angola’s civil society, now with potentially 
greater space and voice in the aftermath of the civil war, has a unique op-

189
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portunity to reconstitute itself and become useful again as a source for the 
creation, aggregation, and articulation of local/indigenous demands that 
can act to improve prospects for both political and economic development. 
These useful demands must be incorporated into public policies by compe-
tent and politically committed leaders working to restore the effectiveness 
and legitimacy of the state and break the cycle of structural violence. But 
since the interests of state and society are often at odds, the state may con-
tinue to hamper civil society from playing its crucial role in the political 
arena, particularly in terms of achieving accountable governance through 
the articulation of popular demands and their incorporation into public 
policies.

The restructuring of state-society relations is particularly important in 
post-conflict societies like angola where diverse groups must find new ways 
to articulate their interests and have their voices count as new reconstruc-
tion strategies are elaborated and priorities set for their implementation. 
This interaction is crucial for the central authorities to be aware of society’s 
real needs and aspirations as well as its sense of priorities for allocating scarce 
resources. equally important, this state-society interaction can constitute 
a critical foundation for building a democratic system which ensures that 
all citizens are represented and have a voice in setting the national agenda. 
in this sense, civil society also provides a healthy counterbalance to the 
power of the state. Given its many levels of diversity, the role of civil society 
– especially in terms of achieving a mutually reinforcing and beneficial 
relationship with the state – will determine the sustainability of the current 
peace. But in angola the role of civil society is, in itself, very problematic. 
one of the consequences of angola’s long civil war is that most elements of 
civil society have been captured by either the party-state or eliminated by 
the rebels. Thus, one of the main tasks ahead for angola is to reconstitute 
its civil society and imbue it with the vibrancy necessary to become a site 
where peaceful alternatives to conflict are developed. equally crucial, an 
unfettered and strong civil society can play a crucial role in developing and 
nurturing a tolerant, democratic culture. This is essential if angola is to 
turn a new page, decisively away from its long post-colonial flirtation with 
state collapse and toward establishing a citizen-friendly state.

The pact between Mpla and uNita elites that constituted the main 
political framework to end the civil war is a necessary but ultimately shaky 
foundation for sustainable peace especially if it does not go beyond its cur-
rent role as a mechanism to co-opt former enemies into a corrupt and de-
caying system. a stronger foundation for a peaceful citizen-friendly state 
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must involve the active participation of civil society as a critical source for 
the creation, aggregation, and articulation of both demands and opinions 
that can improve overall governance and, ultimately, prospects for politi-
cal and economic development. These useful demands must be incorpo-
rated into public policies by competent and politically committed leaders 
working to restore the effectiveness and legitimacy of the state. to realize 
the positive-sum possibilities of this interaction in angola it is critical for 
the state not to regard civil society as a threat, i.e. it must abstain from 
earlier attempts to subjugate civil society as a way of protecting a fragile 
regime. Thus, even as the opposition weakens and flirts with irrelevance by 
accepting cooptation and incorporation into national Mpla-dominated 
structures, civil society can play a decisive role as a check on renewed cor-
poratism and authoritarianism. Just as important, in the absence of an ef-
fective political opposition, only civil society can counterbalance the power 
of central authorities and ensure that the post-conflict state focuses on “re-
viving livelihoods and civil institutions previously suppressed, eroded or 
rendered powerless by war, with the aim of strengthening local capacities 
to participate in the reconstruction process” (Green and ahmed, 1999:195). 
This chapter discusses the character of angola’s post-colonial civil society 
and assesses its roles as possible guarantors of sustainable peace.

The notion of civil society
post-conflict societal rebuilding with a view to achieving sustainable peace 
depends greatly on the role of civil society. Civil society refers to diverse 
spheres of activity within a country that exist outside the direct control 
of the state. it includes “that set of diverse non-governmental institutions 
which is strong enough to counterbalance the state and, while not prevent-
ing the state from fulfilling its role of keeper of the peace and arbitrator 
between major interests, can nevertheless prevent it from dominating and 
atomizing the rest of society” (Gellner, 1994:5). Civil society encompasses 
the space outside the state’s realm where voluntary interests organize them-
selves and operate.

in current usage, civil society has become “an all-encompassing term 
that refers to social phenomena putatively beyond formal state structures 
– but not necessarily free of all contact with the state” (Woods, 1992:77). 
it is part of a complex triangular relationship that, in most contemporary 
societies has the state and the market as the other two interlinked poles. 
Therefore, an understanding of the character of national politics – com-
prising the arena represented by this triangular relationship – can hardly 
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be achieved without reference to the nature and role of civil society. un-
surprisingly, therefore, the notion of civil society has been central to the 
general study of politics since the emergence of the modern industrial na-
tion-state.

Many early theorists used the term “civil society” interchangeably with 
political society and the state (karlson, 1993:76). aristotle, for example, 
equated civil society with the “civilized” city-states in Greece which stood 
in contrast to the “barbaric” states in other areas. others saw civil society as 
an urban society governed by civil laws (karlson, 1993:76). in all such uses 
of this concept, civil society is contrasted with an “uncivilized” condition 
that characterizes other portions of humanity. This “uncivilized” condition 
has been generally depicted as the imaginary state of nature. Thus, the 
classical conception of civil society defines a point in societal development 
where a society can be characterized as “civilized” – a condition expressed, 
for example, in the social order of citizenship found in the athenian polis 
or the roman republic “where men (rarely women) regulate their relation-
ships and settle their disputes according to a system of laws; where ‘civility’ 
reigns, and citizens take an active part in public life” (karlson, 1993:377).

The modern idea of civil society – as the middle realm between the 
family and the state – originated in the writings of social contract theorists. 
Thomas Hobbes, for example, saw civil society emerging from people’s re-
jection of the state of nature where life is “solitary, poore, nasty, brutish and 
short” (Hobbes, 1914:65). for Hobbes, the idea of civil society is founded in 
the readiness of each individual to forgo his or her individual quest for self-
preservation in favour of a collective effort to provide security for all. The 
Hobbesian notion of the civil society is implicit in the social pact entered 
upon by individuals escaping the state of nature which involves the transfer 
of some powers from the citizen to the sovereign to protect civil society 
from its earlier destructive impulses. John locke expanded upon Hobbes’ 
formulation of civil society and viewed it as a more benign, higher level of 
human organization in which people agree upon basic principles for the 
mutual preservation of their lives and property (locke , 1953:179).

from the rather narrow framework provided by Hobbes and locke, 
the modern idea of civil society developed more fully in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, influenced by several major currents of thought. 
Natural rights theorists like Thomas paine argued that most governments 
have a marked tendency to threaten the individual freedoms and “natural 
sociability” in civil society. in this context, the state can only be seen as 
a necessary evil while civil society is regarded as “a largely self-regulating 
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sphere where the good life may be reached” (karlson, 1993:77). The notion 
of civil society was also influenced by the work of alexis de tocqueville, 
particularly through his descriptive analysis of democratic life in america. 
describing this new state and its innovative institutions, de tocqueville 
argued that:

All the citizens are independent and feeble; they can do hardly nothing by 
themselves.... They all, therefore, become powerless if they do not learn vol-
untarily to help one another. If men living in democratic countries had no 
right and no inclination to associate for political purposes, their independence 
would be in great jeopardy.... If they never acquired the habit of forming as-
sociations in ordinary life, civilization itself would be endangered (De Tocque-
ville, 1959:147).

Thus constituted, these associations also served to prevent the arbitrary and 
intrusive tendencies of the state. for de tocqueville, civil associations such 
as scientific and literary circles, academic institutions, publishing houses, 
religious organizations, and so on, constituted powerful barriers against 
both political despotism and social injustice and inequality.

Current conceptions of civil society also draw from the work of freder-
ick Hegel who inverted the earlier liberal formulations and regarded civil 
society (Gesellschaft) as being identical with “the private and particularistic, 
and characterized by the self-seeking, conflicting and avaricious strivings 
of individuals and classes for largely materialistic ends” (karlson, 1993:77). 
By contrast, he saw the state as the embodiment of universal values and 
rational civilization. karl Marx later resolved this theoretical “conflict” be-
tween civil society and the state by arguing that, in future, civil society 
would somehow merge with the political sphere, resulting in a classless 
society. But for Marx, civil society was not necessarily dialectically superior 
to previous forms; it was “the site of crass materialism, of modern prop-
erty relations, of the struggle of each against all, of egotism” (Bottomore, 
1983:73). in important respects, Marx added to the understanding of civil 
society particularly as it relates to the state. He perceived the two to be 
symbiotically joined as “structure” and “superstructure”.

antonio Gramsci provided a more complete Marxian assessment of 
civil society. like Hegel and Marx before him, Gramsci also addressed the 
relationship between civil society and the state. While defining civil society 
as the ensemble of “institutions, ideologies, practices, and agents ... that 
comprise the dominant culture of values” (Carnoy, 1984:70), Gramsci used 
the notion of “hegemony” to define the state-society relationship and inter-
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pret their interdependence. He suggests that the state uses “hegemony” to 
resolve its conflicts with the wider society. Gramsci depicts the state-civil 
society relationship as a formula whereby “state = political society + civil 
society, in other words, hegemony protected by the armour of coercion” 
(texter, 1979:64). This suggests that there are two major hegemonic super-
structural entities, i.e., the political society which rules directly through 
the coercive and judicial instruments available to the state and the civil 
society which promotes ethical values in the broader society through the 
exercise of ideological and cultural hegemony (Bratton, 1994:54). Thus the 
state and the dominant class within it are able to “postpone its demise” by 
both coercion and co-optation of “subordinate social formations”. While 
Gramsci focused on how the state uses its power to secure the consent of 
the dominated classes through hegemony, post-Gramscian analyses view 
civil society in economic, political, and cultural terms both as the “ensem-
ble of organisms” commonly called private and as “the political and cul-
tural hegemony of a social group on the whole of society, as ethical content 
of the state” (Bobbio, 1979:31). in this context, civil society is a dynamic 
and innovative part of the superstructure that “represents the active and 
positive moment of historical development” (Bobbio, 1979:31). in sum, civil 
society can best be viewed as a product of both state and society, striving 
to limit the powers of the former while seeking to civilize the latter (saich, 
1994:261).

The post-colonial state and african civil society
admittedly, the development of civil society in post-colonial africa is at an 
embryonic stage. This may explain the reluctance by some africanists to 
use this concept as a useful analytical tool to gain deeper understandings 
about how africa works. Chabal and daloz (1999:18), for example, dismiss 
“the current assumption about the emergence of such a recognizable civil 
society in africa” as “eminently misleading” and suggest that the use of the 
concept “derives more from wishful thinking or ideological bias than from 
a careful analysis of present conditions”. Most other africanists, however, 
recognize the complex and dynamic relationship between state and civil 
society in africa. fatton (1992:141), for example, argues that the “state and 
civil society ... form two ensembles of an organic totality”. However, this 
is a conflictual relationship in as much as civil society seeks to “breach and 
counteract” the simultaneous “totalisation” unleashed by the state (Bayart, 
1986:111). in other words, civil society is “the private sphere of material, 
cultural, and political activities resisting the incursion of the state” (fat-
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ton, 1992:4–5). it can be best understood as an aggregate of networks and 
institutions that evolve outside the contours of the state. These networks 
and institutions operate independently of the state and often develop and 
present alternative views. Thus, civil society occupies those increasingly im-
portant spaces or sites where “social actors mobilize their resources to exer-
cise political power or to protect themselves from the predatory reaches of 
existing regimes” (fatton, 1992:2). Civil society is, then, neither a discrete 
entity completely external to an equally discrete source of power nor a mere 
expression of dominated social groups. it encompasses “not only popular 
modes of political action but also the claims of those socially dominant 
groups (merchants, businessmen, clergy) which are no less excluded from 
direct participation in political power” (Bayart, 1986:112).

The reinvigoration of civil society on the continent occurred in the 
aftermath of the end of the Cold War and the east-West ideological ri-
valry that often turned africa into a battleground. With the collapse of 
the soviet union and the triumph of Western orthodoxies, african states 
undertook a series of externally-prescribed or internally driven processes of 
democratization that involved abandoning single party systems and em-
bracing multi-party politics. Civil society – hitherto of marginal relevance 
in many african countries – played critical roles in african transitions to 
democracy, especially in terms of legitimizing those transformations.

The marginalization of civil society in africa until the late 1980s and 
early 1990s can be attributed primarily to the dominance of single-party 
politics and the unwillingness on the part of the dominant parties to ap-
preciate its significance. But there was an even more basic reason. paradoxi-
cally, post-colonial african leaders often retained the former colonial ad-
ministrators’ determination to control society’s public and private spheres, 
albeit for different reasons – i.e. oppression to facilitate exploitation ver-
sus oppression to promote national unity as a prerequisite to build viable 
states on brittle foundations. Consequently, post-colonial african leaders 
regarded members of society who organized themselves outside the reach 
of the state as forces that exacerbated societal cleavages and retarded the 
process of political integration and state legitimization. such leaders invari-
ably regarded their societies as structurally “plural rather than pluralistic” 
(apter and rosberg, 1994:92). Thus, from this perspective, civil society – as 
an organized source of demands – constituted a threat to the establish-
ment of a stable political order (apter and rosberg, 1994:92). events in the 
1990s showed that this view was too simplistic. Throughout the continent 
civil society has played important roles as african peoples have attempted 
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to reclaim their central place in post-colonial political systems by reject-
ing many autocratic, repressive regimes in favour of more citizen-friendly 
governments. for example, in the early 1990s, pressures arising from the 
grassroots contributed to forcing african governments to accept an innova-
tive process for undertaking political reforms – i.e., national conferences 
– that have subsequently been sustained by several internationally moni-
tored multi-party elections. although in some parts of africa the state has 
reasserted its dominant position by co-opting or, in extreme cases by bat-
tering, civil society, it is unlikely that most african states will be able to 
monopolize political space as occurred for much of the first decades of 
post-colonial rule. This reassertion of civil society has generated some opti-
mism about african futures because it has been viewed as “a hitherto miss-
ing key to sustained political reform, legitimate states and governments, 
improved governance, viable state-society and state-economy relationships, 
and prevention of the kind of political decay that undermined new african 
governments a generation ago” (Harbeson, 1994:1–2).

