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Figure 4. Population Distribution by Age and Sex, Mid-1986

calculations varied considerably. According to a 1987 estimate by
the United States Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), the growth
rate was 3.6 percent. The UN 1986 estimate of 2.7 percent was
a good deal lower, while the government, whose demographic
estimates typically exceeded those of Western governments and
international organizations, announced a 1986 growth rate of almost
4.9 percent. The CIA figured the infant mortality rate in 1987 at
167 per 1,000, and the United States Bureau of the Census calcu-
lated the death rate at 21 per 1,000.

According to UN figures, Angola had a very young population.
In 1986 the UN estimated that about 46 percent of the population
was under age fifteen (see fig. 4). At the other end of the age scale,
only 4.8 percent of the population was sixty years of age or older.
The government estimated the median age at 17.5 years. Life
expectancy in 1987, according to United States government sources,
was forty-one for males and forty-four for females.

The 1970 census showed the most densely settled areas of Angola
to be the plateau, those coastal zones including and adjacent to the
cities of Luanda, Lobito, Benguela, and Mogimedes (present-day
Namibe), and the enclave of Cabinda. The most densely settled
province in 1970 was Huambo. The other large area of relatively
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dense settlement included much of Cuanza Norte Province and the
southern part of Uige Province. This area was the major center
for coffee cultivation and attracted a number of Europeans and
migrant workers. Except for Zaire Province in the far northwest,
the most thinly populated areas of Angola lay in its eastern half.

Since the start of the independence struggle in the early 1960s,
an almost continuous process of urbanization has taken place. This
process was accelerated in the 1980s by the UNITA insurgency,
which induced hundreds of thousands of Angolans to leave the coun-
tryside for large towns. Angola’s urban population grew from 10.3
percent in 1960 to 33.8 percent in 1988 (according to government
statistics). Much of the growth occurred in Luanda, whose popu-
lation more than doubled between 1960 and 1970, and which by
1988 had reached about 1.2 million. Other towns had also acquired
larger populations: Huambo grew from fewer than 100,000 resi-
dents in 1975 to almost 1 million in 1987, and Benguela’s popula-
tion increased from 55,000 to about 350,000 over the same period.

After independence in 1975, there were a number of changes
in the structure of the population. The first was the exodus of an
estimated 350,000 white Portuguese to their homeland. Yet, by
1988 there were an estimated 82,000 whites (representing 1 per-
cent of the population), mostly of Portuguese origin, living in
Angola.

The second change was brought about by large-scale popula-
tion movements, mostly among the Ovimbundu who had migrated
in the 1950s and 1960s to work on coffee plantations in northwest-
ern Uige Province. Panic-stricken by the onset of civil war in 1975,
most Ovimbundu workers fled to their ethnic homelands in the
central provinces. Another large-scale population movement oc-
curred as many of the Bakongo who had fled to Zaire during the
nationalist struggle returned to Angola (see Coalition, the Transi-
tional Government, and Civil War, ch. 1).

The third and most striking population shift, most notable in
the late 1970s and 1980s, had been the flight of increasing num-
bers of internal migrants out of the central provinces, where the
effects of the UNITA insurgency had been most destructive. Most
of this massive migration had been toward urban areas. From 1975
to 1988, millions of rural civilians were displaced, including more
than 700,000 forced from their villages since 1985 by armed con-
flict. Many of these migrants relocated to ramshackle displacement
camps, many of which were run by West European private volun-
tary organizations. Although these camps were less vulnerable to
. attacks by UNITA guerrillas, conditions in them were poor. Food
and water were in short supply, and health care was limited.
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Many of the displaced persons living in Benguela Province were
Ovimbundu from the plateau regions of eastern Benguela and Hu-
ambo provinces. The officially registered displaced population of
21,478 in Benguela Province (1988 figure) lived in nine camps and
one transit center, but there were probably thousands more living
with family members in the province’s urban areas, including Lobi-
to and Benguela. The estimated 116,598 displaced persons living
in several camps in Cuanza Sul Province had been forced to flee
from the province’s eastern rural areas or from the plateau regions
of Benguela, Huambo, and Bié provinces because of intense guer-
rilla activity. Because access to many rural areas was limited and
sometimes impossible, most of these displaced persons were forced
to rely on other local populations and some limited and sporadic
outside assistance. Most displaced persons fled from the more fer-
tile and wetter highlands to the less hospitable coastal zone and
would be expected to return to their homes when the security situ-
ation improved.

In 1988, however, the majority of displaced persons had become
integrated into the larger urban population, especially around Lu-
anda. Many displaced persons who sought refuge in urban areas
did so through family or other relations to circumvent government
registration procedures and so avoid taxation, conscription, or
forced resettlement. Consequently, the exact numbers of these peo-
ple could not be computed. In Luanda much of the destitute popu-
lation, estimated at 447,000 and mostly consisting of displaced
persons, lived in vertical shantytowns (large apartment blocks in
the center of the city with inadequate or nonexistent water sources
or sanitary facilities) or in huge, maze-like neighborhoods known
as musseques, the largest of which housed an estimated 400,000
people.

Ethnic Groups and Languages

Although Portuguese was Angola’s official language, the great
majority of Angolans (more than 95 percent of the total popula-
tion) used languages of the Bantu family—some closely related,
others remotely so—that were spoken by most Africans living south
of the equator and by substantial numbers north of it.

Angola’s remaining indigenous peoples fell into two disparate
categories. A small number, all in southern Angola, spoke so-called
Click languages (after a variety of sounds characteristic of them)
and differed physically from local African populations. These Click
speakers shared characteristics, such as small stature and lighter
skin color, linking them to the hunting and gathering bands of
southern Africa sometimes referred to by Europeans as Bushmen.
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Displaced persons walk to a camp in Cuanza Sul Province.
Courtesy Richard J. Hough

The second category consisted of mestigos, largely urban and living
in western Angola. Most spoke Portuguese, although some were
also acquainted with African languages, and a few may have used
such a language exclusively.

The Definition of Ethnicity

Bantu languages have been categorized by scholars into a num-
ber of sets of related tongues. Some of the languages in any set
may be more or less mutually intelligible, especially in the areas
where speakers of a dialect of one language have had sustained con-
tact with speakers of a dialect of another language. Given the mo-
bility and interpenetration of communities of Bantu speakers over
the centuries, transitional languages—for example, those that share
characteristics of two tongues—developed in areas between these
communities. Frequently, the languages of a set, particularly those
with many widely distributed speakers, would be divided into
several dialects. In principle, dialects of the same language are con-
sidered mutually intelligible, although they are not always so in fact.

Language alone does not define an ethnic group. On the one
hand, a set of communities lacking mutually intelligible dia-
lects may for one reason or another come to share a sense of iden-
tity in any given historical period. On the other hand, groups
sharing a common language or mutually intelligible ones do not
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necessarily constitute a single group. Thus, the Suku—most of them
in Zaire but some in Angola—had a language mutually intelligi-
ble with at least some dialects of the Bakongo. However, their histor-
ical experience, including a period of domination by Lunda
speakers, made the Suku a separate group.

Although common language and culture do not automatically
make a common identity, they provide a framework within which
such an identity can be forged, given other historical experience.
Insofar as common culture implies a set of common perceptions
of the way the world works, it permits individuals and groups shar-
ing it to communicate more easily with one another than with those
who lack that culture. However, most Angolan groups had, as part
of that common culture, the experience and expectation of political
fragmentation and intergroup rivalry. That is, because one com-
munity shared language and culture with another, political unity or
even neutrality did not follow, nor did either community assume
that it should. With the exception of the Bakongo and the Lunda,
no group had experienced a political cohesion that transcended
smaller political units (chiefdoms or, at best, small kingdoms). In
the Bakongo case, the early Kongo Kingdom, encompassing most
Kikongo-speaking communities, had given way by the eighteenth
century to politically fragmented entities. In the Lunda case, the
empire had been so far-flung and internal conflict had become so
great by the nineteenth century that political cohesion was limited
(see Kongo Kingdom; Lunda and Chokwe Kingdoms, ch. 1).

Very often, the name by which a people has come to be known
was given them by outsiders. For example, the name ‘‘Mbundu’’
was first used by the Bakongo. Until such naming, and sometimes
long after, the various communities or sections of a set sharing a
language and culture were likely to call themselves by other terms,
and even when they came to use the all-encompassing name, they
tended to reserve it for a limited number of situations. In virtually
all colonial territories, Angola included, the naming process and
the tendency to treat the named people as a discrete entity distinct
from all others became pervasive. The process was carried out by
the colonial authorities—sometimes with the help of scholars and
missionaries—as part of the effort to understand, deal with, and
control local populations. Among other things, the Portuguese tend-
ed to treat smaller, essentially autonomous groups as parts of larger
entities. As time went on, these populations, particularly the more
educated among them, seized upon these names and the commu-
nities presumably covered by them as a basis for organizing to
improve their status and later for nationalist agitation. Among the
first to do so were mestigos in the Luanda area. Although most spoke
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Portuguese and had a Portuguese male ancestor in their genealo-
gies, the mestigos often spoke Kimbundu as a home language. It
is they who, in time, initiated the development of a common Mbun-
du identity.

In general, then, the development of ethnic consciousness in a
group encompassing a large number of communities reflected shifts
from the identification of individuals with small-scale units to at
least partial identification with larger entities and from relatively
porous boundaries between such entities to less permeable ones.
But the fact that these larger groups were the precipitates of
relatively recent historical conditions suggests that they were not
permanently fixed. Changes in these conditions could lead to the
dissolution of the boundaries and to group formation on bases other
than ethnicity.

In any case, ethnic identities are rarely exclusive; identification
with other entities, new or old, also occurs in certain situations
because not all sections of a large ethnic group have identical
interests. It remained likely that earlier identities would be appealed
to in some situations or that new cleavages would surface in others.
For example, descent groups or local communities were often
involved in competitive relations in the precolonial or colonial eras,
and the conditions similar to those giving rise to such competition
might still prevail in some areas. In other contexts, younger mem-
bers of an ethnic group may consider their interests to be different
from those of their elders, or a split between urban and rural sec-
tions of an ethnic entity may become salient.

In Angola, the displacement of hundreds of thousands of people,
especially in the late 1980s, had significant repercussions on eth-
nic identification. For example, many of those forced to abandon
rural areas and traditional ethnic communities for urban dwell-
ings no longer engaged in agricultural activities and the small town
life that defined their communities. Instead, they were forced to
become urban laborers in ethnically mixed surroundings. Many
were compelled by their new circumstances to learn new languages
and give up traditional life-styles in order to survive in their new
environment.

Ethnolinguistic Categories

Caveats notwithstanding, a listing of the more commonly used
ethnic rubrics and an indication of the dimension of the categories
they refer to is useful as a preliminary description of Angola’s peo-
ples. The 1970 census did not enumerate the population in ethnic
terms. The most recent available count, therefore, is based on
projections of the 1960 census. Most projections assume that the
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Figure 5. Ethnolinguistic Groups, 1988

68




The Society and Its Environment

rank order of the major ethnolinguistic categories did not change,
although the proportions may have done so. In particular, a fairly
large segment of the Bakongo of the northwestern provinces of Zaire
and Uige were already refugees in 1970 and were not included in
the 1970 census. Although it is not clear how many Bakongo sub-
sequently returned to Angola, it may be assumed that many of them
returned and that their relative status as the third largest group
was unchanged. The same is true of other ethnic groups whose
members fled to Zaire and Zambia in the late 1980s when the
insurgency intensified in Angola’s border regions. This category
would include many Ovimbundu, who fled central Angola to Zam-
bia, and many Lunda and Chokwe (also spelled Cokwe), who fled
to Zaire from eastern and northern Angola.