as mentioned before, the idea of civil society has been dominant in 
Western political philosophy particularly since the advent of the modern 
nation-state. its present uses in the context of african development occur at 
a time when the capabilities of some african states to even minimally sat-
isfy the basic needs of their populations, let alone the political aspirations of 
nationalities and ethnic communities, are being seriously questioned and 
eroded. if the classical political thinkers saw civil society as a theoretical or 
analytical concept to further understandings of the relationships between 
society and state, in the present context civil society can be the “key to 
understanding and addressing the political and socio-economic crises in 
africa and elsewhere, both on the ground and in contemporary theory” 
(Harbeson, 1994:2). This newer articulation of the notion of civil society 
addresses an important gap in the social sciences regarding the problems of 
political and socio-economic development in africa – a theoretical short-
coming has been highlighted by the unsuccessful post-colonial policies of 
most african governments. Civil society provides this “missing dimension” 
in social science theory and development policy by describing how, “in 
process terms, working understandings concerning the basic rules of the 
political game or structure of the state emerge from within society and the 
economy at large. in substantive terms, civil society typically refers to the 
points of agreement on what those working rules should be” (Harbeson, 
1994:2). The usefulness of civil society as an element of theory rests on the 
possibilities this notion offers for a better understanding of state-society 
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relations. The idea of civil society can serve to shift the focus from the ques-
tion of power balances and/or conflicts between the state and society to 
the more important questions concerning their interdependence; in other 
words, while the state is the main political actor, civil society is the means 
by which the state and society at large are harmonized.

in africa, as Bayart argues, the interests of the state and society are 
hardly harmonized because the former emerged as an “excrescence” devel-
oping in and upon society. it developed with a natural tendency to multiply 
its specialist apparatuses, subjecting populations, and finally subjecting the 
activities of society to its control (Bayart, 1986:112). This stands in stark 
contrast with modern liberal democracies where the state and civil society 
relate to each other in a situation of “balanced opposition”. in such socie-
ties, “the state is not a separate and superior entity ruling over the underly-
ing society, but it is conditioned by society and thus subordinated to it” 
(Bobbio, 1979:24). Civil society not only delineates the boundaries of the 
state by resisting its “predatory reach”, it also has the potential to challenge 
the most repressive aspects of the state and force it to comply with the pub-
lic will. in this sense, civil society often becomes both the foundation and 
the driving force for reform.

in post-colonial africa, however, the relationship between the state and 
civil society is more problematic. There, for much of the post-colonial pe-
riod:

… a heterogeneous state, either imposed by colonial rule or created by revo-
lutionary will (often modeled on other states), has been deliberately set up 
against civil society rather than evolved in continual conflict with it (Bayart, 
1986:112).

from this perspective, the ideologies adopted by many ruling parties in 
post-colonial africa were used as a convenient cover to camouflage the “he-
gemonic imperative” of the state and its ruling classes in their attempts to 
control and shape society. The post-colonial african state sought to control 
and shape society by, among other things, defining the basis and criteria for 
access to sources of power and wealth. This often took the form of prevent-
ing subordinate groups from transforming themselves into autonomous and 
pluralistic organizations. This process was facilitated by the institutionali-
zation of single-party regimes in africa. in other words, during its critical 
formative post-independence period, africa experienced the post-colonial 
hegemony of the african socialist project, with devastating consequences 
for good politics and good economics.
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problematically, structural adjustment further debilitated civil society 
in the sense that some of its constituting parts were transformed into re-
ceptors and reproducers of “reactionary forms of knowledge and codes of 
conduct that confine subaltern classes either to old, unchanging behaviour, 
or to ineffective, disorganized patterns of collective resistance” (fatton, 
1992:6). in some african countries like angola, the dominant class has 
shrewdly used the newly “liberalized” market and the new types of rela-
tionships it imposes on social relations to further entrench its power and 
privilege. a post-colonial state besieged by war and eroded by corruption 
was unable to carry out important aspects associated with governance and, 
consequently, the forms of domination, the nature of surplus extraction, 
and the patterns of resource allocation not only increasingly escaped public 
accountability, they began to be formulated in the private spheres, albeit 
connected with the ruling party. The dictatorship of the proletariat had giv-
en way to an equally oppressive dictatorship of the market. in this new dic-
tatorship, although the elites no longer overtly dominate power and wealth 
through their positions as the “vanguard” of the proletariat, their influence 
in society has increased. By effectively controlling the market through the 
ownership of former state owned enterprises as well as new companies that 
have been created since the introduction of liberal economic policies, the 
elites have the power to determine who gets what, when, and at what price. 
it is not surprising, therefore, that in angola neither the withdrawal of the 
state from many of the functions it had performed with varying degrees of 
success since independence nor the move away from authoritarianism has 
led to the emergence of a more resourceful civil society. The exigencies of 
an authoritarian state have been replaced by the discipline of the market 
– both formal and informal – as well as the devising of more subtle ways 
for the state to maintain its hegemonic position. in this context, ango-
la’s embryonic and vulnerable civil society is made up mainly of actors 
and structures developed around established institutions. The difficulties 
related to adapting to new conditions have led other potential elements of 
civil society to disengage from it, a phenomenon described by Hirschman 
(1970) as “exit”.

for societies seeking to overcome post-colonial turmoil – especially in 
cases like angola where such turmoil was of the military variety – exit can 
only compound the problems as it leaves the state once again as the only 
major player. a more appropriate course of action entails strengthening 
civil society, especially at the structural and normative levels. only thus 
strengthened can civil society fulfil Bobbio’s vision of it as:



Toward a Citizen-Friendly State

199

… the place where, especially in periods of institutional crisis, de facto pow-
ers are formed that aim at obtaining their own legitimacy even at the expense 
of  legitimate power; where, in other words, the processes of  delegitimation 
and relegitimation take place. This forms the basis of the frequent assertion 
that the solution of a grave crisis threatening the survival of a political system 
must be sought first and foremost in civil society where it is possible to find 
new sources of legitimation and therefore new sources of consensus (Bobbio, 
1979:26).

it cannot be taken for granted that post-colonial african countries – es-
pecially those with particularly problematic histories like angola – will 
uncomplicatedly realize this idealized view of civil society in the short or 
medium term. admittedly, civil society in many such countries exhibits 
important divisions and contradictions. in fact, civil society in post-colo-
nial africa is often as pathological as the state. although this is an exag-
geration, the idea of african civil society as an agent of political change 
– capable of achieving public accountability and sustaining participatory 
government – may be just as misleading. Contrary to east europe, latin 
america, or east asia where the collapse of authoritarian regimes enabled 
civil societies to re-invigorate and re-assert themselves, african experiences 
have varied. in many african countries, basic issues of state legitimacy and 
authority, national identity and social cohesion still have to be resolved. 
Many of these factors are a direct result of the colonial experience. others 
are related to the types of regimes and systems of governance that prevailed 
throughout most of africa in the post-colonial period. Both prevented in-
dividuals and groups from fully developing their private interests due to 
the arbitrariness and highly parasitic behaviour of african states and their 
leaders. Thus, it can be argued that the present decline of predatory states 
and autocratic rule has only now opened up opportunities for the forma-
tion of civil society (lewis, 1992:32). in other words, the emergence of civil 
society in many african countries is still at an embryonic stage and its de-
velopment is problematic. The pertinent question in this context is whether 
this embryonic civil society – with its ethnic, regional, religious, class, or 
welfare orientation – will reinforce or transcend existing cleavages in af-
rican societies. That is to say that the maturation of civil society in africa 
– a pre-requisite for fulfilling Bobbio’s idea – will involve a lengthy and 
complicated process.

Much of what is referred to as civil society in africa maintains a depend-
ent relationship with state elites. There are few civil society organizations 
in angola, for example, that can survive without handouts and favours 
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from the state and its many tentacles. in many cases associations are led by 
intellectuals and members of the middle class. This is a social stratum that 
owes much of its relative social well-being to the state. furthermore, their 
goals and objectives are often not very clear. for example, do civil society 
organizations exist primarily to help their members, or the population at 
large, attain higher levels of welfare or to help reshape the state along more 
democratic and institutionally accountable lines? since such basic issues 
remain unresolved, angolan civil society’s impact in terms of aggregating, 
representing and defending the public realm has thus far been negligible.

Civil society and the post-colonial state in angola
Many of the problems besetting angola today – including perennially poor 
governance and related corruption – can be attributed to civil society’s 
problematic relationship with the post-colonial state, a consequence of the 
Mpla regime’s early ideological hostility toward civil society coupled with 
widespread societal frustration regarding the regime’s slowness to solve the 
major political, military and economic crises that have faced the country 
since independence. as civil society succeeds in reinvigorating itself to oc-
cupy a more relevant space within post-civil war angola, state-society rela-
tions can only be expected to improve, with positive effects for governance 
toward the creation of a citizen-friendly state.

The reinvigoration of civil society in angola is a recent, albeit not en-
tirely unanticipated, development. for much of the colonial and post-co-
lonial eras, angola’s civil society was constrained by the nature of those 
regimes’ state-society relations. Thus, given the totalitarian nature of the 
colonial regime, indigenous angolan civil society organizations were rele-
gated to the fringes of a system. Yet, as a testament to their resilience, small 
religious schools and recreation clubs constituted a strong enough base for 
organized anti-colonial protest. post-World War ii political protest first 
took the form of small leaflets criticizing the colonial regime. The brutality 
of that regime’s response, however, forced the political leaders of that era to 
opt for a more violent form of political protest. Thus, from 1961 to 1974, the 
most important form of political participation involved membership of one 
of the three liberation movements that ultimately helped to bring down the 
colonial regime. But since, to a considerable degree, this participation took 
place along ethnic lines, it possessed within it the seeds of conflicts that 
have challenged post-colonial angolan society.

unable to form a common front either during the anti-colonial war or 
during the negotiation process with the departing portuguese authorities, 
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the three liberation movements failed to make the critical transition from 
armed guerrilla groups to political parties before independence. instead, 
fNla, Mpla, and uNita kept their guerrilla armies intact – and sought 
to expand and strengthen them as the country slid into civil war – thus 
helping to militarize post-colonial society. Consequently, the overthrow of 
the colonial regime did not result in the expansion of the space and impor-
tance of civil society.

although angola gained independence in extremely difficult conditions, 
the Mpla government was able to extend and consolidate its administra-
tion throughout the country. it was expected, therefore, that the winning 
side would introduce measures to establish a viable political order which, in 
turn, could promote unity and harmony, social and regional equality, and 
economic development. regrettably, as discussed earlier, Mpla succeeded 
only in winning the first important battle of a very long post-colonial con-
flict. its regime would be continuously threatened militarily by a combina-
tion of national, regional, and international forces. Given this situation, it 
was unrealistic to expect the civil society to flourish during angola’s first 
quarter century as an independent state. in addition to the militarization 
of society, the early ideological orientation of the regime also contributed 
to the tightening of the space occupied by civil society. 

initially, Mpla created an intolerant and inflexible political order 
based on a dogmatic implementation of Marxism-leninism. lost in the 
early post-independence ideological fog was the basic contractual relation-
ship between the state and citizen. instead, the latter became a manipulable 
political commodity to further the goals of the one-party regime and the 
authoritarian post-colonial state. This resulted in ethnic favouritism and 
divisions, corruption and economic decline which, in combination, further 
complicated the dynamics of the civil war and hindered the development 
of civil society. With most avenues for political participation closed by the 
state and in the presence of a highly centralized and dysfunctional econ-
omy, angolan citizens became almost exclusively consumed by concerns 
affecting their immediate survival, i.e., the search for human security. in 
other words, the atrophy of angola’s civil society after independence can be 
attributed both to the civil war and the political choices of the post-colonial 
one-party regime.

in hindsight, the soviet-style model adopted by the Mpla to organize 
the post-colonial state in angola could not have been expected to allow for 
the development of civil society. in fact, it discouraged even the most sim-
ple and innocuous initiatives from independent-minded individuals and 
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groups. Thus, important segments of the population that had not been co-
opted or incorporated into the regime – especially traditional leaders and 
religious groups but also a few intellectuals – were not only excluded from 
the political arena but also prevented from constituting an independent 
social sphere outside the realm of the state. such atrophy of civil society is 
not unique to angola. it was felt acutely in most societies where the state 
adopted Marxism as a guiding ideology. such states centralized all aspects 
of life and developed a single political, economic, and ideological hierarchy 
which tolerated no alternative views. Consequently, outside the restricted 
confines of the spaces created or sanctioned by the governing party, society 
approximated an “atomized condition” where dissent became a mark of 
heresy and any dissenter could be labeled an “enemy of the people” (Gell-
ner, 1994:1). in angola this was tantamount to being exposed to severe 
state sanctions, ranging from ostracism to death. What accounted for this 
perverted state view of society?

Generally, states like angola that were attempting to develop along 
Marxist lines regarded civil society as a fraud, a diversion, or even a threat. 
for such states, the idea of plurality of institutions that could both oppose 
and balance the state while, in turn, being protected by the state merely 
concealed a façade of political, economic, and social domination by elites. 
according to Gellner, Marxism claims to unmask both partners in this 
deception – the state which protects civil society, and civil society which 
provides a counterweight to the state – and rebukes both as redundant 
and fraudulent (Gellner, 1994:1–2). The formerly Marxist leaders in angola, 
as elsewhere in other former soviet client-states, internalized the Marxist 
dogma of the withering away of the state. since the future socialist struc-
ture was meant to bring with it a harmonious order free of exploitation and 
oppression, civil society and other such institutions envisaged to counter-
balance the state were deemed both “spurious and unnecessary” (Gellner, 
1994:2). This served as justification – both ideological and practical – for 
attempts to destroy civil society. as Gray (1975:146) points out:

The single most important feature of totalitarian orders is their suppression 
(partial or complete) of the institutions of civil society – the autonomous in-
stitutions of private property and contractual freedom under the rule of law, 
which allow people of different values and world-views to live in peaceful co-
existence. Because they politicize economic life and repress voluntary associa-
tions, and because they are Weltanschauung states – that is to say, states which 
seek to impose a single world-view on all – totalitarian regimes have at their 
very core the project of destroying the key institutions of civil society. ... What-
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ever its degree of success or completeness, totalitarianism is to be defined by its 
opposition to civil society, not by contrast with liberal democracy.

in the particular case of angola, as the state became even more authori-
tarian as a consequence of both the military threat and economic decay, 
individuals were allowed only enough space for their daily struggle for sur-
vival. in those circumstances, very few sectors of civil society were able 
to muster enough strength to prevent complete subjugation by the state. 
The Catholic Church, in particular, made exceptional contributions in this 
regard through various pastoral letters highlighting the plight of the an-
golan people and the decay of moral values in society and a more general 
overt posture against the excesses of the state, including its restrictions of 
the private sphere. during the first decade of independence as the ruling 
party attempted to build socialism, these restrictions on the private sphere 
were such that the governing Mpla required that popular participation in 
politics was carried out solely through officially sanctioned “mass organiza-
tions” that were expected to provide unconditional support for the party’s 
broad political, economic, and social programmes. in reality, citizens be-
came subordinate to the party and the state – and were manipulated to 
furthering the goals of the party and the totalitarian state it was erecting. 
This grotesque subversion of the state-citizen relationship – not just the 
civil war – created the peculiar conditions that intensified the structural 
violence inherited from the colonial state.