Ovimbundu

The largest ethnolinguistic category, the Ovimbundu, were
located in west-central Angola, south of Mbundu-inhabited regions
(see fig. 5). In 1988 the United States Department of State esti-
mated that they constituted 37 percent of the population. The lan-
guage of the Ovimbundu was Umbundu.

The core area of the Ovimbundu kingdoms was that part of the
Benguela Plateau north of the town of Huambo. Expansion con-
tinuing into the twentieth century enlarged their territory consider-
ably, although most Ovimbundu remained in that part of the
plateau above 1,200 meters in elevation.

Like most African groups of any size, the Ovimbundu were
formed by the mixture of groups of diverse origin (and varying
size). Little is known of developments before the seventeenth cen-
tury, but there is some evidence of additions to the people who
occupied the Benguela Plateau at that time. Over time, a number
of political entities, usually referred to as kingdoms, were formed
(see Ovimbundu and Kwanhama Kingdoms, ch. 1). By the eigh-
teenth century, there were twenty-two kingdoms. Thirteen were
fully independent; the other nine were largely autonomous but owed
tribute to one of the more powerful entities, usually the kingdom
of Bailundu, but in some cases Wambu or Ciyaka. By the begin-
ning of the second decade of the twentieth century, effective occu-
pation by the Portuguese had caused a fairly rapid decline in the
power of the heads of these kingdoms, but Ovimbundu continued
to think of themselves as members of one or another of the groups
based on these political units after World War II.

In addition to the groups that clearly spoke dialects of Umbun-
du, there were two on the periphery of Ovimbundu distribution:
the Mbui, who seemed to straddle the linguistic boundary between
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the Ovimbundu and the Mbundu; and the Dombe living to the
west near the coast, whose language was closely related to Um-
bundu, although not a dialect of it. The Dombe and several other
groups, including the Nganda and the Hanya (who, according to
one account, spoke Umbundu dialects) relied on cattle raising, as
did their southern neighbors, the Herero and the Ovambo. Still
others, typically the old tributary kingdoms, came to speak Um-
bundu relatively recently.

Until the Portuguese established firm control over their territo-
ry, the Ovimbundu—particularly those of the major kingdoms of
Bailundu (to the northwest), Bihe (to the northeast), and Wambu
(in the center)—played important roles as intermediaries in the
slave, ivory, and beeswax trades, acting as carriers, entrepreneurs,
and raiders. With the decline of the slave trade in the last decades
of the nineteenth century, the entrepreneurs among the Ovimbundu
turned to the rubber trade, abandoning the warfare and raiding
that had hitherto been integrally related to their economic activi-
ties. The rubber slump at the beginning of the twentieth century,
the end of the de facto autonomy of their kingdoms not long after,
and the displacement of Ovimbundu traders by the Portuguese
forced these people to turn to cash-crop agriculture. (The men had
hitherto had little involvement with cultivation; in fact, the wom-
en continued to be responsible for the cultivation of subsistence
crops.)

The introduction of cash crops, particularly coffee, led to a ser-
ies of changes in settlement patterns and social arrangements (see
Structure of Society, this ch.). But after a time, soil exhaustion,
lack of support of African agriculture by the colonial authorities,
incursions of Portuguese settlers who took over valuable property
in the highlands, and a number of other factors contributed to a
decline in the success of Ovimbundu cash-crop agriculture. By the
early 1960s, up to 100,000 Ovimbundu, estimated at one-quarter
of the group’s able-bodied adult males, were migrating on one-
year and two-year labor contracts to the coffee plantations of Uige
and Cuanza Norte provinces; another 15,000 to 20,000 sought work
in Luanda and Lobito; and roughly the same number worked in
the industrial plants of Huambo or for European farmers in the
Benguela Plateau. In most cases, remuneration was low, but these
migrant workers had little alternative. This pattern continued
through the remainder of the colonial period, except for those males
who were involved in nationalist activity (usually with UNITA).

In the 1940s, the Ovimbundu organized what was probably
the most closely knit Angolan community of the colonial era. With
the financial and ideological aid of North American Christian
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missionaries, they established a network of Christian villages, each
with its own leadership, schools, churches, and clinics. They were
thus able to maintain the Ovimbundu culture while providing
educational and social amenities for their children. The genera-
tion that emerged out of this structure became the disciples of Jo-
nas Savimbi and the basis for UNITA, which in the 1980s used
the same concepts to maintain Ovimbundu cohesiveness within
UNITA-controlled areas.

Given the degree of change in Ovimbundu society and the
involvement of the Ovimbundu with UNITA it was difficult to
determine their long-range role in Angolan politics. Just how long
Ovimbundu solidarity would persist under changing circumstances
could not be predicted.

Mbundu

Just north of Ovimbundu territory lived the Mbundu, the second
largest ethnolinguistic category, whose language was Kimbundu.
In 1988 they made up an estimated 25 percent of the Angolan popu-
lation. In the sixteenth century,.most of the groups that came to
be known as Mbundu (a name apparently first applied by the neigh-
boring Bakongo) lived well to the east of the coast in the plateau
region (at a somewhat lower altitude than the Ovimbundu); a few
groups in the far northeast lived at altitudes below 700 meters. In
general, the outlines of the area occupied by the Mbundu had re-
mained the same. The major exception was their expansion of this
area to parts of the coast formerly occupied by Bakongo and others.

Although most of the boundaries of Mbundu territory remained
fairly firm, the social and linguistic boundaries of the category had
shifted, some of the peripheral groups having been variably
influenced by neighboring groups and the groups close to the coast
having been more strongly influenced by the Portuguese than were
the more remote ones. Moreover, the subdivisions discernible for
the sixteenth century (and perhaps earlier) also changed in response
to a variety of social and linguistic influences in the colonial peri-
od. The Mbundu in general and the western Mbundu in particu-
lar, located as they were not far from Luanda, were susceptible
to those influences for a longer time and in a more intense way
than were other Angolan groups.

There were a number of Kimbundu dialects and groups. Two,
each incorporating Portuguese terms, gradually became dominant,
serving as lingua franca for many Mbundu. The western dialect
was centered in Luanda, to which many Mbundu had migrated
over the years. The people speaking it, largely urban, had come
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to call themselves Ambundu or Akwaluanda, thus distinguishing
themselves from rural Mbundu. The eastern dialect, known as
Ambakista, had its origins in the eighteenth century in a mixed
Portuguese-Mbundu trading center at Ambaca near the western
edge of the plateau region, but it spread in the nineteenth century
through much of eastern Mbundu territory. Another Kimbundu-
speaking group, the Dembos, were generally included in the Mbun-
du category. Living north of Luanda, they had also been strongly
influenced by Kikongo speakers.

By the late 1960s, the Mbundu living in the cities, such as Luanda
and Malanje, had adopted attributes of Portuguese life-style. Many
had intermarried with Portuguese, which led to the creation of an
entirely new class of mestigos. Those who received formal educa-
tion and fully adopted Portuguese customs became assimilados (see
Glossary).

The Mbundu were the MPLA’s strongest supporters when the
movement first formed in 1956. The MPLA’s president, Agostin-
ho Neto, was the son of a Mbundu Methodist pastor and a gradu-
ate of a Portuguese medical school. In the 1980s, the Mbundu
were predominant in Luanda, Bengo, Cuanza Norte, Malanje, and
northern Cuanza Sul provinces.

Bakongo

The Kikongo-speaking Bakongo made up an estimated 15 per-
cent of the Angolan population. In 1988 the Bakongo were the third
largest ethnolinguistic group in Angola. Concentrated in Uige,
Zaire, and Cabinda provinces, where they constituted a majority
of the population, the Bakongo spilled over into the nation of Zaire
(where they were the largest single ethnic group) and Congo.
Although the Angolan city of Sao Salvador (renamed Mbanza Con-
go) was the capital of their ancient kingdom, most of the Bakongo
were situated in Zaire.

Their former political unity long broken, the various segments
of the ethnolinguistic category in Angola experienced quite dif-
ferent influences in the colonial period. The Bashikongo, living
near the coast, had the most sustained interaction with the Por-
tuguese but were less affected by participation in the coffee econo-
my than the Sosso and Pombo, who were situated farther east and
south. All three groups, however, were involved in the uprising
of 1961. The Pombo, still farther east but close to the Zairian bor-
der, were much influenced by developments in the Belgian Congo
(present-day Zaire), and a large contingent of Pombo living in
Léopoldville (present-day Kinshasa) formed a political party in the

72



Children playing ware,
a traditional game
Courtesy UNICEF
(Maggie Murray-Lee)

early 1950s. The Solongo, dwelling on the relatively dry coastal
plain, had little contact with the Portuguese. They and the Ashilu-
anda of the island of Luanda, to the south, were Angola’s only
African sea fishermen.

The Mayombe (also spelled Maiombe) of the mountain forests
of Cabinda spoke a dialect of Kikongo but were not part of the
ancient kingdom. That part of the Mayombe living in Zaire did
join with the Zairian Bakongo in the Alliance of Bakongo (Alli-
ance des Bakongo—Abako) during the period of party formation
in the Belgian Congo, but the Cabindan Mayombe (and other
Kikongo-speaking groups in the enclave), relatively remote
geographically and culturally from the Bakongo of Angola proper,
showed no solidarity with the latter. Instead, in 1961 the Mayombe
formed a Cabindan separatist movement, the Alliance of Mayombe
(Alliance de Mayombe— Alliama), which merged with two other
Cabindan separatist movements in 1963 to form the Front for the
Liberation of the Enclave of Cabinda (Frente para a Libertagao
do Enclave de Cabinda—FLEC).

One of the first major revolts of the nationalist struggle was insti-
gated by Bakongo in March 1961 in the northwest. The Portuguese
crushed the peasant attack, organized by the Bakongo group, the
Union of Angolan Peoples (Unido das Populages de Angola—
UPA), on their settlements, farms, and administrative outposts.
Subsequently, 400,000 Bakongo fled into Zaire. In 1962 the UPA
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formed the National Front for the Liberation of Angola (Frente
Nacional de Libertagao de Angola—FNLA), which became one
of the three major nationalist groups (the other two being the MPLA
and UNITA) involved in the long and bloody war of independence.
Most of the FNLA'’s traditional Bakongo constituency fled into exile
in Zaire during the war. Following independence, however, many
Bakongo exiles returned to their traditional homesteads in Angola.
They had since retained their ethnolinguistic integrity.

Lunda-Chokwe

The hyphenated category Lunda-Chokwe constituted an esti-
mated 8 percent of the Angolan population in 1988. As the hyphen-
ation implies, the category comprises at least two subsets, the
origins of which are known to be different, and the events leading
to their inclusion in a single set are recent. The Lunda alone were
a congeries of peoples brought together in the far-flung Lunda
Empire (seventeenth century to nineteenth century) under the
hegemony of a people calling themselves Ruund, its capital in the
eastern section of Zaire’s Katanga Province (present-day Shaba
Region). Lunda is the form of the name used for the Ruund and
for themselves by adjacent peoples to the south who came under
Ruund domination. In some sources, the Ruund are called North-
ern Lunda, and their neighbors are called Southern Lunda. The
most significant element of the latter, called Ndembu (or Ndem-
bo), lived in Zaire and Zambia. In Angola the people with whom
the northward-expanding Chokwe came into contact were chiefly
Ruund speakers. The economic and political decline of the em-
pire by the second half of the nineteenth century and the demar-
cation of colonial boundaries ended Ruund political domination
over those elements beyond the Zairian borders.