The unshackling of civil society in angola started with the political and 
economic liberalization policies that began in the late 1980s. The period of 
greatest promise for civil society’s flourishing occurred between the sign-
ing of the Bicesse peace accords in 1991 and the resumption of the civil 
war after the elections of september 1992 when a vast array of civil society 
organizations emerged and attempted to play a role in building what was 
expected to be post-electoral peace. tragically, those hopes were dashed by 
the resumption of the war after the elections. However, that short period of 
bustling civil society activity revealed important paradoxes in state-society 
relations. as mentioned before, the would-be totalitarian regime had cre-
ated both dissent and dependency. in important respects, then, in angola 
as elsewhere in africa where one-party structures had once flourished, the 
emergence of organized groups commonly associated with civil society and 
their dependent relationship with the state constitutes a politically astute 
regime survival political strategy. These groups’ continued existence, not 
to mention degree of influence and well-being, depend on the whims of 
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the state, particularly the party controlling it. By restricting the space of 
civil society Mpla is thus hindering important processes, including the 
emergence of alternatives – political and otherwise – with negative conse-
quences for the pace and depth of democratization. furthermore, with the 
entrenchment of this type of state corporatism, the governing party and the 
state – ruling over hybrid economic structures combined with centralized 
power – can afford to maintain its normative frameworks of opaque gov-
ernance characterized by the use of public positions for private gain. unfor-
tunately for angola and its process of transition to a new order, even some 
NGos – important features of contemporary civil society – have become 
re-attached to the state apparatus. others, equally problematically, operate 
as junior partners of their northern counterparts. This external component, 
especially in terms of their ability to secure financial resources from exter-
nal donors, provided the means for some local NGos to carry out several 
important social, humanitarian, and development projects thus enhancing 
their national clout at a time when – both due to overall inefficiency and 
the retreat of the state from the provision of services to many vulnerable 
groups – the work of NGos often meant the difference between survival 
and death.

since much of society was engaged in a desperate struggle for survival, 
it is not surprising that many would see the establishment of NGos as 
avenues for their personal survival, not as potential instruments to enhance 
the public good. Most of these new associations were motivated primarily 
by economic considerations. in other words, they were created by individu-
als who wanted to take advantage of the real or perceived economic and 
financial advantages associated with having an NGo. This unprecedented 
sprouting of NGos was further stimulated by the perception that financial 
help would be forthcoming from the government and, possibly, from in-
ternational partners as well. Not surprisingly, the initial rush to create civil 
society organizations often also involved an aggressive search for financial 
support from state and external sources. Thus, although there is a rich and 
heterogeneous associational life thriving in spite of – and often as a response 
to – a severe crisis of governance, the activities of these organizations can be 
best interpreted as coping mechanisms, not as organized attempts to limit 
state power or provide alternative development frameworks.

even more problematic is the fact that some organizations that could 
have developed to strengthen angola’s civil society have been co-opted by 
the state – instead of acting to change it, or at least to operate in “balanced 
opposition” to it – which has produced counterproductive effects in the 
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sense that potentially key segments of civil society were thus unable to ef-
fectively influence the state to change its normative framework. in other 
words, by accepting co-optation or incorporation, civil society served as 
a legitimizing element for the state and its uses and abuses of power. for 
example, on the key issue of corruption and other forms of structural vio-
lence, co-opted members of civil society could not credibly confront the 
state on the issue because they also benefited from the system. The state, 
then, was the great beneficiary from civil society’s dependence upon it and 
had obvious reasons for continuing to accommodate, even nurture, such a 
relationship. for as long as the continued existence, not to mention degree 
of influence and well-being, of important elements of civil society depend 
on the whims of the state, particularly the governing party, civil society is 
at risk of being rendered irrelevant again. 

during the last decade of the civil war, Mpla successfully ensured 
that the state-society relations that emerged in the aftermath of the democ-
ratization process worked indefinitely to its benefit by continuously using 
savimbi as the national boogeyman. ironically, savimbi’s death now robs 
Mpla of a favourite instrument with which to frighten civil society into 
compliance, even co-optation. With savimbi’s death and uNita’s mili-
tary implosion the civil war quickly came to an end. This has provided civil 
society with the second opportunity since independence to begin playing 
a more independent and meaningful role as a counterweight to the state. 
The Catholic Church is again leading the way by going as far as creating an 
independent radio station – radio eclesia – to broadcast credible informa-
tion to the people untainted by regime propaganda. equally important has 
been the role of the independent media. a significant number of independ-
ent newspapers and magazines – both print and electronic – have been 
created in the last decade. However, given the very high rates of illiteracy, 
this critical element of civil society has not reached much beyond key urban 
centres where the literate elites reside. Yet, they have already played an im-
portant role in reclaiming freedom of expression in angolan society.

However critical their roles may be, the church and the media do not 
represent all elements of civil society. Besides, the various and concurrent 
challenges confronting post-civil war angola require the participation of 
all segments of society. specifically, these challenges can only be success-
fully met if a broad stratum of entrepreneurs, intellectuals, and activists in 
diverse fields emerge with the vision and skills to create independent insti-
tutions capable of mediating the interests of the citizen and the state. These 
institutions must then succeed in radically differentiating themselves from 
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the state and the political class in the ways they operate. in other words, the 
overriding goals and objectives of such an organization must be centred on 
the creation of the good society for angola. These social actors and institu-
tions must have an existence of their own, which is not a result of the state’s 
activities, and must justify their continuing existence through their ability 
to resist the state particularly by repudiating the state’s propensity to seek 
a commanding position in the public sphere and by challenging the state’s 
definition of the public good, whether in terms of economic growth or in 
terms of social consensus. indeed, civil society can play an important role 
in post-civil war development by refusing to accept the state’s claim to have 
the chief responsibility for providing the blueprints for this development 
while, on the other hand, asserting its own capacity and responsibility to 
provide alternatives to solve the problems of growth, social integration, and 
even national identity. Hence, civil society in angola must work toward 
fundamental institutional changes in the political system that would shift 
the balance between the state and society in favour of the latter, in other 
words, to make the state subordinate to the citizens.

such profound changes necessitate a rejection of usual politics as typi-
fied by both the “liberation movements” that have dominated post-colo-
nial politics and their would-be opponents – the numerous political parties 
that have mushroomed since the end of single-party era but have generally 
failed to gain much public support partly because of their inability to pro-
vide credible alternatives for changing the post-colonial normative frame-
work in fundamental ways. The end of the civil war provides angola with 
a unique opportunity to embrace good politics – a citizen-centred system 
that focuses on creating and enhancing opportunities for human enrich-
ment – as the norm. it is unlikely that the current political actors have the 
will to change a system that has been, or has the potential to be, beneficial 
to them singly or as individuals organized in political parties. The alterna-
tives must, therefore, of necessity emerge from civil society.



—  C H a p t e r  9  —

external dimensions of positive peace

for much of the post-independence period – and mainly as a result of the 
civil war that raged until 2002 – angola’s external outlook reflected a con-
stant preoccupation with the regime’s internal preoccupation with its long-
term survival. Therefore, the regime’s policies to engage the world were 
initially driven by the overriding objective of securing a friendly regional 
environment conducive to the security of the internationally recognized 
borders of the post-colonial state. in important respects, then, angola’s 
principal foreign policy goals reflected the governing party’s understanding 
of how its domestic security was directly linked to neighbouring countries’ 
choices regarding what side to support in the devastating civil war that 
started in the months leading up to angola’s independence. Thus, an active 
regional engagement – first, through substantial support to the nationalist 
wars against settler rule in Zimbabwe, Namibia, and south africa and, 
more recently, through direct military intervention in the democratic re-
public of Congo and in Congo-Brazzaville – found justification in terms 
of the domestic security dividends it was expected to produce. in other 
words, majority rule in the former settler colonies in southern africa and 
the removal of unfriendly governments in the two Congos was expected to 
fundamentally change angola’s domestic security predicaments by denying 
angolan insurgents their life-lines. By seeking, first and foremost, to cre-
ate a favourable regional environment as a first step to solving its domestic 
challenges, Mpla was able to create the conditions that would eventually 
enable it to defeat uNita.

This chapter first addresses some of the key factors that have conditioned 
angola’s foreign policy during the civil war before touching on post-conflict 
challenges and opportunities for engaging the world. The chapter suggests 
that angola’s foreign policy has thus far reflected the unique circumstances 
under which the country emerged as an independent state and the strategic 
choices the governing Mpla made upon gaining independence. although 
these choices ultimately ensured regime survival, the country still faces co-
lossal domestic challenges while, internationally, its relevance within the 
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global political economy derives almost solely from its position as sub-sa-
haran africa’s second major oil exporter and an important diamond pro-
ducer. Yet, angola’s position within the global political economy provides it 
with important post-conflict opportunities on the world stage to continue 
using foreign policy as an important instrument to solve its domestic prob-
lems – now more developmental than military. undoubtedly, angola will 
require sustained international engagement as it overcomes the devastating 
effects of civil war. But within a crisis-prone international system, angola’s 
ability to place its own problems near the top of the international agenda 
will continue to be seriously challenged. The failure thus far to convince the 
world’s major players to convene a “donors’ conference” to help the angola 
government raise post-war reconstruction funds, is evidence that angola 
is no longer a main international preoccupation. such failures, however, 
will not deter angola’s aggressive pursuit of external partners to assist in 
post-conflict reconstruction because this process, if successful, is critical to 
achieve both broad national reconciliation and sustainable peace.

The domestic rationale for external engagement
angola’s current domestic condition and international position – a re-
source-rich poor country just emerging from a devastating civil war – is 
particularly regrettable since the country was expected to achieve a meas-
ure of international relevance when it achieved independence in 1975. That 
expectation was neither unfounded nor unrealistic given angola’s consider-
able natural resource endowment, including important deposits of oil and 
diamonds. unfortunately, such optimism was shattered in the process of 
decolonization. as mentioned earlier, decolonization in angola and else-
where in the portuguese empire was precipitated by the military coup in 
lisbon on 25 april 1974 which deposed the regime of Marcelo Caetano. The 
coup leaders – mostly mid-level military officers who opposed the old re-
gime’s colonial policies – sought to quickly end costly colonial wars. Thus, 
portugal placed its colonies on the fast track to political independence. 
sadly, angola’s decolonization process quickly degenerated into civil war 
as each of the three liberation movements attempted to grab power with 
the help of foreign allies: Zairian troops invaded angola from the north in 
support of fNla, south african troops invaded from the south in support 
of uNita while Mpla succeeded in seizing and maintaining control of 
the capital and installing itself in power with the help of Cuban troops. 
Given the Cold War context of the time and since the outcome of the an-
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golan conflict was expected to have significant geo-strategic implications 
for southern africa, angola also quickly became an important Cold War 
battleground. unsurprisingly, both the united states and the former soviet 
union intervened directly or indirectly in angola’s civil war.

although Mpla could count on direct soviet and Cuban military sup-
port to stay in power, the us was not willing to allow the new Marxist 
regime in angola to consolidate its rule. Nor was it willing to intervene 
directly. fortunately for Mpla, in the aftermath of the Vietnam deba-
cle the united states had developed an aversion to major foreign military 
interventions. This, however, did not prevent the us from pursuing desta-
bilization strategies – through its uNita surrogates – aimed at toppling 
the young Marxist-leninist regime. Thus, focusing solely on the regime’s 
ideological orientation provides incomplete explanations for post-colonial 
angola’s propensity for aggressive, even military, regional engagements. 
a fuller picture emerges when more pragmatic regime survival strategies 
are also taken into account. in other words, while the regime’s ideological 
background predisposed it to participate in the liberation wars against set-
tler minority rule in southern africa, these struggles were also regarded as 
being directly connected to the regime’s long-term survival. for the Mpla 
government, support for the liberation of Zimbabwe, Namibia, and south 
africa constituted an overt attempt to influence angola’s regional environ-
ment by supporting revolutionary change in neighbouring states – all at the 
time governed by settler regimes – that exhibited hostile intentions and/or 
provided support and sanctuary for uNita and fNla. There was also the 
additional pragmatic expectation that, once liberated, these neighbouring 
countries would provide the necessary military, economic, and diplomatic 
assistance to enable Mpla to solve its domestic problems – both military 
and developmental.

angola’s first president, agostinho Neto, can be credited with giving 
angola’s foreign policy its original pragmatism. He believed that the con-
solidation of the Mpla regime in angola could not be achieved with-
out ensuring the new state’s territorial security through the establishment 
of good relations with its neighbouring countries. some of these, notably 
south africa and Zaire, still exhibited hostile intentions and provided sup-
port and sanctuary for uNita and fNla. But Neto’s pragmatism was 
not generally endorsed within Mpla. angola’s arduous birth as a sover-
eign state had a profound and traumatic effect on the wider Mpla leader-
ship – with its various factions subscribing to different interpretations of 
the tragic events surrounding independence – that helped to cement their 
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views of the world as essentially inhospitable for would-be revolutionary 
states. for some Mpla leaders, events in angola – leading up to independ-
ence and beyond – could best be interpreted from a Cold War perspective.  
Thus, they perceived the actions of Zaire and south africa in the context 
of a much wider and sinister Western “imperialist” conspiracy to establish 
a form of neo-colonial domination in angola. Consequently, those who 
held this view argued for the establishment of very close relations with 
socialist countries, especially the former ussr and Cuba, to counter an-
gola’s neighbours’ alignment with the “imperialist” West. Neto had a more 
complex interpretation of the world and, therefore, did not fully endorse 
the ideological views propounded by some of his comrades. for him, the 
preservation of the nascent state’s territorial integrity ultimately depended 
on its ability to establish good relations with neighbouring states like Zaire 
and south africa, not necessarily change their regimes. Cold War dynam-
ics, important as they were at the time, could be properly managed through 
membership of global organizations like the uN, regional organizations 
like the organization of african unity (oau) and especially groupings 
like the Non-aligned Movement (NaM).

unlike some more doctrinaire members of the Mpla leadership, Neto 
wanted to limit the extent of angola’s cooperation with the ussr once the 
internal threat posed by uNita and fNla was brought under control 
through a combination of military efforts and political compromise. it is 
notable in this context that the first post-colonial Constitution included a 
clause prohibiting the establishment of foreign bases on angolan soil. ad-
ditionally, as a show of non-alignment but also as a pragmatic response to 
angola’s economic realities, the new post-colonial government maintained 
a friendly posture toward Western oil companies operating in the country. 
unfortunately for angola, much of this early pragmatism died with Neto 
in 1979. subsequently, attempts to make peace with Zaire and south africa 
were unsuccessful and these neighbouring countries continued to interfere 
in angola’s domestic affairs on the side of uNita, with devastating ef-
fects, until well into the 1990s.