The Chokwe, until the latter half of the nineteenth century a
small group of hunters and traders living near the headwaters of
the Cuango and Cassai rivers, were at the southern periphery of
the Lunda Empire and paid tribute to its head. In the latter half
of the nineteenth century, the Chokwe became increasingly involved
in trading and raiding, and they expanded in all directions, but
chiefly to the north, in part absorbing the Ruund and other peo-
ples. In the late nineteenth century, the Chokwe went so far as
to invade the capital of the much-weakened empire in Katanga.
As a consequence of this Chokwe activity, a mixed population
emerged in parts of Zaire as well as in Angola, although there were
virtually homogeneous communities in both countries consisting
of Chokwe, Ruund, or Southern Lunda.
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The intermingling of Lunda (Ruund and Southern Lunda) and
Chokwe, in which other smaller groups were presumably also
caught up, continued until about 1920. It was only after that time
that the mixture acquired the hyphenated label and its members
began to think of themselves (in some contexts) as one people.

The languages spoken by the various elements of the so-called
Lunda-Chokwe were more closely related to each other than to other
Bantu languages in the Zairian-Angolan savanna but were by no
means mutually intelligible. The three major tongues (Ruund, Lun-
da, and Chokwe) had long been distinct from each other, although
some borrowing of words, particularly of Ruund political titles by
the others, had occurred.

Portuguese anthropologists and some others accepting their work
have placed some of the peoples (Minungu and Shinji) in this area
with the Mbundu, and the Minungu language is sometimes con-
sidered a transitional one between Kimbundu and Chokwe. There
may in fact have been important Mbundu influence on these two
peoples, but the work of a number of linguists places their languages
firmly with the set that includes Ruund, Lunda, and Chokwe.

Economic and political developments in the 1970s affected var-
ious sections of the Lunda-Chokwe differently. Substantial num-
bers of them live in or near Lunda Norte Province, which contains
the principal diamond mines of Angola. Diamond mining had been
significant since 1920, and preindependence data show that the in-
dustry employed about 18,000 persons. Moreover, the mining com-
pany provided medical and educational facilities for its employees
and their dependents, thereby affecting even greater numbers. How
many of those employed were Lunda-Chokwe is not clear, although
neighboring villages would have been affected by the presence of
the mining complex in any case (see Extractive Industries, ch. 3).
In the intra-Angolan political conflict preceding and immediately
following independence, there apparently was some division be-
tween the northern Lunda-Chokwe, especially those with some
urban experience, who tended to support the MPLA, and the rural
Chokwe, particularly those farther south, who tended to support
UNITA. In the 1980s, as the UNITA insurgency intensified in
the border areas of eastern and northern Angola, Lunda-Chokwe
families were forced to flee into Zaire’s Shaba Region, where many
remained in 1988, living in three sites along the Benguela Rail-
way. The impact of this move on the ethnolinguistic integrity of
these people was not known.

A somewhat different kind of political impact began in the late
1960s, when refugees from Katanga in Zaire, speakers of Lunda
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or a related language, crossed the border into what are now Lunda
Sul and northern Moxico provinces. In 1977 and 1978, these
refugees and others whom they had recruited formed the National
Front for the Liberation of the Congo (Front National pour la
Libération du Congo—FNLC) and used the area as a base from
which they launched their invasions of Shaba Region (see Nation-
al Security Environment, ch. 5). In the 1980s, these rebels and
perhaps still other refugees remained in Angola, many in Lunda
Sul Province, although the Angolan government as part of its rap-
prochement with Zaire was encouraging them to return to their
traditional homes. The Zairian government offered amnesty to
political exiles on several occasions in the late 1980s and conferred
with the Angolan government on the issue of refugees. In 1988,
however, a significant number of Zairian refugees continued to
inhabit Lunda-Chokwe territory. The significance for local Lunda-
Chokwe of the presence and activities of these Zairians was not
known.

Nganguela

Nganguela (also spelled Ganguela) is a term, pejorative in con-
notation, applied by the Ovimbundu to the peoples living east and
southeast of them. The essentially independent groups constitut-
ing what was no more than a Portuguese census category was split
by southward penetration of the Chokwe in the late nineteenth cen-
tury and early twentieth century. Only two groups in the western
section of the territory accepted the name Nganguela; the others
carried names such as Lwena (or Lovale), Mbunda, and Luchazi—
all in the eastern division. The Lwena and Luchazi, roughly equal
in number, constituted about a third of the census category of Ngan-
guela, which in 1988 accounted for an estimated 6 percent of the
Angolan population.

Unlike the farming peoples who numerically dominated the larger
ethnolinguistic categories, the groups in the western division of the
Nganguela were cattle raisers as well as cultivators. Those in the
eastern division near the headwaters of the Zambezi River and its
tributaries also relied on fishing.

All the groups included in the Nganguela ethnolinguistic category
spoke languages apparently related to those spoken by the Ruund,
Southern Lunda, and Chokwe. Lwena and Chokwe, although not
mutually intelligible, were probably more closely related than
Chokwe was to Ruund or Lunda. Except for sections of the
Lwena, during the time of kingdoms most of these peoples were
outside the periphery of Lunda influence, and some (in the western
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division) were affected by Ovimbundu activity, including slave
raiding.

Of the ethnolinguistic categories treated thus far, the Nganguela
have had the least social or political significance in the past or in
modern times. For the most part thinly scattered in an inhospita-
ble territory, split by the southern expansion of the Chokwe, and
lacking the conditions for even partial political centralization, let
alone unification, the groups constituting the category went different
ways when nationalist activity gave rise to political movements based
in part on regional and ethnic considerations. The western divi-
sion, adjacent to the Ovimbundu, was most heavily represented
in the Ovimbundu-dominated UNITA. Some of the groups in the
eastern divisions were represented in the MPLA-PT, which Mbun-
du and mestigos dominated, although the Lwena, neighbors of and
related to the Chokwe, tended to support UNITA.

In the 1980s, the spread of the UNITA insurgency into the
Nganuela-inhabited area adjacent to the Zambian border led to
the flight of many Nganguela families into Zambia. The extent
of this flight and its effects on the ethnolinguistic integrity of the
Nganguela were unknown.

Ovambo, Nyaneka-Humbe, Herero, and Others

In far southwestern Angola, three categories of Bantu-speaking
peoples have been distinguished. Two of them, the Ovambo and
the Herero, were more heavily represented elsewhere: the Ovambo
in Namibia and the Herero in Namibia and Botswana. The Herero
dispersion, especially that section of it in Botswana, was the con-
sequence of the migration of the Herero from German South West
Africa (present-day Namibia) after their rebellion against German
rule in 1906. The third group was the Nyaneka-Humbe. Unlike
the other groups, the Nyaneka-Humbe did not disperse outside
Angola. In 1988 the Nyaneka-Humbe (the first group is also spelled
Haneca; the latter group is also spelled Nkumbi) constituted 3 per-
cent of the population. The Ovambo, of which the largest subgroup
were the Kwanhama (also spelled Kwanyama), made up an esti-
mated 2 percent of the Angolan population. In the second half of
the nineteenth century, the Kwanhama Kingdom of southern
Angola was a powerful state involved in a lucrative trade relation-
ship with the Portuguese, who, together with the Germans, occupied
Kwanhama territory in the early twentieth century. In the 1980s,
the Ovambo were seminomadic cattle herders and farmers. The
Herero constituted no more than 0.5 percent of the population in
1988. Traditionally, the Herero were nomadic or seminomadic
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herders living in the arid coastal lowlands and in the mountainous
escarpment to the east in Namibe, Benguela, and Huila provinces.
Many Herero migrated south to Namibia when the Portuguese
launched a military expedition against them in 1940 following their
refusal to pay taxes.

In the southeastern corner of the country, the Portuguese dis-
tinguished a set of Bantu-speaking people, described on a map pre-
pared by José Redinha in 1973 as the Xindonga. The sole linguistic
group listed in this category was the Cussu. The Language Map of
Africa, prepared under the direction of David Dalby for the Inter-
national African Institute, noted two sets of related languages in
southeastern Angola. The first set included Liyuwa, Mashi, and
North Mbukushu. These languages and other members of the set
were also found in Zambia and Namibia. The members of the
second set, Kwangali-Gcikuru and South Mbukushu, were also
found in Namibia and Botswana. The hyphen between Kwangali
and Gceikuru implies mutual intelligibility. Little is known of these
groups; in any case, their members were very few.

All of these southern Angolan groups relied in part or in whole
on cattle raising for subsistence. Formerly, the Herero were
exclusively herders, but they gradually came to engage in some
cultivation. Although the Ovambo had depended in part on culti-
vation for a much longer time, dairy products had been an impor-
tant source of subsistence, and cattle were the chief measure of
wealth and-prestige.

The southwestern groups, despite their remoteness from the
major centers of white influence during most of the colonial period,
were to varying degrees affected by the colonial presence and, after
World War II, by the arrival of numbers of Portuguese in such
places as Mo¢dmedes (present-day Namibe) and S4 da Bandeira
(present-day Lubango). The greatest resistance to the Portuguese
was offered by the Ovambo, who were not made fully subject to
colonial rule until 1915 and who earned a considerable reputation
among the Portuguese and other Africans for their efforts to main-
tain their independence. In the nationalist struggle of the 1960s
and early 1970s and in the postindependence civil war, the Ovambo
tended to align themselves with the Ovimbundu-dominated UNI-
TA. Many also sympathized with the cause of SWAPO, a mostly
Ovambo organization fighting to liberate Namibia from South Afri-
can rule.

Hunters, Gatherers, Herders, and Others

Scattered throughout the lower third of Angola, chiefly in the dri-
er areas, were small bands of people. Until the twentieth century,
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most of them were nomadic hunters and gatherers, although some
engaged in herding, either in addition to their other subsistence
activities or as their chief means of livelihood. Those who survived
turned, at least in part, to cultivation.

The bands living a nomadic or seminomadic life in Cuando
Cubango Province (and occasionally reaching as far east as the up-
per Cunene River) differed physically and linguistically from their
sedentary Bantu-speaking neighbors. Short, saffron-colored, and
in other respects physically unlike the Nganguela, Ovambo, and
Nyaneka-Humbe, they spoke a language of the !Xu-Angola or
Maligo set of tongues referred to as Khoisan or Click languages
(the exclamation point denotes a specific kind of click), whose pre-
cise relations to each other are not yet fully understood by observers.

Several other hunting and gathering or herding groups, the mem-
bers of which were taller and otherwise physically more like the
local Bantu speakers, lived farther west, adjacent to the Ovambo
and Herero. These people spoke Bantu languages and were less
nomadic than the Khoisan speakers, but they were clearly differ-
ent from the Ovambo and Herero and probably preceded them
in the area.

Mestigos

In 1960 a little more than 1 percent of the total population of
Angola consisted of mestigos. It has been estimated that by 1970
these people constituted perhaps 2 percent of the population. Some
mestigos left at independence, but the departure of much greater
numbers of Portuguese probably resulted in an increase in the
proportion of mestigos in the Angolan total. In 1988 mestigos proba-
bly continued to number about 2 percent of the Angolan population.

The process of mixing started very early and continued until in-
dependence. But it was not until about 1900, when the number
of Portuguese in Angola was very small and consisted almost en-
tirely of males, that the percentage of mestios in the population ex-
ceeded the percentage of whites (see The Demographic Situation,
ch. 1).