Neto’s successor, José eduardo dos santos, quickly abandoned non-
alignment in favour of closer ties with the ussr and Cuba in an effort to 
find the means to handle a quickly deteriorating domestic situation. un-
like his predecessor, dos santos was prepared to give greater latitude to the 
soviets in determining the main guidelines of the new state’s domestic and 
foreign policy. previously frustrated with Neto’s flirtation with non-align-
ment, the ussr welcomed this new foreign policy orientation because an-
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gola provided an important base in southern africa from which to affect 
change during a period of great instability caused by both regional and 
Cold War dynamics.  The former ussr was particularly interested in influ-
encing events in south africa, the richest and most developed state in the 
subcontinent, and thus fulfilling its self-proclaimed role as the vanguard of 
third world liberation movements.

Cuba – despite its own serious domestic and international problems 
– also agreed to provide additional support to angola partly to further its 
own foreign policy objectives including, importantly, enhancing its claims 
to leadership within NaM (Macfarlane, 1992:87). However, given their 
own problems and limitations, neither the ussr nor Cuba could solve 
the Mpla’s domestic problems. in particular, they could not help solve 
angola’s economic problems nor prevent uNita from becoming a grow-
ing threat with Zairian, south african and american assistance. in fact, 
uNita acted as a south african proxy army. only the major global and 
regional changes that took place in the late 1980s and early 1990s – the end 
of the Cold War and the collapse of the minority regime in south africa 
– relegated uNita to irrelevance at the international and regional lev-
els, thus contributing to its eventual demise. Mpla could rightfully claim 
to have played a part in accelerating the collapse of the settler regimes in 
southern africa. However, by abandoning Neto’s pragmatic foreign policy, 
angola exposed itself to the devastating military wrath of both Zaire and 
south africa as well as, indirectly, that of the united states.

The regional environment

at independence, the new Mpla government could count on a single re-
gional ally: the people’s republic of Congo, a relatively small and weak 
state. on the other hand, it was literally surrounded by enemies. important 
regional actors – particularly south africa and Zaire – overtly supported 
Mpla’s main internal adversaries. The new angolan regime understood 
that its ability to establish a viable state depended, to a considerable degree, 
on its ability to help establish friendly regimes in both neighbouring states. 
Thus, for the next two decades the Mpla regime sought to achieve this 
objective by actively helping domestic opponents of unfriendly neighbours. 
in the end, angola achieved its foreign policy objectives, albeit at a devas-
tating cost.
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The wrath of apartheid

angola’s foreign policy toward apartheid south africa involved open 
and unconditional military and diplomatic support for both african Na-
tional Congress (aNC) and the south West africa peoples’ organization 
(sWapo). south africa’s response to this aggressive foreign policy by the 
new angolan state came in the form of the so-called “total strategy”, a set 
of policies aimed at ensuring the survival of the apartheid system through 
a combination of repression at home and aggression abroad. for the main 
proponents of the “total strategy”, aggression against south africa’s neigh-
bours was justified because they – not the apartheid regime’s failed policies 
– were seen as the main source of instability and conflict both inside south 
africa and in the region. in a desperate attempt to save itself, the apart-
heid regime used a variety of strategies to persuade neighbouring states to 
refrain from actively supporting the armed liberation struggles in south 
africa and Namibia. apartheid south africa also sought to ensure that no 
“communist power” gained a political or military foothold in the region. 
Given angola’s support for liberation struggles against settler regimes in 
the region and due to its condition as a key soviet client, the Mpla regime 
was regarded by the apartheid regime as a major and direct threat to its 
survival. to counter this perceived external threat, south africa further 
expanded its security and military apparatus to both suppress opposition at 
home and destabilize the region. as south africa’s principal enemy in the 
region – for being both sWapo’s main sanctuary and an important aNC 
base, for being uncompromisingly Marxist-leninist in its ideological ori-
entation, and for having significant economic potential – angola suffered 
the brunt of the apartheid regime’s total strategy.

south africa used two main instruments to threaten angola’s territo-
rial integrity. first, sadf carried out frequent and well-planned military 
invasions deep into angolan territory. This strategy resulted in tremendous 
devastation both in human lives lost and infrastructures destroyed. Be-
tween 1975 and 1988, south africa regularly mounted large-scale military 
invasions of angola. These invasions, carried out under the pretext of re-
sponding to increased sWapo attacks in northern Namibia from bases 
in southern angola, usually involved several sadf infantry battalions, 
paratrooper units, tank battalions, long-range artillery groups, and mili-
tary aircraft squadrons. The duration varied according to the real objective 
of the mission. Thus, for example, missions to destroy sWapo bases did 
not take as much time as fighting alongside uNita to prevent advances by 
angolan government troops.
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second, south africa transformed uNita into a proxy army for its 
regional destabilization policies. although virtually destroyed by Mpla 
and Cuban troops in 1975–6, uNita was reorganized into a significant 
military force by 1979. as a result, by the end of the 1970s – while Mpla 
government and Cuban troops were preoccupied with building massive 
defensive systems to deter south african military aggression – uNita’s 
operations were moving northward from its bases in angola’s southeast-
ern corner of kuando-kubango province into the country’s central pla-
teau. This was a significant movement for three reasons. first, this is a fer-
tile, densely populated region inhabited by the ovimbundo ethnic group 
– uNita’s traditional base of support. second, military actions effectively 
rendered the vital Benguela railway – one of the region’s major transporta-
tion links to the atlantic – inoperable. Third, uNita could use its new 
bases in the central highlands to initiate military operations farther north 
with the objective of disrupting both oil and diamond exploration – the 
main pillars of angola’s economy.

in combination, apartheid south africa’s twin strategies toward an-
gola – regular military invasions and support for uNita – convinced the 
angolan government that a regional settlement with south africa was in 
its best interest. Thus, belatedly reverting to Neto’s pragmatism, the ruling 
Mpla accepted the reagan administration’s policy of “linkage” tying the 
withdrawal of Cuban troops from angola with Namibia’s independence 
on the basis of uNsC resolution 435 (1978) of 29 september 1978. This 
resolution had reaffirmed “the legal responsibility of the united Nations 
over Namibia” and approved a uN secretary-General report containing 
a proposal for a settlement of the issue based on “the withdrawal of south 
africa’s illegal administration from Namibia and the transfer of power to 
the people of Namibia”. The resolution also established a united Nations 
transition assistance Group (uNtaG) with a mandate to “ensure the ear-
ly independence of Namibia through free elections under the supervision 
and control of the united Nations” (uNsC, 1978: paragraphs 1, 2, 3).

south africa also had important domestic reasons for accepting a ne-
gotiated regional settlement. in the early 1980s important planks in south 
africa’s own regime-survival strategy plans – like the setting up of “Bantus-
tans” aimed at resolving crippling political, economic and social problems 
– ran into successive dead-ends. likewise, the idea of creating a “constella-
tion of states” – the Bantustanization of the region – did not move much 
beyond the conceptual stage. Zimbabwe’s independence in 1980 under the 
leadership of robert Mugabe finally put an end to this idea.
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in sum, their respective sets of internal and external pressures led both 
angola and south africa to accept american diplomatic involvement to help 
pave the way for a settlement of the interconnected regional conflicts. The 
New York accord of 22 december 1988 was the culmination of this process. 
signed by angola, Cuba, and south africa, it provided for the removal of 
Cuban troops from angola in exchange for south african commitment to 
implement uNsC resolution 435 (1978) regarding independence for Na-
mibia. angola saw this accord as a major foreign policy victory inasmuch 
as it was expected to bring Mpla closer to finally achieving a measure of 
domestic security. specifically, the angolan regime believed that full im-
plementation of uNsC resolution 435 (1978) would bring two important 
benefits. first, it would remove the south african threat from its southern 
border. second, it would precipitate the collapse of uNita as a military 
threat by eliminating its main supply routes via Namibia. This overly opti-
mistic scenario partly explains Mpla’s refusal to accept a broader regional 
peace deal that would also have included a settlement of angola’s civil war. 
The angolan government believed that, without south african support, 
uNita would accept the terms of president dos santos’ “harmonization 
policy” that promised jobs and houses to rebels who laid down their arms. 
However, this calculation was unacceptable to the rebels because surrender 
at a time when they were relatively strong militarily would not guarantee 
political survival for uNita because, in the late 1980s, Mpla government 
still firmly adhered to the principles of one-party politics.

Consequently, the process leading to Namibia’s independence produced 
only partial rewards for angola. on the positive side, it marked the end of 
angola’s long suffering at the hands of south africa. However, it did not 
fundamentally alter angola’s security predicament because uNita still 
posed a major challenge even without south african support. The angolan 
rebels could still count on their other major regional ally – Mobutu’s Zaire 
– and were, therefore, able to continue their guerrilla war by shifting key 
logistical bases and areas of operation to the north, closer to the Zairian 
border.

Mobutu’s Zaire

like south africa’s, Zaire’s support of uNita was partly a response to 
angola’s aggressive regional foreign policy. angola’s foreign policy toward 
Zaire was driven by the ultimate desire to affect a change of regime in Za-
ire as a way to improve its own domestic security. Zaire’s ill-fated invasion 
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of angola in support of fNla’s attempt to seize power during angola’s 
haphazard decolonization process convinced the Mpla leadership that 
their post-colonial state-building project would be threatened for as long 
as Mobutu remained in power. This calculation explains, to a large degree, 
two decades of hostile relations between the two neighbours. even before 
consolidating its own regime in angola, the new Mpla government nearly 
succeeded in helping to topple Mobutu by allowing angola to be used as 
a staging area for two armed invasions of Zaire in 1977 and 1978. Both 
invasions were carried out by well-trained and well-equipped troops led by 
Moise tschombe. These troops had fought and lost a secessionist war for 
Zaire’s katanga province (now shaba) during that country’s own civil war 
and they were then allowed into angola by the portuguese authorities who 
were keen to use them in their anti-insurgency war against angolan na-
tionalist groups, including Mpla. When the colonial regime finally ended 
in angola, the katangan gendarmes switched allegiance to Mpla which 
used them effectively in the defence of luanda particularly against fNla/
Zairian forces. Now, Mpla – not keen on having a well-trained group it 
did not fully control within a new and weak state – was willing to send 
them back home and, in the process, attempt to affect a change of regime 
in Mobutu’s Zaire.

These invasions provided Mobutu and his Western allies with an added 
rationale for continuing intervention in angola. Mobutu’s allies – includ-
ing the us, france, Belgium and Morocco – promptly came to his rescue 
and quickly pushed the invading forces back to angola. in retrospect, al-
though the invasions of Zaire exposed Mobutu’s vulnerability, they also 
significantly and negatively affected angola for two decades. Within a Cold 
War context, angola’s actions – whether with or without Cuban and soviet 
consent or help – were seen as an attempt to expand the “soviet sphere of 
influence” into central africa. Consequently and predictably, the united 
states and its allies responded with massive military support for Mobutu. 
even more significant for angola, Western intelligence services accelerated 
efforts to provide training and weapons to uNita through Zaire. Thus in 
1978, a large number of uNita military officers were sent to Morocco for 
various types of military training while many more were trained in Zaire. 
also, most of the equipment used during the Western operation to rescue 
Mobutu and in subsequent joint military maneuvers was handed over to 
uNita. This Western-Zairian-uNita connection seriously weakened 
the new angolan state and constituted a major threat to its territorial secu-
rity, exactly the reverse outcome of what Mpla had originally intended.
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angola’s relations with Mobutu’s Zaire remained severely strained 
through the 1980s and much of the 1990s. in the late 1990s, however, af-
ter the end of the Cold War, Mobutu’s kleptocratic and undemocratic re-
gime became an embarrassing liability to its main international backers, 
especially the united states. Without external support and with mounting 
internal problems, Mobutu was toppled in May 1997. angola and several 
other states in the region, including rwanda and uganda, were instru-
mental in overthrowing Mobutu by providing direct military support to 
the forces led by laurent kabila. for angola, the overthrow of Mobutu’s 
regime had everything to do with domestic politics. finally, for the first 
time since independence, angola had a friendly government in Zaire, now 
renamed the democratic republic of Congo. angola’s tangible rewards 
would come in the form of the actions the new kabila regime was expected 
to take in denying uNita a vital route for the inflow of weapons and 
outflow of diamonds. equally important, the new kabila government was 
willing to allow the angolan armed forces to conduct military operations 
within the drC to destroy uNita bases in Congolese territory and pre-
vent fleeing uNita rebels from seeking refuge in the neighbouring coun-
try. This denying of vital routes for uNita contributed significantly to its 
demise as a military threat to Mpla. as far as angola’s domestic security 
was concerned, the last regional vestiges of the Cold War had disappeared. 
However, this did not lead to an immediate and substantial improvement 
in angola’s security situation. Mpla’s best efforts could not prevent uNi-
ta’s final mutation during the civil war – into a criminal insurgency that 
used angola’s natural resources, namely diamonds, to finance its war for 
another five years.

The limits of angola’s aggressive regional foreign policy

south africa’s withdrawal from angola in the late 1980s represented a hol-
low victory for the Mpla regime in the sense that it did not significantly 
alter the stalemate with uNita on the ground. as mentioned above, it 
also came at a time of major international changes that included the dis-
engagement by the former soviet union from international commitments 
due to its own internal crisis. in addition, this internal crisis in the former 
soviet union and its eventual disintegration affected Cuba, another major 
backer of the angolan government.

These profound changes at the international level forced angola to 
redouble diplomatic efforts towards solving pressing domestic problems 
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within continental frameworks. to this end, president dos santos invited 
several african heads of state – from Congo-Brazzaville, Gabon, Mozam-
bique, são tomé e príncipe, Zaire, Zambia, and Zimbabwe – to luanda 
on 16 May 1989 to discuss ways to end angola’s civil war. at the end of this 
summit the Mpla government accepted for the first time the notion that 
“national reconciliation” based on dialogue between the warring parties 
should be the basis for peace. as a direct result of this summit, dos santos 
and savimbi met for the first time on 22 June 1989 in Gbadolite, Zaire at a 
special summit of african heads of state convened by former Zairian presi-
dent Mobutu to help the warring sides initiate the much-need dialogue to 
end the civil war. Both dos santos and savimbi used the occasion to pub-
licly declare their mutual desire to end the conflict and begin the critical 
dialogue that would eventually lead to national reconciliation.