After a number of generations, the antecedents of many mestigos
became mixed to the extent that the Portuguese felt a need to
establish a set of distinctions among them. Many mestigos accepted
this system as a means of social ranking. One source suggests that
the term mestigo used alone in a social context applied specifically
to the offspring of a mulatto and a white; the term mestigo cabrito
referred to the descendant of a union between two mulattos; and
the term mestigo cafuso was applied to the child of a union between
a mulatto and a black African. It is possible that an even more
complex set of distinctions was sometimes used.
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Most mestigos were urban dwellers and had learned to speak Por-
tuguese either as a household language or in school. Although some
of the relatively few rural mestios lived like the Africans among
whom they dwelt, most apparently achieved the status of assimila-
dos, the term applied before 1961 to those nonwhites who fulfilled
certain specific requirements and were therefore registered as Por-
tuguese citizens.

With some exceptions, mestigos tended to identify with Portuguese
culture, and their strongly voiced opposition over the years to the
conditions imposed by the colonial regime stressed their rights to
a status equivalent to that of whites. Before World War II, only
occasionally did mestigo intellectuals raise their voices on behalf of
the African population. Thus, despite the involvement of mestigos
in the nationalist struggle beginning in 1961 and their very im-
portant role in the upper echelons of the government and party,
significant segments of the African population tended to resent
them. This legacy continued in the late 1980s because mestigos domi-
nated the MPLA-PT hierarchy.

Starting in the late 1970s, an average of 50,000 Cuban troops
and civilian technical personnel (the overwhelming majority of
whom were male) were stationed in Angola. As a result, a portion
of the nation’s younger population was undoubtedly of mixed Afri-
can and Cuban descent. This new category of racial mixture,
however, had not been described by researchers as of late 1988,
and no figures existed on how many Angolans might fall into this
category.

Structure of Society

The most pervasive influences on the structure of Angolan soci-
ety in the late 1980s were the Marxist-Leninist policies of the
government and increased militarization to counter the UNITA
insurgency. Based on the principle that the party, the working class,
and the worker-peasant alliance played a leading role in society,
Marxist-Leninist policies were applied in the late 1970s to every
sector of society and the economy, affecting the lives of urban and
rural inhabitants alike. Direct military actions had the greatest effect
on those living in the central and southern provinces, causing large
displacements of whole groups of people and the creation of a sub-
stantial refugee population in Zambia and Zaire. Moreover, thou-
sands of young men and women were conscripted into the Angolan
armed forces, while many thousands of older citizens served in
militias and civil defense units (see War and the Role of the Armed
Forces in Society, ch. 5). In regard to the direct effects of war, press
reports in 1988 estimated that since 1975 the insurgency had
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claimed from 60,000 to 90,000 lives and had orphaned an estimated
10,000 children. The U.S. Committee for Refugees reported that
by 1988 about 20,000 Angolans, mostly women and children, had
been crippled by mines buried in rural fields and roads.

Social Structure in Rural Communities

The crucial social units in rural systems were villages (or other
forms of local community) and groups based on common descent,
actual or putative. These were basic entities, even if subject to
change in form and function in the period preceding the Portuguese
incursion and during the centuries when Portugal exercised only
indirect influence in the interior. Throughout these hundreds of
years, changes in the structure of rural political and economic sys-
tems had their impact on rural communities and kin groups, but
rural community organization and the organization of kin groups,
often linked, remained the most significant elements in the lives
of ordinary Africans.

In general, the connection between a rural community and a
descent group (or some other kin-based set of persons) lay in the
fact that the core of each community consisted of a descent group
of some kind. Others in the community were tied to the members
of the group by marriage or, in an earlier period, by a slave or
client relationship, the effects of which may well have survived the
formal abolition of slavery, as they have elsewhere. Typically, neigh-
boring villages were tied together either because their core groups
were made up of members of related descent groups (or different
segments of a larger descent group) or, in some cases, by fairly
frequent intermarriage among members of a limited set of villages.

Traditionally, descent groups in Angola are matrilineal; that is,
they include all persons descended from a common female ances-
tor through females, although the individuals holding authority are,
with rare exceptions, males. In some cases, junior males inherit
from (or succeed to a position held by) older brothers; in others,
males inherit from their mother’s brother. Patrilineal descent
groups, whose members are descended from a male ancestor
through males, apparently have occurred in only a few groups in
Angola and have been reported only in conjunction with matrilineal
groups, a comparatively rare phenomenon referred to as a double
descent system.

It must be emphasized that even where double descent systems
did not exist, kin traced through the father were important as indi-
viduals in systems in which group formation was based on matri-
lineal descent. In some cases, the Bakongo for example, an individual
would be tied through his father to the latter’s matrilineage,
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appropriate members of which have an important say in aspects
of that individual’s life.

Broadly speaking, matrilineal descent groups alone have been
reported for the Bakongo (but are well described only for some of
the Zairian Bakongo), the Mbundu, the Chokwe, and the Ovam-
bo, but their occurrence is probable elsewhere. A double descent
system has been reported for Angola’s largest ethnolinguistic group,
the Ovimbundu, and might also be found among some of the
southern groups.

The structure and workings of the double descent system of the
Ovimbundu had not been adequately described as of 1988. In any
case, ethnographic studies made in the middle of the twentieth cen-
tury suggest that patrilineal groups as such (as opposed to links
with the father and some of his kin) had virtually disappeared and
that matrilineal groups had, by and large, lost most of their sig-
nificance as a result of major changes in patterns of economic
activity.

Descent groups vary in size, degree of localization, function, and
degree of internal segmentation. In the kinds of groups commonly
called clans, the links between a putative common ancestor and
the living cannot be traced, and no effort is made to do so. Such
groups are larger in scope than the units into which they are divided,
although they need not have many members in absolute terms.
They are rarely localized, and their members may be widely dis-
persed. Clans have not been widely reported in Angola. The only
large ethnic category in which they have been said to exist is the
Bakongo. Even among the Bakongo, the clans do not seem to have
had political or economic functions.

More typical of traditional Angolan communities have been the
kinds of descent groups usually called lineages, in most cases
matrilineages. Among such descent groups, the common ancestor
is not so remote, and genealogical links can be traced to her. Struc-
turally, lineages of greater depth (for example, those five to seven
generations in depth from ancestor to most recent generation) may
be further segmented into shallower lineages (perhaps three to four
generations in depth), lineages at each level having different func-
tions. This structure seems to have been the case among the Bakon-
go. There, the deeper unit controlled the allocation of land and
performed tasks connected with that crucial function, whereas shal-
lower lineages controlled matters such as marriage.

Another important aspect of rural community life was the role
of traditional leaders. After the outbreak of African opposition to
colonial rule in the early 1960s, most local leaders were, if not loy-
al to the Portuguese, reluctant to support the nationalist movements.
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The MPLA, in particular, was urban based and therefore had lit-
tle contact with local leaders in rural areas. Following independence,
however, and most markedly in the 1980s, the government recog-
nized the necessity of gaining the support of rural peasants to coun-
ter the spreading influence of UNITA. Thus, party officials began
appointing local leaders to district or local committees, thereby re-
assigning to them a significant role in the local political hierarchy.

Ovimbundu Social Structure

Before the twentieth century, neither matrilineage nor patrilin-
eage dominated Ovimbundu society. Economic matters, such as
property rights, seem to have been linked to the matrilineage, while
political authority was passed through the patrilineage. The lin-
eage system declined in the twentieth century, as more and more
Europeans settled on the highly arable plateau. The results were
land shortage and commercialization that loosened the control either
lineage system might have over what had become the primary
resource in the Ovimbundu economy. By the mid-1950s, terms
formerly used for the patrilineal and matrilineal descent groups
were still heard, but they no longer referred to a cohesive group.
They were applied instead to individual patrilineal and matrilineal
relatives. Significantly, the Portuguese term familia had also come
into use by this time.

The development of cash-crop agriculture and changes in land
tenure, in combination with inadequate soils and Ovimbundu
agricultural techniques, led to soil depletion and the need by nuclear
families for increasingly extensive holdings. Nucleated villages, con-
sequently, became less and less feasible.

Increasingly, particularly in the coffee-growing area, the home-
stead was no longer part of the nucleated village, although dispersed
homesteads in a given area were defined as constituting a village.
The degree of dispersal varied, but the individual family, detached
from the traditional community, tended to become the crucial unit.
Where either Protestants or Roman Catholics were sufficiently
numerous, the church and school rather than the descent group
became the focus of social and sometimes of political life. In at least
one study of a section of the Ovimbundu, it was found that each
entity defined as a village consisted almost exclusively of either Pro-
testants or Roman Catholics (see Christianity, this ch.).

But given the problems of soil depletion and, in some areas,
of land shortage, not all Ovimbundu could succeed as cash-crop
farmers. A substantial number of them thus found it necessary to
go to other regions (and even other countries) as wage workers.
Consequently, some households came to consist of women and chil-
dren for long periods.
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In 1967 the colonial authorities, concerned by the political situ-
ation east of the Ovimbundu and fearing the spread of rebellion
to the plateau regions, gathered the people into large villages to
control them better and, in theory at least, to provide better social
and economic services (see Angolan Insurgency, ch. 1). The Ovim-
bundu, accustomed to dispersed settlement, strongly resented the
practice. Among other things, they feared that the land they were
forced to abandon would be taken over by Europeans (which in
some cases did happen).

By 1970 compulsory resettlement had been abolished in part of
Ovimbundu territory and reduced elsewhere. Then the Portuguese
instituted a rural advisory service and encouraged the formation
of what they called agricultural clubs. The old term for matrilineal
descent group was sometimes applied to these organizations, which
were intended to manage credits for Ovimbundu peasants. These
units, however, were based on common interest, although traces
of kin connections sometimes affected their operation, as did the
relations between ordinary Ovimbundu and local rulers. Moreover,
conflict within the group often took the form of accusations of sor-
cery. The effects on these units of independence, the stripping away
of the advisory service, and the early years of the UNITA insur-
gency were unknown. It is unlikely, however, that the Ovimbun-
du took to enforced cooperation or collectivization easily.

The effects of the UNITA insurgency on Ovimbundu life were
extensive and frequently devastating. Much of the fighting between
government troops and UNITA forces, especially in the 1980s, took
place on Ovimbundu-occupied territory. Largely dependent on
agriculture, Ovimbundu village life was seriously disrupted, and
large numbers of Ovimbundu were forced to flee, abandoning their
traditions along with their homes.

As UNITA gained control over a growing area in southeast An-
gola, however, the organization tried to preserve the integrity of
Ovimbundu life-style and customs (see fig. 16). UNITA established
a series of military bases throughout the southeast that served as
administrative centers for the surrounding regions. Under Ovim-
bundu leadership, the bases provided educational, social, economic,
and health services to the population, operating much like the vil-
lage system on the central plateau. To what extent this system
preserved at least some aspects of Ovimbundu traditional life in
the late 1980s was unknown.

Mbundu Social Structure

Among the Mbundu, the matrilineage survived centuries of
change in other institutions. Membership in and loyalty to it was
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of great importance. The lineage supported the individual in mate-
rial and nonmaterial ways because most land was lineage domain,
access to it required lineage membership, and communication
between the living and their ancestors, crucial to traditional religion,
was mediated through the lineage.

The Mbundu lineage differed from Bakongo and Ovimbundu
groups in its underlying theory; it consisted not of individuals but
of statuses or titles filled by living persons. In this system, a Mbundu
could move from one status to another, thus acquiring a different
set of relationships. How, in fact, this theoretical system affected
interpersonal relationships between biological kin has not been de-
scribed, however.

The Mbundu matrilineage was in some respects a dispersed unit,
but a core group maintained a lineage village to which its mem-
bers returned, either at a particular stage in their lives or for brief
visits. Women went to the villages of their husbands, and their chil-
dren were raised there. The girls, as their mothers had done, then
joined their own husbands. The young men, however, went to the
lineage village to join their mothers’ brothers. The mothers’ brothers
and their sisters’ sons formed the more or less permanent core of
the lineage community, visited from time to time by the women
of the lineage who, as they grew old, might come to live the rest
of their lives there. After a time, when the senior mother’s brother
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who headed the matrilineage died, some of the younger men would
go off to found their own villages. A man then became the senior
male in a new lineage, the members of which would be his sisters
and his sisters’ sons. One of these younger men might, however,
remain in the old village and succeed the senior mother’s brother
in the latter’s status and take on his role completely, thus perpetu-
ating the older lineage. According to one account, the functioning
lineage probably has a genealogical depth of three to four genera-
tions: a man, his sister’s adult sons, and the latter’s younger but
married sister’s sons. How this unit encompasses the range of sta-
tuses characteristic of the matrilineage in Mbundu theory is not
altogether clear.

Social Structure in Urban Areas

Whatever the kind and degree of change in the workings of lin-
eage and community in rural Angola, research in the musseques of
Luanda showed that the lineage system had little significance there.
Musseques are settlements in and around Luanda (and some of the
other big towns) in which many of the urban poor live. Residents
of the settlements in Luanda were predominantly of Mbundu ori-
gin. In the 1980s, the settlements became the refuge of hundreds
of thousands of displaced persons.

Some of the inhabitants of the musseques worked regularly in
manual jobs, but others were employed only intermittently, and
still others would go jobless for long periods. The variation in the
material circumstances of males in particular affected the compo-
sition of the households. Ideally, and often in fact, the household
consisted of a man and a woman, living in a union legally or other-
wise sanctioned, and their children. Occasionally, another kins-
man or kinswoman was part of the unit. In the 1980s, with the
influx of the rural displaced, additional kin or acquaintances were
probably also becoming part of many of the family units.

The man was expected to assume the primary responsibility for
supporting the household and to provide, if possible, for the edu-
cation of the children, although others sometimes contributed.
Given the economic circumstances of most of these men, the bur-
den sometimes became overwhelming, and some men reacted by
leaving the household. This reaction accounted, with some excep-
tions, for the presence of female heads of households.

In the 1980s, an important effect of extended kinship ties was
the expectation of migrants from rural areas that they could turn
first to their kin already in place for at least temporary housing
and other aid. The tendency was to look to heads of households
who were of the same matrilineage, but that practice was not
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universal. Moreover, it did not signify that the matrilineage had
been transplanted to the musseques. The relationship between the
head of the household and the newly arrived migrant was that
between two individuals. The urban situation did not provide the
conditions for the functioning of the matrilineage as a social,
political, and economic unit.

Given the combination of the nuclear family household, the
absence of matrilineages, and the relative ethnic homogeneity of
the musseques of Luanda, the organization of permanent or tem-
porary groups engaged in social or political activity and the for-
mation of interpersonal relationships were likely to be based directly
on economic concerns or on other common interests arising out
of the urban situation. Elsewhere, such concerns and interests were
often mediated by or couched in terms of considerations of ethnic-
ity or kinship.

Effects of Socialist Policies

Beginning in late 1977 with the First Party Congress of the
MPLA, at which the conversion of the MPLA to a vanguard party
was announced, party leaders attempted to define the kind of so-
ciety and economy they wished to develop. The process of defini-
tion was by no means systematic and often simply drew on
Marxist-Leninist clichés borrowed from the Soviet model. Neverthe-
less, from time to time statements of either purpose or criticism
focused on specific features and problems of Angolan society as
these leaders saw them. Sometimes, the solutions offered appeared
to have conflicting implications.

Running through the statements of leaders and editorials in An-
gola’s largest newspaper, Jornal de Angola, and other party and state
publications were frequent and strong references to the need to
eliminate all signs of ethnicity, regionalism, and racism. On several
occasions, the statements and editorials asserted that ethnicity and
regionalism were not the same, but their differences were not spelled
out. Because there is a link between ethnolinguistic category and
location, the differential effects on behavior of ethnicity and region-
alism are often difficult to determine.

At the same time that the party cautioned against racism (the
reference is to mestigos and to those Portuguese who remained in
Angola after independence), it also discouraged attitudes of superi-
ority. Presumably, this was an allusion not only to the preindepen-
dence attitudes of Portuguese and mestigos but also to those of urban,
educated Africans, who would in former times have been called
asstmilados. In fact, it is unlikely that the Portuguese in the party
would act in the style of the Portuguese colonial official or settler,
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but some mestigos, uncommitted ideologically, might act in such
a way; educated Africans, secure in their racial situation, were even
more likely to exhibit a sense of superiority to ordinary Africans.
The sensitivity of the party to popular perceptions about racism
and attitudes of superiority was partly responsible for attempts in
the 1980s by the dos Santos regime to remove from the top party
echelons a number of mestigos, who dominated the party structure,
and replace them with a more ethnically diverse group (see Politi-
cal Environment, ch. 4).

In the 1980s, there was a significant shift of attitude on the part
of government and party officials toward private enterprise and
what the party had previously labeled ‘petite bourgeoisie.’’ In the
1970s, the term was widely and pejoratively used to discourage
individuals from activities in which they could accumulate personal
wealth. Although self-aggrandizement was still discouraged, the
party recognized that economic and agricultural centralization had
failed as development strategies and that movement toward pri-
vate enterprise would be necessary to boost domestic production,
increase the supply of goods available to the Angolan population,
and generally improve the economic picture.

The implications of these policy changes for the structure of
society, including economic support for individual peasant farm-
ers and an increase in the role of private traders, were extensive.
Where the party once discouraged the existence of an entrepreneu-
rial bourgeoisie both in urban and in rural Angola, some observ-
ers believed that efforts to develop the country and come to grips
with its economic and technical problems might generate not only
a bureaucratic middle class and elite but also a business middle
class less amenable to control than a salaried state bourgeoisie.

Policies Affecting Rural Society

Prior to independence, most peasants engaged in subsistence
farming and cattle herding, whereas commercial farms and plan-
tations, which produced most of the cash crops, were owned and
operated primarily by Portuguese settlers. Although most farmers
and herders consumed most of what they produced, those who did
market some of their output depended on Portuguese bush traders.
A barter system developed through which agricultural produce was
exchanged for agricultural supplies and consumer goods from the
cities. This entire system collapsed with the sudden departure of
the Portuguese farmers and bush traders at independence.

The government acted immediately by transforming the aban-
doned commercial farms into state farms, all of which were large
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and understaffed. The lack of personnel with managerial and tech-
nical skills, the breakdown of machinery, and the unwillingness
of peasants to work for wages soon eroded the experiment in
nationalization, and by the early 1980s much of the land was
appropriated for individual family farming.

The government proceeded cautiously in its dealings with the
peasants, recognizing that productivity had to take priority over
ideology. Thus, instead of immediately collectivizing land, the
government formed farming cooperatives, but this too failed because
of the government’s inability to replace the function of the Por-
tuguese bush traders, despite the establishment of a barter system
managed by two state companies (see Agriculture, ch. 3). By the
early 1980s, most peasants, having never received from the state
any promised goods, returned to subsistence farming and their tradi-
tional way of life.

A shift in agricultural policy began in 1984 that may have
provided the basis for a fundamental change in rural life in the
future. The goal was to restore a flow of farm surplus products
to urban areas and reduce dependence on imports. Along with the
dissolution of the state farms, the government began setting up
agricultural development stations to provide assistance to farmers
in the form of technical advice, equipment, and seeds and fertili-
zer. In 1988 these measures were gradually reversing the decline
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in agricultural production for the market in the few provinces
unaffected by the UNITA insurgency.

Policies Affecting Urban Society

Many of the difficult economic conditions existing in Angola’s
cities and towns were the result of the UNITA insurgency, including
the almost total disruption of the transportation system necessary
to carry produce from rural to urban areas. However, by the late
1980s the government had recognized that much could be blamed
on the cumbersome and ineffective mechanisms of the centralized
economy (see Role of the Government, ch. 3). In 1988 the govern-
ment, faced with the continuing decline of the manufacturing sec-
tor, began to move away from state-controlled companies and
promised to enact new laws that would make private ownership
possible.

The impact of the changes in economic policy were not immedi-
ately apparent in Luanda in 1988. The only two sources of goods
for the capital’s population were rationed and poorly stocked state
stores and the parallel market, where the local currency was accepted
at only a fraction of its face value. Many foreign businesses were
giving their Angolan employees credit at a government supermar-
ket where they could buy food. Some foreign businesses set up their
own stores in which their employees could shop. The largest parallel
market operation in Luanda, Roque Santeiro, was only one of many
that depended on European shipments for products such as cloth-
ing, watches, medicine, and tape players, as well as food. There
was some indication that goods were also bought by insiders at state
stores and resold at many times the price in the parallel market.
Despite official rhetoric, the government recognized its inability
to provide basic goods to the population and seldom interfered with
parallel market activities.

Physical living conditions in Luanda were deplorable in 1988.
The elegant marble apartment buildings that lined the city’s down-
town streets during the colonial era had become slums with neither
running water nor electricity. Even most of those able to afford
luxuries were living without basic conveniences or amenities; eve-
ning activities, such as cultural events or dining out, were rare.
And because of a lack of spare parts, there were few taxis or other
means of transportation.

Role of Women and Children

Almost no research existed on the role of women and children
in Angolan society in the late 1980s, but a few generalities could
be drawn. In rural Angola, as in many African economies, most
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of the population engaged in agricultural activities. Women per-
formed much of the agricultural labor, as did children of both sexes.
Marriage generally involved family, political, and economic inter-
ests as well as personal considerations. The household was the most
important unit of production and was usually composed of several
generations. The women grew and prepared most of the food for
the household and performed all other domestic work. Because of
their major role in food production, women shared relatively equal
status with men, who spent much of their time hunting or tending
cattle.

Many women and children belonged to two mass organizations:
the Organization of Angolan Women (Organizagao da Mulher
Angolana—OMA) and the Popular Movement for the Liberation
of Angola-Youth Movement (Juventude do Movimento Popular
de Libertagdo de Angola—JMPLA). Before independence, the
OMA and JMPLA were instrumental in mobilizing political sup-
port for the MPLA among thousands of Angolan refugees. After
independence, and especially after the creation of the MPLA-PT
in 1977, the mass organizations came under the strict control of
the party and were given the role of intermediaries between the
MPLA-PT and the population.

In 1987 the OMA had a membership of 1.3 million women, most
of whom lived in rural areas. Among the many contributions of
OMA'’s members were the establishment of literacy programs and
service in health and social service organizations (see Mass Or-
ganizations and Interest Groups, ch. 4). Most OMA members,
however, were poor and unemployed. In 1988 only 10 percent of
MPLA-PT members were women, although more women were
finding jobs in teaching and professions from which they had been
excluded in the past.

The JMPLA, which claimed a membership of 72,000 teenagers
and students in 1988, became the only route to party membership
after 1977. JMPLA members were required to participate in the
Directorate of People’s Defense and Territorial Troops, formerly
the People’s Defense Organization (Organizagao de Defesa
Popular—ODP), and political study groups. The relatively small
size of the organization, however, was indicative of the difficulty
the government faced in recruiting young people from rural areas.