The Gbadolite summit’s apparent peace breakthrough, however, did not 
last. its participants – including the african heads of state – had different 
interpretations of what they had agreed upon. The summit’s final com-
muniqué stated that all the parties had reached agreement on three points, 
including a mutual desire to end the war and effect national reconciliation, 
proclamation of a cease-fire effective from 24 June 1989, and the estab-
lishment of a mixed uNita-Mpla commission under the mediation of 
president Mobutu to negotiate the political future of angola (rNa, 23 
June 1989). However, this directly contradicted former president Mousa 
traore’s version of events. traore, then acting oau president, claimed that 
the leaders gathered at Gbadolite had discussed and agreed on six points, 
namely, an end to armed opposition, security for savimbi and his follow-
ers, voluntary and temporary withdrawal of savimbi, granting of a post 
to savimbi, integration of uNita elements, and conditions for their in-
tegration (rtM, 23 June 1989). uNita categorically rejected the latter 
interpretation. The rebels’ version of events was closer to the more general 
statements expressed in the final communiqué and was corroborated by the 
summit’s host, president Mobutu, who asserted that the agreement includ-
ed “nothing about exile” for savimbi (The Washington Post, 25 June 1989, 
p.a21). amid diverging interpretations of what was pledged at Gbadolite, 
dos santos returned to luanda to plot his next diplomatic move. The Gba-
dolite fiasco had shown the limits of aggressive angolan diplomacy to end 
its civil war. in response to this diplomatic failure, the Mpla launched a 
major military offensive against one of uNita’s most important bases at 
Mavinga on 18 august 1989. again, this offensive ended in failure partly 
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due to prompt and effective american military assistance to the angolan 
rebels.

against the background of military conflict and public acrimony, and 
in an attempt to salvage some of the spirit of reconciliation displayed at 
Gbadolite, a follow-up summit of african leaders took place in Harare 
on 22 august 1989. savimbi was not invited to participate partly because 
president Mugabe, given his close relationship with the dos santos gov-
ernment, was not as willing as Mobutu to give the angolan rebel leader 
the benefit of the doubt and an important regional diplomatic stage. The 
Harare summit’s final communiqué revisited Gbadolite and asserted that 
three additional principles, previously undisclosed, had been agreed upon 
at the earlier summit: first, respect for the Constitution and laws of the 
people’s republic of angola; second, integration of uNita into existing 
Mpla institutions; and, third, acceptance of Jonas savimbi’s temporary 
and voluntary exile. as expected, savimbi rejected this outcome just as 
emphatically as he had rejected Gbadolite. again, angola’s best diplomatic 
efforts had failed to find a way to end the conflict.

The failures at Gbadolite and Harare constituted more than just diplo-
matic set-backs for the angolan regime. They also showed how difficult it 
was for african leaders to find solutions for african problems. By embrac-
ing Mpla’s approach to conflict resolution, african leaders could only fo-
cus on one facet of a complex situation. Thus, they failed to grasp the crux 
of the matter, i.e., that savimbi was not likely to abandon his lifelong quest 
for personal power and a dominant position for his party in angolan poli-
tics. any framework for peace that included the disintegration of uNita 
and exile for savimbi always had little chance of success. in fact, as later 
events would show – and as discussed above within the context of the fail-
ure of the Bicesse peace process – not even direct superpower involvement 
succeeded in persuading savimbi to change his position.

in the aftermath of the 1992 electoral fiasco, the Mpla regime was 
again forced to redouble its diplomatic efforts to withstand not only the 
post-electoral crisis but also a militarily reinvigorated uNita ready to ac-
complish with bullets what it had been unable to achieve with ballots. as 
a direct result of intense diplomacy by the angolan government, the in-
ternational community remained diplomatically engaged in the complex 
angolan situation even after uNita reignited the civil war. This continu-
ing engagement, not just the changing military situation on the ground, 
eventually persuaded uNita to return to the negotiating table in 1993. 
exploratory talks were held in addis ababa before peace talks resumed in 
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lusaka under uN mediation. after more than a year of negotiations both 
parties signed yet another power-sharing agreement, the lusaka protocol, 
whose main achievement was a power-sharing agreement whereby uNita 
was awarded four ministerial portfolios, seven junior ministerial positions, 
six ambassadorships, three provincial governorships, five deputy-governor-
ships, thirty district administrator positions, and thirty-five deputy district 
administrator positions.  

But having painfully learned on previous occasions that diplomacy alone 
was insufficient to achieve peace, government troops removed uNita from 
most of the areas it had captured in 1992 including the rebels’ headquarters 
at Huambo shortly before the signing of the lusaka protocol.

predictably, like all other previous attempts to bring peace to angola, 
the lusaka protocol failed to deliver peace. despite savimbi’s public em-
brace of dos santos in lusaka on 6 May 1995 and his promise to “cooper-
ate in the consolidation of peace”, he would never again return to luanda 
– not even to participate in a government of national reconciliation as 
stipulated by the lusaka agreement. instead, uNita continued to prevent 
the angolan government from extending state authority into rebel control-
led areas. exasperated by uNita’s intransigence, the angolan government 
adopted a two-pronged strategy to destroy the rebels once and for all. at 
the political level, the government announced that it no longer recognized 
savimbi as a legitimate interlocutor. instead, the Mpla government at-
tempted to implement the lusaka protocol in cooperation with a break-
away rebel faction, uNita-renovada, led by eugenio Manuvakola, the 
former uNita secretary-general who had signed the lusaka protocol on 
behalf of the rebels and then defected to luanda in 1997. at the military 
level, the government successfully evicted uNita from key strategic areas 
in the central plateau including, in october 1999, its military headquarters 
at Bailundo and andulo.

finally, after more than a quarter century of civil war, the Mpla gov-
ernment was on the verge of crushing its main domestic military threat. 
Having helped establish friendly regimes in the sub-region – Zimbabwe 
in 1980, Namibia in 1990, south africa in 1994, Zaire (now dr Congo) 
in 1997, and Congo-Brazzaville in 1998 – the angolan government could 
now dedicate all its efforts to eliminating its domestic military threat with 
the knowledge that the weakened rebels could find no sanctuary in neigh-
bouring countries to lick their wounds and regain their strength to fight 
another day.
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The international environment: from constraints  
to opportunities
independence for angola came at the height of the Cold War – a period 
when one of the united states’ major foreign policy goals was to contain 
the spread of communism around the world. angola, as a soviet and Cu-
ban client, could not avoid being targeted by the united states especially 
during the reagan years when the united states adopted a more militant 
and militarist foreign policy stance – beyond containment – to “roll back” 
communism around the world. angola would become a test case in this 
new american strategy that hinged on the creation and/or support of in-
surgent movements, like uNita in angola or the Contras in Nicaragua, to 
overthrow pro-soviet regimes.

initially, the new Mpla regime underestimated american commit-
ment to “roll back” communism. Thus, agostinho Neto attempted to navi-
gate the Cold War turbulence by adopting a non-aligned foreign policy 
discourse – even if, in practice, Mpla could not realistically hope to aban-
don the soviet embrace without threatening its very survival. angola’s non-
alignment did not find much receptivity, let alone support, in the united 
states. Washington continued to actively support the overthrow of the 
Mpla government even as american oil companies achieved dominance 
in the exploration of angola’s vast offshore fields. indeed, from independ-
ence until the end of the civil war, the Mpla government had to manage 
this peculiar american strategy toward angola – the primacy of economic 
interests coupled with american desire for stronger energy security dictated 
continuing engagement in angola’s oil sector while ideological interests 
induced the american government into actively supporting the overthrow 
of the Mpla government.

Neto believed that, ultimately, american economic and energy secu-
rity interests would prevail and lead to strong economic ties between the 
united states and angola. This, coupled with Mpla’s professed non-align-
ment was viewed by the angolan leadership as being sufficient to eventu-
ally change Washington’s posture toward angola. paradoxically, however, 
angola’s commitment to non-alignment depended on the united states’ 
willingness to reduce the pressure – via uNita – upon the regime. in 
the absence of a fundamental american policy shift in favour of normal 
relations with the Mpla government – including, at minimum, formal 
diplomatic recognition of the new angolan state – the regime’s survival 
could only be assured by stronger ties with Cuba and the former soviet 
union. This even closer relationship with its main international backers 
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entered a new era with Neto’s death in september 1979, less than four years 
after taking office. His successor, eduardo dos santos, a soviet trained 
petroleum engineer, quickly abandoned any pretence of non-alignment in 
favour of even closer ties with the former ussr and Cuba due to a quickly 
deteriorating domestic situation.

unlike his predecessor, dos santos was prepared to give greater latitude 
to angola’s soviet and Cuban allies in determining the main guidelines of 
the new state’s domestic and foreign policy. previously disappointed with 
Neto’s flirtation with non-alignment, the soviet leadership welcomed this 
new foreign policy orientation because angola provided an important base 
in southern africa from which to affect change during a period of great 
instability caused by both regional and Cold War dynamics. The former 
ussr was particularly interested in influencing events in south africa, the 
richest and most developed state in the subcontinent, as a way of fulfilling 
its self-proclaimed role as the vanguard of third world liberation move-
ments and, more strategically, to help set up friendly regimes throughout 
this strategically important region. dos santos also strengthened his gov-
ernment’s ties with Cuba which, as mentioned above, was all too willing to 
assist at various levels. However, as argued earlier, both the former ussr 
and Cuba were beset by their own set of domestic problems. Thus, they 
were not in a position to effectively help Mpla solve its domestic chal-
lenges. in particular, they could not help solve angola’s economic problems 
nor prevent uNita from becoming a growing threat with Zairian, south 
african and american assistance. america, in particular, had not yet sati-
ated its appetite for angola.

unlike the ussr, american interest and involvement in southern af-
rica predated the collapse of the portuguese colonial regime. The us, like 
other Western countries, had historically maintained a presence in south-
ern africa to safeguard its access to the region’s vast deposits of minerals. 
during the Cold War, the containment of the perceived soviet expansion-
ist threat in the region provided a new rationale for deeper involvement. 
However, the us’s involvement in post-colonial angola was bound to be 
problematic due to its intervention on the side of fNla and uNita dur-
ing the chaotic transition to independence. This was followed by the with-
holding of diplomatic recognition of the Mpla regime and continued sup-
port for uNita.  Consequently, us-angola relations during the civil war 
never moved past mutually beneficial commercial interests, notably with 
american companies’ exploration of the vast angolan oil fields. although 
this commercial relationship, initiated during the colonial period, contin-
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ued uninterrupted when the Mpla assumed power, the us preferred not 
to deal with the Mpla government at a political level – using diplomatic 
recognition as an enticing carrot – until democratic elections were held in 
angola. admittedly, the insistence on “free and fair” elections for angola 
was not simply driven by american belief that their Jeffersonian institu-
tions could be replicated in places like angola. More instrumentally, it 
was assumed in Washington that elections would bring an american ally 
– uNita – to power since this party’s main base of support was among the 
majority ovimbundu ethno-linguistic group.

Beginning in the early 1980s, partly as a result of its inability to force 
Mpla into holding elections, or at least enter into a power-sharing agree-
ment with uNita, the us under ronald reagan pursued a clear and 
unambiguous policy to overthrow the Mpla government. angola would 
become an important target of the “reagan doctrine” – a global campaign 
aimed at confronting the former soviet union and undermining its allies 
by, among other things, providing overt american support for anticommu-
nist guerrilla movements around the world. The reagan doctrine had an 
almost immediate impact on the angolan civil war since uNita became 
a major recipient of modern american weaponry, including sophisticated 
“stinger” anti-aircraft missiles that, for a period of time, upset the air su-
premacy enjoyed by the Mpla government.

This doctrine also further emboldened the apartheid regime into in-
tervening even more aggressively in angola on the side of uNita. Con-
sequently, all major military offensives mounted by the Mpla forces to 
dislodge the angolan rebels from their bases in southern angola ended in 
failure. for example, massive american and sadf assistance was crucial 
in saving uNita in 1988 from advancing Mpla and crack Cuban units 
during the battle for Cuito-Cuanavale, in what has been described as one 
of the fiercest conventional battles on african soil (Campbell, 1989:1).

The battle for Cuito-Cuanavale proved to Cuba and south africa – 
both small, sub-imperial interventionist states – that protracted military 
engagements would result in unbearable loss of lives.  Consequently, both 
countries accepted the inevitability of a negotiated framework for regional 
peace involving both the withdrawal of Cuban troops from angola and 
the implementation of uNsCr 435/78 regarding Namibia’s independence 
(Crocker, 1992:506–11). it can be argued, therefore, that the military stale-
mate on the ground hastened the cease-fire accord reached between the 
governments of angola, Cuba and south africa on 8 august 1988 and the 
historic agreement by these same governments on 22 december in New 
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York, providing for the phased withdrawal of 50,000 Cuban troops from 
angola over a period of twenty-seven months in return for the implementa-
tion of the uN plan for Namibia’s independence. Both accords marked the 
culmination of eight years of mediating efforts by the us and were herald-
ed as a major diplomatic coup for the reagan administration – proof that 
the “reagan doctrine” worked. The agreements eased Namibia’s transition 
to independence but did little to speed up the resolution of the civil war in 
angola itself, partly because they did not involve uNita.

on the surface, the New York accord was a major diplomatic coup for 
angola inasmuch as it removed the south african military threat from its 
southern border, through Namibia. Moreover, independence for Namibia 
would deny uNita vital supply routes in the south. in a wider regional 
context, this represented another important step in liberating southern af-
rica from settler minority rule, a development that was expected to pay 
immediate domestic security dividends for angola. But the accrual of these 
dividends would be delayed for more than a decade partly because of an 
important flaw in the New York accord. By excluding uNita, the New 
York accord did not accelerate the resolution of the civil war in angola be-
cause the perception of their marginalization forced the angolan rebels to 
rethink their military and political strategies as a way to ensure continuing 
relevance, if only temporarily. Thus, at the military level uNita moved a 
considerable portion of its operations away from its traditional bases in the 
southeast into the north and northeast. This placed uNita both closer to 
the Zairian border and in control of important diamond producing areas. 
By moving north uNita also hoped to achieve important political goals. 
for example, it could claim that its struggle against the regime was deeply 
implanted in most of the country’s provinces.