Effects of the Insurgency

The UNITA insurgency had a far greater impact on Angola’s
social fabric than the government’s socialist policies. Hundreds of
thousands of displaced persons were forced not only to seek refuge
in towns and military protected resettlement areas but also to
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disrupt traditional life-styles. Intensive military recruitment drained
urban and rural areas of much of the young adult male popula-
tion as well. UNITA frequently reported avoidance of government
military conscription and battlefield desertions, and its spokesper-
sons also claimed in late 1988 that large numbers of teachers in
rural areas had been recruited by the government, depleting the
schools of trained instructors. It was not clear to what extent, if
any, this disruption changed the social order in families, or if vil-
lage social structures remained intact.

Another significant influence on the population caused by the
UNITA insurgency was the emphasis on defense. Two militia forces
were created: the ODP in 1975 (renamed the Directorate of Peo-
ple’s Defense and Territorial Troops in 1985), and the People’s
Vigilance Brigades (Brigadas Populares de Vigildncia—BPV) in
1984 (see War and the Role of the Armed Forces in Society; In-
ternal Security Forces and Organization, ch. 5). The Directorate
of People’s Defense and Territorial Troops, operating as a back-
up force to the Angolan armed forces, had both armed and un-
armed units dispersed throughout the country in villages to protect
the population from UNITA attacks. Although the Directorate of
People’s Defense and Territorial Troops had an estimated 50,000
official members in 1988, as many as 500,000 men and women
may have been participating in reserve functions. The BPV,
organized more as a mass organization than as a branch of the
armed forces, had an estimated 1.5 million members in 1987.
Designed to function in urban areas, the BPV had broader respon-
sibilities than the Directorate of People’s Defense and Territorial
Troops, including political and military training of the population
and detection of criminal activities.

The consequences of war-related economic failure also disrupted
Angolan society profoundly. The government had been compelled
to expend enormous economic and human resources to fight
UNITA, denying the population basic goods and services as well
as diverting those with the skills badly needed for national develop-
ment into military positions. The toll was heaviest among children,
who suffered the most from substandard health conditions and the
underfunded and understaffed school system. The insurgency also
contributed heavily to underproduction in the agricultural sector,
resulting in dangerous food shortages, especially in rural areas, and
in the country’s dependence on external food sources.

Religious Life

The attitude of the Angolan government toward religion was
inconsistent. The MPLA-PT’s strong commitment to Marxism-
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Young victims of the insurgency
Courtesy International Committee of the Red Cross (Yannick Miiller)

Leninism meant that its attitude toward religion, at least officially,
corresponded to that of the traditional Soviet Marxist-Leninist
dogma, which generally characterized religion as antiquated and
irrelevant to the construction of a new society. The government
also viewed religion as an instrument of colonialism because of the
Roman Catholic Church’s close association with the Portuguese.
Furthermore, because membership in the party was the road to
influence, party leaders and many of the cadres were likely to have
no formal religious commitment, or at any rate to deny having
one (even though most of Angola’s leaders in the 1980s were edu-
cated at Catholic, Baptist, or Congregational mission schools).
Nonetheless, the government acknowledged the prevalence of
religion in Angolan societies and officially recognized the equality
of all religions, tolerating religious practices as long as the churches
restricted themselves to spiritual matters, The state, however, did
institute certain specific controls over religious organizations, and
it was prepared to act quickly when it felt that it was challenged
by the acts of a specific group. Thus, in early 1978 the MPLA-PT
Political Bureau ordered the registration of ‘‘legitimate’’ churches
and religious organizations. Although priests and missionaries were
permitted to stay in the country as foreign residents and although
religious groups or churches could receive goods from abroad, fur-
ther construction of new churches without a permit was forbidden.
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A conflict developed in the late 1970s between the government
and the Roman Catholic Church. In December 1977, the bishops
of Angola’s three archdioceses, meeting in Lubango, drafied a
pastoral letter subsequently read to all churches that claimed fre-
quent violations of religious freedom. Their most specific complaint
was that the establishment of a single system of education ignored
the rights of parents. They also objected to the government’s sys-
tematic atheistic propaganda and its silencing of the church’s radio
station in 1976. In response to charges of government meddling
in religious affairs, President Neto issued a decree in January 1978
stating that there was complete separation between church and
religious institutions. In addition, Jornal de Angola printed an attack
on the bishops, accusing them of questioning the integrity of the
Angolan revolutionary process.

The outcome of the conflict had repercussions for Protestant
churches as well as for the Roman Catholic Church. In essence,
the government made it clear that religious institutions were to ad-
here to government and party rulings regarding nonreligious issues.

In the late 1980s, there was a slight change in the government’s
policy toward religion. The president and others in the govern-
ment and party elites, recognizing that political opposition had not
coalesced around religious leaders, became less fearful of religious
opposition and therefore more tolerant of religious groups in gener-
al. One exception was the Our Lord Jesus Christ Church in the
World, an independent Christian sect founded in 1949 by Simon
Mtoko (also spelled Simao Toco). Mtoko, a Protestant from Uige
Province, fashioned the sect after the Kimbanguist movement (not
to be confused with traditional kimbanda practices, which had arisen
in the Belgian Congo in the 1920s; see Indigenous Religious Sys-
tems, this ch.). The government had been especially suspicious of
the Mtokoists because of their strong support in Benguela Province,
most of whose residents were Ovimbundu, the principal support-
ers of UNITA. Mtokoists also were involved in riots in the Catate
region of Bengo Province and in Luanda at the end of 1986, and
they attacked a prison in Luanda in 1987 in an attempt to free fel-
low believers who had been arrested in the 1986 riots. As a result,
the government banned the sect, claiming that its members had
used religion to attack the state and had therefore lost their legiti-
macy. Subsequently, however, as part of the general relaxation of
its policy on religion, the government softened its position on the
sect and in March 1988 declared it a legal religion.

Christianity

Religious affiliation in Angola was difficult to define because many
who claimed membership in a specific Christian denomination also
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shared perceptions of the natural and supernatural order charac-
teristic of indigenous religious systems. Sometimes the Christian
sphere of the life of a community was institutionally separate from
the indigenous sphere. In other cases, the local meaning and prac-
tice of Christianity were modified by indigenous patterns of belief
and practice.

Although Roman Catholic missions were largely staffed by non-
Portuguese during the colonial era, the relevant statutes and ac-
cords provided that foreign missionaries could be admitted only
with the approval of the Portuguese government and the Vatican
and on condition that they be integrated with the Portuguese mis-
sionary organization. Foreign Roman Catholic missionaries were
required to renounce the laws of their own country, submit to Por-
tuguese law, and furnish proof of their ability to speak and write
the Portuguese language correctly. Missionary activity was placed
under the authority of Portuguese priests. All of this was consis-
tent with the Colonial Act of 1930, which advanced the view that
Portuguese Catholic missions overseas were ‘‘instruments of civili-
zation and national influence.’’ In 1940 the education of Africans
was declared the exclusive responsibility of missionary personnel.
All church activities, education included, were to be subsidized by
the state. In reality, Protestant missions were permitted to engage
in educational activity, but without subsidy and on condition that
Portuguese be the language of instruction (see Education, this ch.).

The important Protestant missions in place in the 1960s (or their
predecessors) had arrived in Angola in the late nineteenth century
and therefore had been at work before the Portuguese managed
to establish control over the entire territory. Their early years, there-
fore, were little affected by Portuguese policy and practice. Before
the establishment of the New State (Estado Novo) in Portugal in
1926, the authorities kept an eye on the Protestant missions but
were not particularly hostile to them (see Angola under the New
State, ch. 1). Settlers and local administrators often were hostile,
however, because Protestant missionaries tended to be protective
of what they considered their charges. In those early years and later,
Protestant missionaries were not only evangelists but also teachers,
healers, and counselors—all perhaps in a paternal fashion but in
ways that involved contact with Africans in a more sustained fashion
than was characteristic of Roman Catholic missionaries and local
administrators.

Protestant missionaries worked at learning the local languages,
in part to communicate better with those in their mission field, but
above all in order to translate the Old Testament and the New
Testament into African tongues. Protestant missionaries were much
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more likely than administrators and settlers to know a local lan-
guage. Roman Catholic missionaries did not similarly emphasize
the translation of the Bible and, with some exceptions, did not make
a point of learning a Bantu language.

Because specific Protestant denominations were associated with
particular ethnic communities, the structure of religious organi-
zation was linked to the structure of these communities. This con-
nection was brought about in part by the tendency of entire
communities to turn to the variety of Protestantism offered local-
ly. The conversion of isolated individuals was rare. Those individu-
als who did not become Christians remained to a greater or lesser
extent adherents of the indigenous system; unless they migrated
to one of the larger towns, persons of a specific locality did not
have the option of another kind of Christianity. Those members
of a community who had not yet become Christians were tied by
kinship and propinquity to those individuals who had. On the one
hand, indigenous patterns of social relations affected church
organization; on the other hand, the presence of Christians in the
community affected the local culture to varying degrees. Chris-
tians who could quote Scripture in the local tongue contributed
phrases to it that others picked up, and the attributes of the Chris-
tian God as interpreted by the specific denomination sometimes
became attached to the high god of the indigenous religious sys-
tem and typically made that deity more prominent than previously.

The involvement of the Protestant churches in the languages of
their mission areas, their medical and other welfare activity, and
their ability to adapt to local structures or (in the case of the
Methodists among the Mbundu) to be fortuitously consistent with
them gave Protestants much more influence than their numbers
would suggest. For example, the leaders of the three major nation-
alist movements in the 1970s—the MPLA, UNITA, and the
FNLA—had been raised as Protestants, and many others in these
movements were also Protestants, even if their commitment may
have diminished over time.

Estimates of the number of Roman Catholics in Angola varied.
One source claimed that about 55 percent of the population in 1985
was Roman Catholic; another put the proportion in 1987 at 68
percent. Most Roman Catholics lived in western Angola, not only
because that part of the country was the most densely populated
but also because Portuguese penetration into the far interior was
comparatively recent and Roman Catholic missionaries tended to
follow the flag. The most heavily Roman Catholic area before
independence was Cabinda Province, where most of the people were
Bakongo. Bakongo in Angola proper were not quite so heavily
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Roman Catholic, and Protestantism was very influential there.
There was a substantial proportion of Roman Catholics among the
Mbundu in Luanda and Cuanza Norte provinces. Less heavily
Catholic were the Ovimbundu-populated provinces of Benguela
and Huambo, although the city of Huambo had been estimated
to be two-thirds Catholic. In the southern and eastern districts,
the proportion of Roman Catholics dropped considerably.

The proportion of Protestants in the Angolan population was
estimated at 10 percent to 20 percent in the late 1980s. The majority
of them presumably were Africans, although some mestios may have
been affiliated with one or another Protestant church.

The government recognized eleven Protestant denominations:
the Assembly of God, the Baptist Convention of Angola, the Bap-
tist Evangelical Church of Angola, the Congregational Evangeli-
cal Church of Angola, the Evangelical Church of Angola, the
Evangelical Church of South-West Angola, the Our Lord Jesus
Christ Church in the World (Kimbanguist), the Reformed Evan-
gelical Church of Angola, the Seventh-Day Adventist Church, the
Union of Evangelical Churches of Angola, and the United Meth-
odist Church.

In the late 1980s, statistics on Christian preferences among eth-
nic groups were unavailable, but proportions calculated from the
1960 census probably had not changed significantly. According to
the 1960 census, about 21 percent of the Ovimbundu were Protes-
tants, but later estimates suggest a smaller percentage. The sole
Protestant group active among the Mbundu was the Methodist Mis-
sion, largely sponsored by the Methodist Episcopal Church of the
United States. Portuguese data for 1960 indicated that only 8 per-
cent of the Mbundu considered themselves Protestants, but Prot-
estant missions had considerable success among the Dembos. As
many as 35 percent of the Bakongo were considered Protestants
by the official religious census of 1960, with Baptists being the most
numerous.

In addition to the Protestant churches directly generated by the
missions and continuing in a more or less orthodox pattern, there
were other groups, which stemmed at least in part from the Protes-
tant experience but expressed a peculiarly local tendency and which
were dominated entirely by Africans. The number of Angolans
identifying with such African churches is not known, but it is rea-
sonable to assume that many Angolans were attached to them.

Indigenous Religious Systems

There were as many indigenous religious systems in Angola as
there were ethnic groups or even sections of ethnic groups. Two
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or more ethnic groups might share specific elements of belief, ritual,
and organizational principle, but the configuration of these elements
would be different for each group or section. Nevertheless, certain
patterns were widespread.

Most traditional African religions claim the existence of a high
god, but this deity’s attributes vary. For example, some groups
emphasize the high god’s role as a creator, while others do not.
Specific events in the human world are not usually explained by
reference to this god, nor is a cult addressed to it.

The active entities in indigenous religious systems are ancestral
and nature spirits. Ancestral spirits are considered relevant to the
welfare of a descent group or its members, and nature spirits are
considered relevant to the welfare of a community in a given loca-
tion. However, specific individuals may be directly affected by one
of the nature spirits resident in rocks or trees or in natural forces
such as wind or lightning.

Ancestral spirits, especially those of recently deceased kin, must
be honored with appropriate rituals if they are expected to look
favorably on the enterprises of their descendants. Only some of
these rituals are performed by the descent group as a whole. More
frequently, they are performed by and on behalf of a segment of
the group or an individual.

In theory, nature spirits are not generally considered to have
led a human existence, but there are exceptions. Occasionally, the
spirits of local rulers or others are detached from specific descent
groups or are considered to have the characteristics of other nature
spirits in that they are resident in features of the landscape.

The spirits of the ancestors of a kin group are looked to for
assistance in economic and social matters, and some misfortunes—
famine, poor crops, personal losses—are ascribed to failure to have
performed the appropriate rituals or to having misbehaved in some
other way. Not all misfortunes are attributed to ancestral or nature
spirits, however. Many people believe that magical powers inhere
in things and that these powers, though usually neutral, may be
used malevolently to afflict others or to prevent others from deal-
ing with affliction, particularly illness and death. It is further thought
that individuals, sometimes unconsciously and without the use of
material or technical means, can bring illness or other affliction
to human beings. Such persons, usually called witches, are thought
to be marked by the presence of a substance in the stomach or other
organ. The terms witch and sorcerer have been applied to those who
use their power malevolently, and the distinction between the two
is based in part on whether the power is inherited (witch) or acquired
in exchange for something of value (sorcerer), whether the power
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is mystical or technical, and whether the power is used on one’s
(the witch’s) own behalf or on behalf of others, at a price. In fact,
this distinction is made only in some societies and may be linked
to certain features of community social structures and associated
with patterns of accusation—whether kin by blood or marriage or
non-kin are held to be responsible.

Individual difficulties are attributed to witchcraft, sorcery, or
the acts of ancestral or nature spirits. The determination is usually
made by a diviner, a specialist whose personal power and use of
material objects are held to be generally benevolent (although there
are cases in which a diviner may be accused of sorcery) and whose
sensitivity to patterns of stress and strain in the community help
him or her arrive at a diagnosis. A diviner—widely called a kim-
banda—may also have extensive knowledge of herbal medicine, and
at least part of the work of the kimbanda is devoted to the application
of that knowledge.

The kimbanda is said to have inherited or acquired the ability
to communicate with spirits. In many cases, the acquisition of such
power follows illness and possession by a specific spirit. The profi-
ciency and degree of specialization of diviners varies widely. Some
will deal only with particular symptoms; others enjoy broad repute
and may include more than one village, or even more than one
province, in their rounds. The greater the reputation of the kim-
banda, the more he or she charges for services. This widespread
term for diviner/healer has entered into local Portuguese, and so
central is the role of the kimbanda to the complex of beliefs and prac-
tices characterizing most indigenous religions that some sources,
such as the Jornal de Angola, have applied the term kimbandism to
indigenous systems when cataloging Angolan religions.

In general, the belief in spirits (ancestral or natural), witches,
and sorcerers is associated with a worldview that leaves no room
for the accidental. Whether events are favorable or adverse, respon-
sibility for them can in principle be attributed to a causal agent.
If things go well, the correct ritual has been performed to placate
the spirits or invoke their help. If things go badly, the correct ritu-
al has not been performed, or a spirit has been otherwise provoked,
or malevolent individuals have succeeded in breaching whatever
protective (magical) measures have been taken against them. This
outlook often persisted in Angola among individuals who had been
influenced by Christianity or secular education. With some changes
in particulars, it seemed to pervade urban areas, where a kimbanda
rarely lacked clients.
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Education
Conditions Before Independence

African access to educational opportunities was highly limited
for most of the colonial period. Until the 1950s, facilities run by
the government were few and largely restricted to urban areas.
Responsibility for educating Africans rested with Roman Cath-
olic and Protestant missions (see Religious Life, this ch.). As a con-
sequence, each of the missions established its own school system,
although all were subject to ultimate control by the Portuguese with
respect to certain policy matters.

Education beyond the primary level was available to very few
Africans before 1960, and the proportion of the age-group that went
on to secondary school in the early 1970s was still quite low.
Nevertheless, primary school attendance was growing substantially.
Whether those entering primary schools were acquiring at least
functional literacy in Portuguese was another matter. Primary
school consisted of a total of four years made up of a pair of two-
year cycles. Portuguese statistics do not indicate how many stu-
dents completed each of the cycles, but it is estimated that far fewer
completed the full four years than entered the first cycle. Similar-
ly, there seems to be general agreement among observers that a
great number of those who entered secondary school did not com-
plete it. In general, the quality of teaching at the primary level was
low, with instruction carried on largely by Africans with very few
qualifications. Most secondary school teachers were Portuguese,
but the first years of secondary school were devoted to materials
at the primary level.

Conditions after Independence

The conflict between the Portuguese and the various nationalist
movements and the civil war that ensued after independence left
the education system in chaos. Most Portuguese instructors had
left (including virtually all secondary school staff), many buildings
had been damaged, and the availability of instructional materials
was limited.

A report of the First Party Congress published in December 1977
gave education high priority. The report emphasized Marxism-
Leninism as a base for the education system and its importance
in shaping the ‘‘new generation,’’ but the objectives of develop-
ing national consciousness and respect for traditional values were
also mentioned. The training at all levels of persons who would
be able to contribute to economic development was heavily stressed.

The government estimated the level of illiteracy following
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Students at a secondary school in Luanda

independence at between 85 percent and 90 percent and set the
elimination of illiteracy as an immediate task. Initiated in November
1976, the literacy drive gave priority to rural peasants who had
been completely ignored by the Portuguese education system. The
priorities for education were, in order of importance, literacy,
primary education, secondary education, and intermediate and
university education. The government established the National
Literacy Commission (under the leadership of the minister of edu-
cation) to administer the literacy campaign.

The government reported that in the first year of the literacy
campaign (November 1976 to November 1977) 102,000 adults
learned to read and write; by 1980 the figure had risen to 1 mil-
lion. By 1985 the average rate of adult literacy was officially esti-
mated at 59 percent; United States government sources, however,
estimated literacy at only 20 percent. In late 1987, Angola’s offi-
cial press agency, Angop, reported that the provinces with the most
newly literate people included Huila, Huambo, and Benguela and
that 8,152 literacy teachers had participated in the campaign since
its inception.

At independence there were 25,000 primary school teachers, but
fewer than 2,000 were even minimally qualified to teach primary
school children. The shortage of qualified instructors was even more
pronounced at the secondary school level, where there were only
600 teachers. Furthermore, secondary schools existed only in towns.
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The First Party Congress responded to this problem by resolving to
institute an eight-year compulsory system of free, basic education
for children between ages seven and fifteen. Four years of primary
education, provided free of charge, began at age seven. Secondary
education, beginning at age eleven, lasted a further six years.

School enrollment, which rose very slowly considering Ango-
la’s youthful population, reflected the dire effects of the insurgency.
In 1977 the government reported that more than 1 million primary
school students were enrolled, as were about 105,000 secondary
school students, roughly double the numbers enrolled in 1973. What
proportions of the relevant age-groups these students constituted
was not known, but in the case of the primary school students it
may have been almost two-thirds, and in that of secondary school
students, perhaps a tenth to an eighth. Official government statis-
tics released in 1984 showed that primary school enrollment had
declined to 870,410, while secondary school enrollment (including
vocational school and teacher training students) had increased to
151,759. This made for combined primary and secondary school
enrollment consisting of 49 percent of the school-age population.
By 1986 the primary school enrollment had increased to 1,304,145.
Luanda’s Agostinho Neto University, the country’s only univer-
sity, had an enrollment of 4,493 students in 1984, which had
declined to 3,195 by 1986. A total of 72,330 people were enrolled
in primary adult education programs in 1986.

The government began implementation of its education plan in
close cooperation with its allies, particularly Cuba. Between 1978
and 1981, Cuba sent 443 teachers to Angola. According to an
Angolan source, in 1987 an estimated 4,000 Angolan students,
representing one-fourth of all foreign students from Africa, Asia,
Latin America, and the Caribbean studying in Cuba, were attend-
ing Cuban elementary, middle, and college preparatory schools,
as well as polytechnical institutes and the Superior Pedagogical Poly-
technic Institute. Also in Cuba, assisting in the education of their
compatriots, was a group of twenty-seven Angolan teachers. In
addition, the Soviet Union participated in Angolan education pro-
grams. More than 1,000 Angolan students had graduated from
intermediate and specialized higher education programs in the
Soviet Union by the end of 1987, at which time 100 Soviet lec-
turers were teaching at Agostinho Neto University, the Luanda
Naval School, and the Institute of Geology and Cartography in
the Angolan capital. By mid-1988 United States sources reported
that 1,800 Angolan students were studying in the Soviet Union.

A number of Angolan organizations become active during the
1980s in the quest for better educational facilities. In 1987 the
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JMPLA launched a special campaign to recruit 1,000 young peo-
ple to teach in primary schools in Luanda Province. The groups
targeted by the campaign included secondary school and higher
education graduates, as well as some workers. The OMA not only
sponsored programs to teach women to read and write but was also
involved in programs to reduce infant mortality and promote family
planning. Even the military formed a special group in 1980, the
eighth contingent of the Comrade Dangereux Brigade, whose basic
function was to teach primary school; 6,630 brigade members were
reported to have taught 309,419 students by 1987.

Despite the government’s efforts, the UNITA insurgency
prevented the construction of a new education system on the
remains of that inherited from the Portuguese. The demands of
the war had drained funds that could otherwise have been applied
to building schools, printing books, and purchasing equipment.
In 1988, according to the United States Center for Defense Infor-
mation, the Angolan government spent more per capita on the mili-
tary (US$892) than on education (US$310). The war in the
southern and central regions of the country also prevented the
spread of the school system; the consequences of the fighting,
including UNITA attacks on schools and teachers and the mas-
sive displacement of rural populations in those areas, disrupted the
education of hundreds of thousands of school-age children. Fur-
ther damaging to Angola’s future was the fact that many of those
studying abroad had either failed to complete their courses of study
or had not returned to Angola.