The failure to include uNita in the talks leading to the New York 
accord was a result of the angolan government’s paradoxical insistence 
on removing its own domestic issues from the wider regional peace proc-
ess. oddly, this occurred while, given the interconnectedness between its 
domestic security predicament and the wider regional dynamics, angola’s 
foreign policy was geared to ensure the survival of the regime by changing 
its regional environment issues. in any event, the negotiations were con-
ducted along two tracks. track i involved negotiations regarding the re-
moval of Cuban troops from angola in return for south african withdraw-
al from Namibia, paving the way for its independence. track ii entailed 
consultations aimed at achieving national reconciliation between Mpla 
and uNita. Both tracks were supposed to be pursued simultaneously. 
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However, since the parties to the negotiations had previously agreed that 
the question of national reconciliation for angola was an internal matter, 
no pressure was put on either the Mpla government or uNita to set-
tle their differences within the framework of the negotiations. Therefore, 
track ii led to a dead-end because, at the time, the angolan government 
was not prepared to end the war through political means as this would 
have required negotiating a comprehensive power-sharing framework with 
uNita. for the Mpla government, negotiations with uNita were still 
contrary to its guiding principles. as president dos santos explained at the 
time, “the angolan state is a one-party state and so the acceptance of such a 
political organization [uNita] is out of the question” (reuters, 1 october 
1988). instead, he suggested that his government would seek “national har-
monization” – through a policy of clemency and reintegration of uNita 
members into angolan society – that would eventually lead to the end of 
the civil war. dos santos argued that “the idea is to bring all angolans 
together under the same anthem and flag, under the same state” (reuters, 
1 october 1988). This position was based on the view that uNita did not 
constitute a legitimate political force because it was armed and financed by 
outside forces.

dos santos and his government were planning to address the possibil-
ity of ending the civil war only after uNita was sufficiently weakened 
through the disengagement of south africa through the signing of a re-
gional peace accord. Thus angola’s main diplomatic efforts after the sign-
ing of the New York accord were directed toward ensuring that it was fully 
implemented. The Mpla government believed that even without direct 
military support from Cuba its armed forces could crush the rebels once 
south africa withdrew from Namibia through a combination of politi-
cal and military operations. This approach to internal conflict resolution 
seriously underestimated uNita’s military strengths and resourcefulness. 
indeed, the Mpla government’s efforts to isolate uNita diplomatically 
while attempting to crush it militarily did not succeed within the optimis-
tic timeframe it had envisaged mainly because south africa’s role as uNi-
ta’s main backer was simply taken over by the united states which used 
Mobutu’s Zaire to channel help to the angolan rebels. 

unable to settle the civil war militarily, and given the mounting in-
ternational pressures associated with the collapse of communism and the 
end of the Cold War, eventually both Mpla and uNita accepted an 
externally-imposed framework for peace. This greater inclination to accept 
international involvement occurred at a time when the us and the former 
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ussr were developing a warmer post-Cold War relationship that involved 
attempts to settle all major contentious issues that confronted them. for 
both global powers at the end of the Cold War, angola provided a good 
opportunity to remove an important festering irritant in their bilateral rela-
tions. to this end, the superpowers signalled to both Mpla and uNita 
that major diplomatic rewards would be forthcoming with the successful 
completion of a peace process in angola. for example, the american gov-
ernment promised diplomatic recognition once free and democratic elec-
tions were held. another positive external factor was portugal’s willingness 
to become involved again in helping its former colony settle the turmoil 
that followed independence.

on 25 april 1990, the angolan government announced that it would 
enter into direct talks with uNita. The two major powers, along with 
portugal, actively participated in the peace negotiations and went as far as 
formulating the main documents for negotiations between the two rivals. 
These documents covered five basic political principles and technical-mili-
tary issues: first, angola would become a democratic and multi-party na-
tion; second, the international community would guarantee a cease-fire; 
third, there would be free and fair elections in angola, verified by the inter-
national community; fourth, the signing of a cease-fire would be preceded 
by an accord on the date for free and fair elections; and fifth, all military 
assistance from abroad would stop once a cease-fire accord was signed.

These principles formed the basis for the Bicesse peace accord signed 
in portugal, on 31 May 1991 by angolan president dos santos and former 
uNita leader Jonas savimbi. in principle, this peace accord appeared sol-
id. Yet, much like the ones before, the Bicesse accord was doomed from the 
beginning because uNita perceived it as another Mpla ploy to prolong 
its hold on power. in other words, at that time, there was little good will 
at the domestic political level to support a lasting settlement of the civil 
war. although both the Mpla government and uNita participated in 
the implementation of the Bicesse accord, it amounted to no more than a 
tragic exercise in make-believe intended to satisfy the demands of the inter-
national community, particularly the united states. predictably, once the 
internationally supervised process resulted in uNita’s defeat at the polls, 
savimbi removed his generals from the embryonic unified army and sent 
them back to war. tragically for angola, the international community – es-
pecially the uN and the guarantors of the peace process (us, the former 
ussr, and portugal) – could not prevent a renewal of the conflict.
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in sum, the domestic, regional, and international environments severely 
restricted angola’s foreign policy options during the 1970s and 1980s. in 
the 1990s, however, important changes at the international and regional 
levels – brought about by the end of the Cold War and the dismantling of 
the apartheid regime in south africa – were expected to improve angola’s 
foreign policy environment. angola attempted to reap important dividends 
by taking advantage of new, more favourable, regional and international 
environments to redirect its foreign policy toward enhancing the regime’s 
ability to achieve and sustain domestic peace and security. This objective, 
however, was delayed for a decade until the civil war ended after the death 
of rebel leader Jonas savimbi.

post-conflict diplomatic challenges
Having achieved its key objective – regime survival through the elimination 
of its main domestic threat partly by helping to create a favourable regional 
environment – the angolan state must now reassess its priorities away from 
its single-minded focus on regime survival. With peace in angola – except 
for the simmering conflict in the Cabinda enclave – a new, more inclu-
sive foreign policy framework is urgently needed. This framework must 
be based on a redefinition of what constitutes the angolan state’s broader 
national interest. Thus far, the governing Mpla has cleverly defined party 
interest as national interest. in other words, what is good for the party is 
good for the nation. But such a framework is highly exclusive in the sense 
that it restricts foreign policy inputs to selected segments of society. Not 
incidentally, these are the groups at whose behest national foreign policy 
is conducted and who most benefit from state policies – both foreign and 
domestic.

a redefined national interest must go far beyond the governing party’s 
traditional interest – regime security – toward broader human security. 
The focus on human security would force the angolan government to deal 
with not only such issues pertaining to the adversities caused by the armed 
conflict – demilitarization of society, full reintegration of displaced per-
sons, de-mining and so on – but also non-military issues that threaten the 
survival and dignity of citizens. This latter set of issues involves insecuri-
ties caused by poverty, infectious diseases, human rights violations, and 
all types of inequalities and vulnerabilities resulting from a grossly uneven 
distribution of wealth and power. dealing with both sets of issues is crucial 
for achieving sustainable peace and development.
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to successfully tackle these challenges as well as others yet unforeseen 
that will likely arise in the long and difficult struggle for national reconcili-
ation and reconstruction, there is a pressing need for fundamental transfor-
mations at the state level – particularly in terms of democratic governance 
and transparent management of the country’s revenues accrued especially 
from the sale of natural resources like oil and diamonds. in other words, a 
pseudo-democratic kleptocracy must undergo fundamental reform at the 
state level while, simultaneously, seeking to develop strong relationships 
with key global players – especially the us, but also the eu – to help sus-
tain the peace and facilitate the commencement of a development process 
that has been delayed by almost three decades of civil war and mismanage-
ment. in the final analysis, then, internal conditions in angola will con-
tinue to have a major impact on how its engagements with the world are 
pursued. Now, strategic and governance issues – not ideology – will guide 
this engagement.

Angola: The West’s new best friend in Africa?

The relationship with the us, in particular, cannot be expected to indefi-
nitely hinge on oil alone. admittedly, as mentioned before, oil has been a 
critical element in the complex relationship between the us and angola. 
Currently, angola accounts for five per cent of us global oil imports – a 
level greater than american oil imports from kuwait and which is expect-
ed to double over the next ten years. Thus, angola’s relevance to the us 
is assured because it can make an important non-opeC contribution to 
american energy security at a time when the us is actively diversifying its 
sources of energy supplies away from the volatile Middle east region. But 
the us is well aware that, as history has shown in iran and more recently 
in the Gulf states, tying us foreign policy too closely to an illiberal regime 
holds obvious negative ramifications for american interests. Therefore, to 
avoid repeating the mistakes clearly evident in its Middle east foreign pol-
icy, the us can be expected to pursue a wider set of complementary policy 
goals – away from a singular focus on energy security – to foster the condi-
tions that will ensure continued access to a ‘friendly’ source of oil. in other 
words, the nurturing of a stable, democratic, transparent, and accountable 
government as well as a healthy civil society will go hand-in-hand with 
greater investment in the oil sectors of countries like angola.

The us is already making efforts – albeit low-key and overly cautious 
– to develop a comprehensive approach to angola that would promote a 
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post-conflict reconstruction based upon democratic values of good gov-
ernance. This reflects a pragmatic understanding that a solid base for a 
successful us-angolan partnership must move beyond a convergence of 
transnational petro-elite interests. it must also engage those sectors of an-
golan civil society most interested in creating a flourishing democracy and 
market economy. in the absence of such engagement, the us will be jus-
tifiably regarded as a supporter of a corrupt regime and could run the risk 
of replicating the foreign policy failures that have regularly come back to 
haunt it in the Middle east.

specifically, in the short run, american foreign policy toward angola 
must involve a more active engagement in key critical issue areas of govern-
ance even if, as can be expected, this generates some discomfort among the 
governing elites. While continuing and strengthening its presence in an-
gola’s growing oil sector, american foreign policy must recognise that this 
involvement – although critical for the long-term survival of those elites 
– alienates and embitters the majority of angolans who, by and large, re-
main as peripheral participants in angola’s political economy and, conse-
quently, do not have access to the country’s oil wealth. However important 
angolan oil may be for american security interests, a broader, longer-term 
perspective is critical lest the united states be regarded as a partner in cor-
ruption and, as such, an enemy of the angolan people. as many examples 
around the world attest, highly corrupt regimes often engender populist 
movements. for the us, therefore, it would not be in its long-term national 
security interests to be identified with the angolan regime’s corruption. a 
more pragmatic american foreign policy toward angola must, therefore, 
include a visible governance component. Through direct or indirect action, 
the united states must avoid the development of a generalized perception 
in the minds of average angolans that it is simply interested in angola’s 
oil, regardless of the angolan people’s misery. in other words, the united 
states must develop a more overt political component to its foreign policy 
toward angola to complement the well-established economic motive. This 
will ensure long-term sustainability for this important relationship.

other Western countries – including france, portugal, and the uk 
– also have important economic interests in angola’s oil sector. Thus, oil 
diplomacy will remain important in their interaction with angola. But 
Western interaction with angola will continue to encounter some very 
rough patches as some governments – especially in europe – respond to 
their domestic civil society constituencies’ demands to refrain from doing 
business as usual with a country like angola that, according to transpar-
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ency international, is one of the most corrupt in the world. prodded by 
important elements of their civil societies, some european governments are 
increasingly more willing to place human rights, transparency, and govern-
ance concerns at the centre of their relationships with third world countries 
– especially those resource-rich states like angola that could better look 
after the needs of the populations they govern through improved manage-
ment of resources. Thus, unsurprisingly, those governments have respond-
ed with a lessened sense of urgency to calls for post-conflict development 
aid – e.g. a “donors’ conference” – coming from angola because the ruling 
elite’s looted wealth could fund a comprehensive reconstruction effort. The 
angolan government can, therefore, expect continued pressure by Western 
governments to clean up its corruption now that the war is over and the 
regime is no longer distracted by urgent existential issues. similar pressures 
can also be expected in angola’s interactions with the ifis.

Angola and the IFIs: Prospects for effective engagement

Notwithstanding the efforts by important segments of Western civil society 
to force their governments to take a more forceful position vis-a-vis angola 
with a view to ammeliorate its governance system, Western governments 
are more likely to succeed by exerting such pressure more indirectly via, 
for example, the ifis. unlike multinational oil companies, the power re-
lationships between angola and the ifis are such that the latter cannot be 
easily bullied. to put it bluntly, angola needs to make a concerted effort to 
develop a better relationship with both the iMf and the World Bank as it 
attempts to restructure its shattered economy to face the enormous tasks of 
post-conflict reconstruction. The relationship with the iMf is particularly 
important because it could enable angola to secure long-term financing 
from the fund instead of continuing to rely on expensive short-term loans 
for its financial needs. angola’s relations with these institutions – perhaps 
more so than any other set of foreign relations – are of critical importance as 
its undertakes to implement post-conflict reconstruction programmes. But 
the relationship between angola and the ifis will not be unproblematical 
because of these institutions’ propensity for probing deeply into sensitive 
financial and governance issues and the rigidity of their prescriptions.

for the ifis, a major challenge will revolve around finding ways to help 
the angolan regime appreciate – and find the means to overcome – the 
corrosive effects of corruption on the economy and society as a whole. spe-
cifically, this will involve finding the right mix of carrots and sticks to in-
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duce angola to direct its considerable oil revenues strictly toward national 
development purposes and not use them for the personal enrichment of 
the governing elites. as mentioned earlier, oil is currently – and will be 
for several decades – the cornerstone of angola’s economy. in and of itself, 
this is a very problematic situation given the country’s enormous potential 
in various other non-oil sectors. But even more alarming, however, is the 
fact that a considerable portion of oil revenues does not fund the country’s 
development needs – it simply disappears into a “Bermuda triangle” com-
prising the state oil company soNaNGol, the president’s office, and the 
central bank. in 2003, more than $900m disappeared in this triangle. ac-
cording to the iMf, at least $4 billion had disappeared in the previous five 
years as the civil war was winding down.

No longer militarily at war with itself, angola can now move ahead 
more firmly with the development tasks of reconstructing the economy, 
restoring financial stability, re-establishing market structures with the ob-
jective of reducing widespread poverty and, ultimately, create the enabling 
conditions to ensure that all citizens have the opportunity to achieve their 
individual socio-economic goals. This, however, will require both politi-
cal will and technical expertise. No longer at risk, the regime may finally 
muster the political will to improve governance and trasparency. However, 
the lack of expertise that still plagues a country emerging from decades 
of civil war preceded by centuries of colonialism, will require sustained 
international engagement both for peace consolidation and economic 
development.

international engagement through the ifis can help angola implement 
key basic policies that would, over time, lead to greater transparency and 
accountability. for example, a truly autonomous central bank – free from 
political interference and with a clear mandate to design and implement 
policies to facilitate rapid economic growth – is an immediate necessity. 
similarly, the national oil company must be both autonomous and trans-
parent – shielded from political interference, regularly audited by reputable 
international firms, and legally compelled to publish all of its financial in-
formation – to ensure that it serves the broader national interest, not the 
interests of the governing party or the presidency. This is especially critical 
as oil production is expected to double and reach about 2 million barrels 
a day within 5 years. Without immediate efforts to fundamentally change 
the oil-power nexus – i.e. how oil wealth increases the power of the minor-
ity to the detriment of the majority – the doubling of oil production may 
lead to even greater corruption and structural violence.