Education in UNITA-Claimed Territory

By the mid-1980s, UNITA had gained control over a large part
of Angola’s southeast and claimed to have gained the allegiance
of more than 1 million Angolans. As an integral part of his strategy
to win over the hearts and minds of the populations in the occupied
area, UNITA leader Jonas Savimbi established a state within a
state, complete with a system of schools and hospitals to meet the
needs of the local populations. The town of Jamba, UNITA’s
stronghold in southern Cuando Cubango Province, had a popula-
tion of between 10,000 and 15,000, all of whom claimed loyalty
to UNITA and Savimbi.

Although much of the information released by UNITA was
propagandistic, it provided a rough outline of the educational sit-
uation in UNITA areas. UNITA claimed that its complex system
consisted of nearly 1,000 schools, in which almost 5,000 teachers
taught more than 200,000 children. A Portuguese reporter who
visited UNITA-claimed territory in late 1987 reported that the
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UNITA education system consisted of two years of kindergarten,
four years of primary school, and seven years of high school. Upon
completion of high school, the brightest students were given scholar-
ships to study at universities in Britain, Céte d’Ivoire, France, Por-
tugal, and the United States. Others attended middle-level technical
courses in agriculture, nursing, primary school teaching, and typ-
ing in Jamba’s Polytechnical Institute. UNITA’s academic organi-
zation closely resembled that of Portugal, with Latin an important
part of the curriculum.

Another Portuguese source reported in mid-1988 that there were
ninety-eight Angolan scholarship students studying in Portugal
under UNITA sponsorship. Because Portuguese institutions did
not recognize the courses taught in Jamba, UNITA-educated stu-
dents were required to take the examinations from the fourth class
level up to university entrance examinations, losing two or three
years of their UNITA education in the process. In other European
countries, however, UNITA-sponsored students took only the
examinations required for admission to the education level for which
they wanted to enroll. Nevertheless, UNITA preferred to send its
students to Portugal because of the common language. UNITA-
sponsored students generally studied agronomy, engineering, and
medicine.

Health and Welfare

In general, the civil war had degraded the quality and availabil-
ity of health care since independence. Logistical problems with sup-
ply and distribution of equipment as well as the lack of physical
security impeded the provision of health care throughout the coun-
try, and public health services existed only in areas under govern-
ment control. The rest of the country depended on international
and private relief organizations, although UNITA provided a fairly
extensive health care system of its own in rebel-controlled areas.
Poor even by African standards, health conditions in Angola were
made even worse by the failure of government health programs
to reach much of the population and by the movement of a signifi-
cant part of the population out of war-ravaged regions. The coun-
try remained heavily dependent on foreign medical assistance
because instruction in Angolan medical schools had progressed
slowly.

Prior to independence, only urban inhabitants, many of whom
were Portuguese, had access to health facilities. One of the MPLA’s
priorities when it came into power was to provide health care to
the entire population through a network of health facilities over-
seen by the National Health Service, an organization subordinate
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to the Ministry of Health. In theory, basic health workers deter-
mined the level of care required by each patient. In rural areas,
village dispensaries and health stations were staffed by a nurse,
and district health centers provided outpatient services, a pharmacy,
and up to twenty beds. District health centers referred patients to
provincial hospitals when necessary. In reality, health care was
limited and often unavailable in rural areas because of the lack of
resources and the absence of government control throughout much
of the country. The government claimed, however, to run 700
health posts and 140 health centers in rural areas in the late 1980s.
UNITA, as part of its general goal of disrupting government ser-
vices, impeded and often prevented the movement of health care
personnel and medical equipment in many areas of the country,
including regions outside its immediate control. Reports from var-
ious sources, mostly appearing in the Portuguese press, alleged that
UNITA forces had attacked and destroyed rural medical facilities.

The OMA, the National Union of Angolan Workers (Unido Na-
cional dos Trabalhadores Angolanos—UNTA), and the Angolan
Red Cross were also involved in promoting health care through
the provision of health education, vaccination campaigns, and sur-
veillance of health conditions. Particularly prominent was a primary
health care program provided by the Angolan Red Cross in urban
shantytowns. Most health-related programs, however, were
administered by foreign and international organizations with the
cooperation of the Angolan government. Most of these programs,
primarily the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)
and various UN agencies, provided emergency relief aid to those
affected by the UNITA insurgency. The ICRC operated mostly
in the provinces of Huambo, Bié, and Benguela, administering
projects for improving nutrition, sanitation, and public health, with
a total staff of some 70 people, assisted by about 40 physicians,
nurses, technicians, and administrators from foreign Red Cross
societies and an estimated 800 Angolan relief workers.

Infectious and parasitic diseases were prevalent among most of
the population. These diseases flourished in conditions of inade-
quate to nonexistent environmental sanitation, poor personal
hygiene habits, substandard living conditions, and inadequate to
nonexistent disease control programs. These conditions caused a
cholera epidemic in 1987 and 1988 that killed almost 2,000 people
in twelve provinces.

Conditions worsened in the 1980s, primarily because the UNI-
TA insurgency had resulted in the creation of a massive internal
refugee population living in tent camps or urban shantytowns. The
most frequent causes of death included gastrointestinal diseases,
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malaria, respiratory infections, and sexually transmitted diseases,
all of which were aggravated by endemic malnutrition. The most
prevalent diseases included acute diarrhea, cholera, hepatitis,
hymenolepiasis, influenza, leprosy, meningitis, onchocerciasis,
schistosomiasis, tuberculosis, typhoid, typhus, yaws, and yellow
fever. In addition, in 1989 approximately 1.5 million Angolans were
at risk of starvation because of the insurgency and economic mis-
management. The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
estimated that Angola had the world’s fourth highest mortality rate
for children under the age of five, despite a program launched in
1987 by UNICETF to vaccinate children against diphtheria, measles,
polio, tetanus, tuberculosis, and whooping cough. UNICEF claimed
to have vaccinated 75 percent of all Angolan children under the
age of one.

If statistics provided by the chief of the Department of Hygiene
and Epidemiology in Angola’s Ministry of Health were accurate,
the incidence of acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS) in
Angola was fairly low by African standards—0.4 percent of blood
donors in Luanda and 2 percent to 4 percent of adults in Cabinda
tested positive for the AIDS virus. The highest percentage of cases
was in the northeast region bordering Zaire. There were indica-
tions, however, that the actual number of AIDS cases was signifi-
cantly higher; the United States-based AIDS Policy Research
Center claimed a high incidence of the disease among Cuban troops
based in Angola and Angola-based African National Congress
members. The biggest problems in determining the extent of the
epidemic were inadequate communications systems and the lack
of modern blood testing or computers to tabulate the death toll in
rural areas. In cities controlled by the government, the World
Health Organization helped initiate an information and testing cam-
paign in 1988 that included the distribution of condoms.

Another prevalent health concern centered on the tens of thou-
sands of people, many of them women and children, crippled by
land mines planted by UNITA insurgents and, according to for-
eign relief organizations, by government forces. Estimates on the
number of amputees ranged from 20,000 to 50,000. Foreign relief
organizations operated orthopedic centers in both government-
controlled and UNITA-occupied areas, providing artificial limbs
and physical therapy. The largest facility was the Bomba Alta
Orthopedic Center in Huambo, Angola’s second largest city, which
was operated by the ICRC. Designed essentially to manufacture
orthopedic prostheses and braces for paralytics and to provide phys-
ical rehabilitation, in 1986 the center treated 822 patients, of
whom 725 were adults and 97 were children. In 1987 the center was
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Women washing clothes in an irrigation canal,
a breeding ground for insects that spread parasitic diseases
Courtesy UNICEF (Maggie Murray-Lee)
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staffed with twenty-one Angolan and three foreign medical per-
sonnel, ten of whom specialized in orthopedic prostheses for the
lower limbs. The center provided 1,260 patients with prostheses
in 1988.

Most of Angola’s estimated forty-five hospitals, all government
operated, were located in urban areas (see table 3, Appendix A).
Conditions in the hospitals, however, were often deplorable. Poor
sanitation, a lack of basic equipment, and disruptions in water and
electrical services were common. Trained medical personnel were
in chronic short supply; in the late 1980s, Angola had only 230
native-born doctors, and only 30 percent of the population had
access to health services. Most physicians, nurses, technicians, and
national health advisers were foreigners—principally Cubans, East
and West Europeans, and South Americans. In 1986 there were
about 800 physicians in Angola (1 per 10,250 people—a very low
ratio even by African standards) and somewhat more than 10,500
nurses. A Western source reported in February 1989 that 323 phy-
sicians, or 41 percent of the total number of doctors in government-
controlled areas, were Cubans.

The government had placed a high priority on health and med-
ical training programs, requiring that all foreign medical person-
nel teach classes in medicine, in addition to performing their clinical
duties. There were two physician training programs in the coun-
try (in Luanda and Huambo) and more than twenty nursing
schools, staffed primarily by Angolan, Cuban, and Soviet teachers.
Most of the instructors in all medical training programs were for-
eign (primarily Cuban, Yugoslav, Soviet, and East German), and
Angolan students attended medical training programs in Cuba,
East Germany, and Poland.

According to a Portuguese source, health care in UNITA-
controlled Angola was well organized and effective. The rebels oper-
ated a hospital in Jamba, which was staffed by Portuguese-trained
medical personnel assisted by several French personnel from the
volunteer organization Doctors Without Borders. Jamba’s hospi-
tal was highly specialized, with the capability to meet most of the
needs of the surrounding population; the only unavailable treat-
ments were neurosurgery and cardiothoracic surgery. The hospi-
tal was apparently well equipped (probably by South Africa) with
both instruments and medicines. Although tropical diseases were
prevalent, war casualties were often the reason for hospitalization,
with most of the wounded having first been treated at field hospi-
tals established along the military fronts.

* ® *
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Sections of this chapter dealing with preindependence subjects
and general discussions of the structure of society are based on parts
of larger studies. Such studies include Hermann Péssinger’s ‘‘In-
terrelations Between Economic and Social Change in Rural Africa,”’
Lawrence W. Henderson’s ‘‘Ethnolinguistic Worlds,’’ Douglas L.
Wheeler and René Pélissier’s Angola, and Joseph C. Miller’s Kings
and Kinsmen, which includes a discussion of the complex character
of Mbundu matrilineages.

Much of the more recent information has been culled from books,
studies, and translations of foreign publications provided by the
United States Joint Publications Research Service. Keith Somer-
ville’s Angola: Politics, Economics, and Society provides an excellent
overview of the government’s policies on education and religion;
Linda M. Heywood’s ‘‘“The Dynamics of Ethnic Nationalism in
Angola’’ contains a detailed analysis of UNITA’s aspirations among
the Ovimbundu as well as Ovimbundu life in present-day Angola;
and Angola’s official press agency, Angop, has provided detailed
items pertaining to issues of health and education. Also of great
value are articles in the Washington Post and New York Times by for-
eign correspondents such as Blaine Harden and James Brooke deal-
ing with the effects of the UNITA insurgency on the rural and urban
populations.

Two valuable sources on the grave conditions in which most
Angolans live are the U.S. Committee for Refugees’ Uprooted
Angolans and the final report of the United States Private Vol-
untary Agency and the United States Government Assessment
Team to Angola. (For further information and complete citations,
see Bibliography.)
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