External Dimensions of Positive Peace

231

The average angolan citizen may, therefore, welcome this international 
involvement if it leads to better governance, especially as far as the manage-
ment of public funds is concerned. But, as is apparent in other countries in 
africa and around the world that experienced this type of international in-
volvement, the implementation of the ifis’ prescriptions is not a guarantee 
of success in changing the structure and functioning of highly debilitated 
political and economic systems. different patients have responded differ-
ently to the ifis’ medicine. in some cases, the implementation of structural 
adjustment programmes had profound negative effects on vulnerable seg-
ments of society like the urban underclasses, children, women, and the 
elderly. in other words, in attempting to get back in the ifis’ good graces 
by being a “good pupil”, angola may replicate the experiences of countries 
where structural adjustment programmes enhanced the economic dispari-
ties between the haves and the have-nots.

recent bilateral discussions between angola and the ifis, perhaps the 
most significant both in terms of content as well as context since angola 
joined the iMf and the World Bank in 1989, have focused on four key 
issues: first and foremost, they dealt with governance, transparency and 
accountability issues; second, short-term macroeconomic outlook and poli-
cies; third, poverty reduction strategy; and, fourth, structural reform (iMf 
2003. see also World Bank 2003). Not unexpectedly, regarding the key 
issues of governance, transparency and accountability, the critical aspect 
of how best to manage angola’s oil revenues rose to the top of the agenda 
with the ifis emphasizing the need to take appropriate measures to ensure 
that oil operations are managed in a transparent manner. in particular, tax 
payments by all the players involved in the oil sector – both domestic and 
international – must come under proper fiscal control. as far as the key 
domestic player in the oil sector is concerned, the ifis would like to see 
soNaNGol adhere to international accounting standards. The ensuing 
regular reporting and auditing of its operations would go a long way to 
ensure transparency, reduce its exposure to the rapacity of the elites, and 
enable its revenues to become an important base for overall sound macr-
oeconomic management of the economy. a related topic concerns the im-
portance of a unified budget. in this regard, the government stressed that, 
for the first time, its 2003 budget would include the quasi-fiscal operations 
of soNaNGol as well as other government operations – particularly the 
provision of goods and services to the military – that thitherto had been 
conducted outside the regular budgetary norms. as far as transparency and 
accountability are concerned, this is a major improvement because these 
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areas provided the greatest opportunities for non-transparent activities 
leading to the personal enrichment of many members of the governing 
elite. The “signature bonuses” given by multinational oil companies upon 
being granted oil exploration rights – often amounting to several hundred 
million dollars per year – were not, as a rule, included in the budget. an-
other favourite scheme for elite enrichment during the war involved opaque 
military procurement practices that included large kickbacks for groups of 
individuals responsible for purchasing weapons. a thorough cleansing of 
the budgetary process can, therefore, result in a considerable amount of 
funds being injected into the government coffers to be used for develop-
ment efforts.

on the second issue – short-term macroeconomic outlook and policies 
– the picture is dominated by the government’s sizeable fiscal deficit and 
very high inflation. in 2003, the fiscal deficit represented 8.9 per cent of 
Gdp. in addition, the accumulation of external debt arrears represented 
1 per cent of Gdp. This situation forces the government to rely on costly 
commercial loans. ammortization payments on those loans total $1.2 bil-
lion or 9.3 per cent of Gdp (http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/cat/longres.
cfm?sk=16871.0, p. 13). inflation continues to be a major problem – perenni-
ally at the three-digit level – that continues to seriously threaten the pros-
pects for economic recovery. The government hopes of bringing it down 
to just below the two-digit level, although commendable, may ultimately 
prove insufficient for the long-term health prospects of the economy. if 
the involvement of the ifis elsewhere in the world is any indication, more 
drastic measures to fight inflation will be sought for angola. But, for the 
government, this would be a risky course of action because tightening 
monetary policy could have adverse political consequences. for example, 
extra-budgetary activities – the critical lubricant of the system – would no 
longer be tolerable. More generally, it is not clear that a tight monetary 
policy would be appropriate for a country in need of almost entirely re-
building itself after a devastating civil war. indeed, most angolans who are 
set to initiate the process of rebuilding their lives by becoming economic 
actors would understandably expect their government to make the nec-
essary funds available cheaply and generously – especially given popular 
misperceptions about their country’s wealth.

poverty reduction is the third focus area for the ifis in angola where 
the vast majority of the population live in absolute poverty, i.e. survive on 
less than us$1 a day. But the more sensitive and equally problematic issue 
of relative poverty must also be addressed. as mentioned before, while the 
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war led to the immiseration of most angolans, it also provided opportuni-
ties for the ruling elite to accumulate fabulous wealth that is now flount-
ed in many ways, including access to excessive food as well as luxurious 
housing and transportation at home in addition to education and health 
care abroad. unchecked, this relative poverty gap will seriously undermine 
whatever base of legitimate governance the elites currently claim and lead 
to a new mutation of violence – back to more overt infliction of physical 
hurt upon individuals and property – as a way of redressing structural vio-
lence.

The reduction of both absolute and relative poverty can be best achieved 
through a wide-ranging structural reform of the economy, the fourth key 
area where the ifis would like to see continuing improvements. The end 
of the civil war provides angola with its first post-colonial opportunity to 
diversify its economy away from its current dependence on oil – even as 
the oil sector, by doubling its current production – continues to serve as 
the key economic base. However, this diversification must be designed to 
ensure the creation of opportunities for all citizens to participate in and 
benefit from revenue-generating economic activities. This, alas, is not as 
straightforward as it may seem given the elites’ propensity to monopolize 
most wealth-producing activities. unless this approach to state building 
undergoes a fundamental transformation, angola will resemble other re-
source-rich african countries with a profoundly skewed wealth distribu-
tion system with all the adverse effects that such a situation produces.

The context within which angola-ifi discussions have taken place 
highlights the unique opportunities and challenges facing angola. for the 
first time since independence, regime survival is not an issue: the war’s end 
removed all immediate and direct threats to the governing party. in a very 
real sense, angola now has the opportunity to recapture the promise of 
building a good society in a post-colonial state – a realistic prospect given 
its wealth in human and natural resources. The war’s end will also force 
the government to accept greater accountability because it removed the 
government’s most convenient excuse for many of its setbacks. dauntingly, 
however, the war’s end exposed the magnitude of the challenges ahead as 
angola attempts to overcome past ills and work toward creating a citizen-
friendly state. No viable state can be built upon a base so seriously corroded 
by poverty and so viciously besieged by structural violence. The degree to 
which angola can fully seize this window of opportunity will also deter-
mine future lending from the ifis. But ifi lending can be counterproduc-
tive if it simply results in alleviating the government’s multiple pressures 
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while neglecting the more pressing needs of the wider society. in other 
words, unless ifi involvement at minimum results in creating the condi-
tions for a transparent management of public resources, it will not signifi-
cantly help the average citizen. indeed, it may contribute to the perpetua-
tion of structural violence that has already taken root in angola.

ultimately, the “one size fits all” approach to reform prescribed by the 
iMf and embraced by the Mpla regime will not result in a restructuring 
of economic activity in a way that improves the average citizen’s opportuni-
ties for a better life. indeed, they may lead to increasing structural violence. 
a more sustainable approach to economic development must involve a con-
certed effort to overcome one of the key aspects of the colonial economy 
– the heavy dependence on one or a handful of commodities like oil and 
diamonds. These commodities will produce a windfall for angola only to 
the extent to which the revenues accrued from their exploration contribute 
to the development of human resources and the expansion of other eco-
nomic sectors. Current approaches to development will only succeed in ac-
celerating the expansion of the gap that separates the grotesquely rich and 
the impoverished masses. Given the potential for conflict associated with 
already existing societal fault lines – including ethnicity and race – popular 
perceptions concerning the elites’ pauperization of the masses will continue 
to fuel instability  and possibly conflict into the future.

post-conflict opportunities
in september 2002, the government approved yet another typically ambi-
tious economic programme for 2003-04. This new sap aims to “consoli-
date the peace, achieve macroeconomic stability, improve service delivery, 
rehabilitate economic infrastructure, extend state administration across the 
nation, promote economic growth in the non-oil sectors, and create the 
conditions for new general elections” (http://www.worldbank.com/ao/re-
ports/2003_angola_tss.pdf, p.12). But the same report also gives a glimpse 
of angola’s many challenges. it says, bluntly, that:

The macroeconomic situation in Angola continues to be extremely fragile and 
preliminary data indicate that the 2002 fiscal results were poor. Annual infla-
tion, due to rapid increases in the monetary base and the velocity of money, 
largely fueled by fiscal laxity, was 106 per cent in December 2002. Oil revenues 
as reported by the government showed a decline as a share of GDP, but they 
may have been underestimated. Domestic payment arrears accumulated fur-
ther, to about 2 per cent of GDP. The fiscal deficit for 2002 on an accrual basis 
exceeded 8 per cent of GDP, which was more than double the 2001 deficit and 
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also interrupted a trend-decline in overall fiscal deficits that started in 1999. In 
addition, financing of the deficit depleted Angola’s offshore oil-bonus account, 
necessitated expensive international borrowing, and resulted in a large expan-
sion of central bank credit to the government and a corresponding depletion of 
gross international reserves (these are now equivalent to one month of imports, 
the lowest level in a decade) (p.12). 

in other words, colossal challenges lie ahead for angola.
However daunting the current challenges may seem, angola can still 

fulfil its enormous economic potential and provide its citizens with ample 
opportunities to achieve the good life – however they may define it. its 
considerable oil and diamond resources can provide an important base for 
(re)launching the economy, especially in terms of reviving critical sectors 
like agriculture, industry, and fisheries. The fulfilment of this potential, 
however, will remain dependent on the country’s ability to meet and over-
come two key sets of challenges. The first set of challenges revolves around 
the critical – albeit more general – issues of transparency and accountability 
that will eventually determine the type of society angola will become: open 
and vibrant or chronically debilitated by the corrosive effects of corruption. 
Thus, in the short run angola will have to develop the institutional frame-
work – grounded on a strong and independent judiciary – to improve its 
system of governance, particularly in terms of transparency. in addition, it 
must drastically improve overall productive efficiency by creating a system 
of social and economic rewards that promotes the development of good 
practices, ideas and, ultimately, innovation. angola must also begin the 
more long-term process of creating a culture where all citizens – regardless 
of their position in society – are held accountable for their actions, particu-
larly as far as the management of public resources is concerned.

The second set of challenges involves completing both the political and 
economic transitions that an open society requires. at the political level, 
the process of establishing a truly democratic regime is far from complete. 
indeed, after winning the civil war, the governing Mpla is set to establish 
itself as a hegemonic political force willing to continue blurring the line 
between party and state. This dominant position will allow the governing 
party to use co-optation, if not coercion, to remain unchallenged for the 
foreseeable future – a quasi-one-party system where political opposition is 
tolerated simply for its usefulness in legitimizing the pseudo-democratic 
credentials of the party in power. a healthier political system would involve 
equally powerful opposing forces capable of governing from time to time.



Assis Malaquias

236

similarly, the economic transition from central planning to a free mar-
ket economy remains to be completed. for example, key economic insti-
tutions like the central bank remain within the political grip of the gov-
erning party and its operations in the wider interests of society are often 
hampered by partisan political expediency. political expediency has also 
thus far prevented the removal of the regulatory framework – i.e. red tape 
inherited from colonialism and the era of central planning – that severely 
constrains economic activities. The overall economic situation will also be 
greatly improved if the governing party is finally able to take advantage of 
the important contextual changes at the domestic level to design a sound 
macroeconomic management programme and find the political will to 
fully implement it. 

at the economic level, angola must finally take steps to use the dy-
namic and expanding oil sector to revive the moribund non-oil sectors. 
in particular, in a country richly endowed with an abundance of fertile 
lands, resuscitating the agricultural sector should be a top priority not only 
because of its employment generating potential but also to diminish the 
country’s dependency on food imports. reviving the agricultural sector is 
also of critical importance to reduce rural poverty. But to reduce rural pov-
erty and revive angola’s agricultural sector the issue of land redistribution 
must rise toward the top of the country’s post-conflict priorities.

How angola chooses to prioritize its many post-conflict challenges will 
depend on the pressures, both internal and external, imposed upon the gov-
ernment. at the internal level, with the opposition still licking its wounds 
and civil society vulnerable to cooptation, the government can expect weak 
pressures. also importantly, the government is likely to withstand external 
pressures to clean up its act partly due to its growing relationship with 
China.

The Chinese alternative

The angola government has aggressively sought international assistance 
to rebuild its devastated country. However, Western governments and 
ifis have not responded with the enthusiasm angola originally expected. 
in fact, thus far, angola has been unable to convince Western countries 
to hold a donors’ conference where funds to finance post-conflict recon-
struction could be sought. This has forced angola to look elsewhere in 
search of external partners. China has emerged as angola’s best alternative 
to Western assistance. a growing global economic powerhouse, China is 
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positioned to become angola’s largest trading partner. angola is already 
China’s second largest trade partner in africa and, after saudi arabia, is 
China’s second-largest supplier of oil. The trade volume between the two 
countries reached 4.9 billion us dollars in 2005 and is expected to grow 
at a rapid pace. China is particularly interested in having access to ango-
la’s proven deposits of 10 billion barrels of oil to satisfy its own growing 
thirst for energy. There are, therefore, important complementarities to be 
exploited: China is in a position to supply angola with much needed indus-
trial goods and technical assistance while angola can supply China with 
increasing quantities of oil.

unlike Western interests which have scrambled for angola’s oil through 
production-sharing agreements, China is using soft loans to ensure access 
to this critical commodity. for example, in March 2004 China’s eximbank 
provided angola with a $2 billion loan toward post-conflict reconstruction 
in return for 10,000 barrels of oil a day. The terms of the loan – 1.5 per cent 
over 17 years followed by an additional 5-year grace period – are particularly 
generous and suggest that China’s goals are more long-term and strate-
gic than short-term and commercial. for angola, these loans enabled it to 
avoid dealing with the ifis’ demands for greater financial transparency and 
accountability as conditions for the provision of fresh loans. it also enables 
the country to urgently focus on the rebuilding of its devastated infrastruc-
tures – including power grids, water networks, roads, bridges and railways 
– without which the country’s long-delayed development potential cannot 
be realized. 

in many respects, China is making up for its initial miscalculations in-
cluding the withholding of diplomatic recognition for eight years after an-
gola became independent. China’s long hesitation partly reflected its early 
support for the two nationalist movements – fNla and uNita – that 
lost the pre-independence power struggle and subsequent civil war to the 
governing Mpla. it also indicated its disapproval of the Mpla regime’s 
tight relationship with the former ussr – China’s then communist rival. 
Now, for many members of the Mpla regime, China represents a model 
of pragmatism that must be emulated as angola attempts to undertake its 
own colossal transformation from an impoverished war-debilitated country 
with enormous economic potential to a regional market-driven economic 
powerhouse. 



Conclusion

even by post-colonial african standards, angola’s recent history has been 
disappointing. This country was once justifiably expected to become an 
important regional political and economic player due to its rich endow-
ment of natural resources. However, a combination of war and corruption 
have turned angola into a problematic state where citizens must survive 
in miserable conditions while their leaders appropriate vast sums of public 
funds for their personal use. for most of its post-colonial history, angola 
was a double-hostage caught between a criminal state that impoverished 
and battered the people in whose name it claimed to govern and a criminal 
insurgency with corresponding disregard for the people in whose name it 
claimed to fight. With the demise of the criminal insurgency, angola has 
a unique opportunity to achieve peace. in important ways it represents 
an opportunity for the rebirth of a battered country, a chance for an en-
tire generation to recapture its youthful optimism and attempt to realize 
postponed dreams. But these dreams – even basic aspirations like human 
security – are unlikely to come true any time soon due to the improb-
ability that most angolans will successfully extricate themselves from the 
second hostage condition Having won the war, the governing Mpla is 
set to remain in power for the foreseeable future while uNita licks its 
wounds and the other opposition parties reinvent themselves. Given the 
lack of credible political alternatives, Mpla is unlikely to fundamentally 
disassemble the very structures that have kept it in power regardless of how 
corrupt and socially dysfunctional it may be. in other words, to achieve 
its potential and realize the aspirations of its citizens, angola will require 
a new liberation – this time not from an external colonial power or do-
mestic rebels but from an autochthonous system that excludes the many 
and empowers the few. This liberation will necessarily be long and arduous 
because the inherently structurally violent nature of the system will remain 
highly resistant to changes, especially of the cosmetic variety like leader-
ship turnover and predetermined electoral exercises. ultimately, liberation 
can only be achieved through citizen empowerment, i.e. by collective and 
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sustained efforts to reestablish a more balanced relationship between state 
and society in which society’s best interests guide the state’s every action. 
although organized elements of civil society can help, this process of lib-
eration will necessarily be decided by the citizens themselves. in many re-
spects, then, angola must turn a new page in its political development and 
free itself from the grip of the “liberation movements” that, having led the 
anti-colonial struggle, subsequently brought despair to the very people they 
claimed to have liberated.

if anything, the post-independence period demonstrated the liberation 
movements’ fundamental weaknesses in managing the complex processes 
involved in the transition from colony to independent statehood. in ango-
la’s peculiar case, those weaknesses expressed themselves in various ways. 
for example, although Mpla and uNita were the principal domestic 
participants in the war, they did not fully control all the elements involved 
in the conflict. for much of the conflict both sides acted as proxies of more 
powerful external forces and, as such, depended on and responded to exter-
nal stimuli much more quickly than to domestic pressures. Thus, although 
both the government and the rebels were able to shut domestic civil society 
out of the formal political realm with varying degrees of success for much 
of the civil war period, external forces played a critical role in both the 
dynamics of war and the timing of the peace processes. But, ironically, the 
external dimension has been more decisive in conditions of war than peace: 
the united states and the former soviet union could force their respective 
proxies to the peace table but could not prevent a resumption of the war 
when one of them refused to play by the externally imposed rules of a game 
it was disinclined to play in the first place. likewise, now admittedly in 
conditions of negative peace, the external powers are yet to deliver on the 
promises to help a devastated country achieve positive peace.

rather than viewing the lack of eager external support as a handicap, 
angola must seize it as a blessing and a unique opportunity to finally as-
sume full responsibility to chart its future, away from the protracted flirta-
tion with anarchy. This is the opportunity for the angolan state to muster 
the resources necessary to establish credible, accountable, and functioning 
systems of governance as an essential base for development and sustain-
able positive peace. The political settlement ending the civil war, although 
necessary, is not enough to achieve such goals especially if it is seen by the 
people as simply a way to co-opt former enemies into a corrupt and decay-
ing system. a viable state must allow civil society to reconstitute itself and 
again become useful as a source for the creation, aggregation, and articula-
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tion of local demands that can act to improve prospects for both political 
and economic development. These useful demands must be incorporated 
into public policies by competent and politically committed leaders work-
ing to restore the effectiveness and legitimacy of the state. This necessarily 
involves the critical process of institutional strengthening which is needed 
to break the cycle of institutionalized structural violence that, along with 
physical violence, has defined politics and society in post-colonial angola. 
There is a connection, therefore, between the goal of achieving positive 
peace and a fundamental restructuring of state-society relations. The end 
of the civil war provides angola with its best post-colonial opportunity to 
achieve the two critical goals of rehabilitating a profoundly traumatized 
society while simultaneously establishing new parameters for conducting 
politics and managing the economy to ensure sustainable peace.

as Barash and Webel (2002:485) argue, echoing Galtung, “peace im-
plies a state of individual and collective tranquility, calm, and satisfaction”. 
But, as they quickly point out, “it is very difficult to be tranquil or calm 
or satisfied when denied such basic needs as food, clothing, shelter, educa-
tion, and medical care”. This insight is particularly relevant for countries, 
like angola, that are making the arduous trek upward from the abyss of 
war toward sustainable positive peace. in many respects, sustainable peace 
hinges on society’s ability to successfully confront poverty and inequality. 
specifically, angola must reduce the gap between rich and poor to pre-
vent the latter’s further marginalization and dehumanization because this 
can ignite new cycles of physical violence as the poor and dehumanized 
masses attempt to redress their condition by mounting assaults on both 
the foundations and the beneficiaries of structural violence. reducing the 
differences between the “haves” and “have-nots” is the price for sustainable 
peace. But reducing the gap between the few rich and many poor does not 
simply entail providing the many with the minimum means for subsist-
ence. it requires a thorough structural dismantling in all its manifestations. 
at the economic level, all citizens must be exposed to real, equal, and open 
opportunities for self-fulfilment defined in terms of social betterment or 
their respective definitions of the “good life”.

The political economy of inequality that currently prevails in angola 
forces the citizens to endure traumas not too dissimilar to those associated 
with a state of war. similar to the angst-filled powerlessness experienced by 
victims of war, poverty corrodes body, mind, and soul and produces “deep 
mental suffering: envy, shame, and either despair or anger” (Barash and 
Webel, 2002: 487). in angola, where the highjacking of the public treasury 
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by government and party officials has resulted in grotesque accumulations 
of personal wealth, large portions of the population are relegated to a life 
of poverty while exposed to the affluence of the powerful few. urgent rem-
edies are needed to address this situation.

angola’s record in the area of poverty alleviation and equitable income 
distribution has been horrendous, even if the distortions generated by the 
civil war are discounted. alas, there is precious little evidence to suggest 
a concerted effort to reverse those trends. The consequences of persisting 
trends in inequitable income distribution mean that, for the general popu-
lation, the road to positive peace will be long and arduous with little short-
to-medium term improvement in their economic situation. indeed, there is 
little evidence that angola will escape the general continental trends in in-
come distribution. in this regard, Nafzinger’s admonition (1988:1) remains 
powerful:

Maintaining past trends means degrading human dignity for the majority, 
with a rural population surviving on intolerable toil, disastrous land scarcity, 
and a worsening urban crisis, with more shanty towns, congested roads, un-
employment, beggars, crime, and misery alongside the few unashamedly dem-
onstrating greater conspicuous consumption, shopping at national department 
stores filled with luxury imports. The consequences of extreme wealth and 
poverty would be social tensions and continued financial crises threatening 
national sovereignty.

The implications for angola are both profound and frightening. in other 
words, unless trends in income inequality are quickly reversed, the violence 
that has characterized post-colonial society will not effectively be confined 
to the past; it will simply mutate into different but equally devastating 
forms. These forms of violence will primarily involve, on one hand, the 
elites attempting to create innovative mechanisms to protect the wealth 
accrued due to the graft prevalent in the civil war years while also finding 
ways to enhance that wealth to acquire education and investment oppor-
tunities. on the other hand, the poverty-stricken masses will find equally 
creative means to destroy the elites’ property because of the perception 
that it was illegitimately acquired. ideally, the state should be able to medi-
ate this potentially destabilizing violent conflict. However, the state’s own 
standing is problematic because it is generally viewed as a tool of the power-
ful political and economic elites.

These extreme wealth discrepancies point to some of the key political 
challenges facing post-conflict angola. The key political challenge for an-
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gola does not reside so much in how power is divided among the political 
parties. Given the hegemonic position of the governing Mpla and the 
disarray within the other political parties – induced by both poor leader-
ship and lack of funds – a quasi-one-party system will exist into the fore-
seeable future. in other words, the Mpla will govern unchallenged while 
the other parties will be allowed to survive simply to legitimize the “demo-
cratic” credentials of the ruling party. The key challenge, therefore, will 
revolve around how wealth is distributed among the citizenry. Continuing 
gross inequalities will seriously erode whatever legitimacy the state and its 
governing elites can currently claim. unchecked, this widening wealth gap 
– and the disconnectedness it creates between those at the top and those at 
the bottom – may not necessarily lead to a new civil war but to an equally 
problematic situation of permanent violence.

More than three decades ago, leys (1965:227) perceptively pointed out 
that ruling classes must be “induced to accept an altered perception of the 
nature of the public interest and so to redefine the purposes of the public 
offices and state institutions”. in post-civil war angola, sustainable peace 
will depend to a considerable degree on how quickly and how successfully 
such alterations and redefinitions take place. in practical terms, these al-
terations and redefinitions must result in more open and inclusive political 
systems as well as a more equitable and transparent system for distributing 
the country’s wealth among its citizens. as shleifer and Vishny (1993:610) 
correctly suggest, “countries with more political competition have stronger 
public pressure against corruption – through laws, democratic elections, 
and even the independent press – and so are more likely to use government 
organizations that contain rather than maximize corruption proceeds”. 
sustainable peace in angola, then, also depends on the country’s ability to 
create legitimate and effective post-civil war institutions that contain rather 
than maximize corruption.



list of acronyms

AD-Coligaçâo Aliança Democrática – Coligaçâo (Angola Democratic Alliance 
Coalition)

ALIAZO Alianca dos Zombos (Aliance of Zombos)

ANANGOLA Associacao dos Naturais de Angola (Association of Natives of Angola)

ANC African National Congress

ANGOP Angola Press (Angola News Agency)

ASSOMIZO Associacao Mutua dos Zambos (Mutual Association of Zombos)

CNDA Convençao Nacional Democática de Angola (Angolan National 
Democratic Convention)

CIA Central Intelligence Agency

CCPM Comissâo Conjunta Politico-Militar (Joint Political Military 
Commission).

FAA Forcas Armadas de Angola (Angolan Armed Forces)

FDLA Frente Democratica para a Libertaçâo de Angola (Democratic Front 
for the Liberation of Angola)

FISC Federal Information Systems Corporation

FLEC Frente de Libertaçâo do Enclave de Cabinda (Liberation Front of the 
Cabinda Enclave)

FNLA Frente Nacional de Libertaçâo de Angola (National Front for the 
Liberation of Angola)

FNLC Front National pour la Liberation du Congo (National Front for the 
Liberation of Congo)

FpD Frente para Democracia (Front for Democracy)

GRAE Governo Revolucionário de Angola no Exilio (Angolan Revolutionary 
Government in Exile)

LNA Liga Nacional Africana (African National League)

MDIA Mouvement de Defense des Interets de l’Angola (Movement for 
Defence of Angola’s Interests

MDIPA Movimento para Defesa dos Interesses do Povo de Angola (Movement 
for the Defence of the Angolan People’s Interests)

MINA Movimento de Independência Nacional de Angola (Movement for 
National Independence of Angola)

MNA Movimento Nacional Angolano (National Movement of Angola)

MPLA Movimento Popular de Libertaçâo de Angola (Popular Movement for 
the Liberation of Angola)

MUDAR Movimento de Unidade Angolana para Reconstrucçâo (Movement of 
Angolan Unity for Reconstruction)
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NGWIZAKO  NGWIZAKO-NGWIZANI a Kongo

PAL Partido Angolano Liberal (Liberal Party of Angola)

PCA Partido Comunista de Angola (Angola Communist Party)

PCP Partido Comunista Português (Portuguese Communist Party)

PDA Partido Democrático de Angola (Democratic Party of Angola)

PDLA Partido Democrático Liberal de Angola (Liberal Democratic Party of 
Angola)

PDPA Partido para a Paz e Democracia em Angola (Party for Peace and 
Democracy in Angola)

PDP-ANA Partido Democrático para o Progresso-Aliança Nacional de Angola 
(Democratic Party for Progress – National Alliance of Angola)

PLUA Partido da Luta Unida dos Africanos de Angola (Party of the United 
Struggle of Africans of Angola)

PNEA Partido Nacional Ecológico de Angola (National Ecological Party of 
Angola)

PRD Partido Renovador Democrático (Democratic Renewal Party)

PSDA Partido Social Democrático de Angola (Social Democratic Party of 
Angola)

RENAMO Resistencia Nacional Mocambicana (Mozambican National 
Resistance)

RNA Radio Nacional de Angola (Angola National Radio)

RPI Radiodifusão Portuguesa Internacional

RTM Radiodiffusion-Television Malliene (Mali Radio-TV)

SADF South Africa Defense Force

SWAPO South West Africa People’s Organization

UNITA Uniâo Nacional para Independência Total de Angola (National Union 
for Total Independence of Angola)

UNTA Uniâo Nacional dos Trabalhadores Angolanos (National Union of 
Angolan Workers)

UPA Uniâo dos Povos de Angola (Union of the Peoples of Angola)

UPNA Uniâo dos Povos do Norte de Angola (Union of the Peoples of 
Northern Angola)

VORGAN Voz da Resistência do Galo Negro (Voice of the Resistance of the Black 
Cockerel) UNITA’s radio station.
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