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Introduction
Angola occupies a distinctive position in the southwest of Africa, a land shaped by
centuries of external domination, internal conflict, and immense natural wealth. From
its early days under Portuguese rule to its protracted struggle for independence and
subsequent civil war, the nation’s political evolution has been nothing short of
dramatic. The complexities of Angola’s history are inextricably linked to its present
political system—a landscape where old legacies meet modern challenges and where
prospects for democratic governance contend with persistent realities of centralized
power and socio-economic inequality.

At the heart of Angola’s story is a remarkable transformation: from a Portuguese
colony, where Angolans were systematically excluded from political life, to an
independent state fervently shaped by nationalist liberation movements. These
movements—primarily the MPLA, UNITA, and FNLA—battled one another as much as
colonial authority, with their rivalry fueled by ideological divisions and foreign
involvement. The subsequent civil war, among Africa’s longest and most destructive,
profoundly affected every dimension of Angolan society and left an indelible mark on
its political fabric.

Post-independence Angola has been defined by a dominant-party structure, with the
MPLA at the helm since 1975. The government’s initial embrace of Marxist-Leninist
principles and the establishment of a one-party state has evolved into a formal multi-
party democracy, though the reality is often characterized by the overwhelming
dominance of the executive and constraints on meaningful political competition. The
2010 Constitution rearticulated the parameters of Angolan governance, further
consolidating presidential authority and altering the dynamics of elections and
representation.

Despite these structural changes, challenges persist. Issues of corruption, restricted
civil liberties, the lack of strong, independent institutions, and ongoing constraints on
civil society continue to shape Angola’s political context. The media and judiciary,
while theoretically autonomous, frequently face pressure from an executive apparatus
that exerts significant control over public life. At the same time, there are signs of
change—a more assertive opposition, increased attention to anti-corruption efforts,
and the emergence of new voices in civil society.

Internationally, Angola’s foreign relations have shifted from Cold War alliances with
the Eastern bloc to broader engagement with global and regional partners. Its
economic partnerships, particularly with China and Western nations, have brought
both opportunities and challenges, including mounting public debt and renewed
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debates about the sovereignty of national resources.

This book aims to guide readers through the intricacies of Angola’s political landscape,
tracing its historical roots and examining the current configuration of power,
institutions, and actors. Through an exploration of key developments, enduring
dilemmas, and prospects for reform, "The Politics of Angola: A Guide to Politics and the
Political System in Angola" seeks to provide a comprehensive, insightful, and
accessible resource for anyone wishing to understand one of Africa’s most fascinating
and complex political systems.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and People of Angola
Angola is a nation of striking contrasts, a vast canvas painted with arid coastal
deserts, fertile central highlands, sprawling savannas, and dense northern rainforests.
Located on the west-central coast of Southern Africa, it is a country that sprawls
across 1,246,700 square kilometers, making it the seventh largest country in Africa.
This considerable size means a diverse range of climates and topographies, each
shaping the lives and livelihoods of its people.

The Angolan coastline, stretching for 1,600 kilometers along the Atlantic Ocean, is
generally a narrow, dry plain that extends inland anywhere from 50 to 160 kilometers.
This coastal strip is particularly arid in the south, where it borders Namibia's Skeleton
Coast and transitions into the northern reach of the Namib Desert. The cool Benguela
Current, flowing northward offshore, significantly influences the climate of this region,
keeping it relatively dry and temperate compared to other tropical coastal areas.

As one moves eastward from the coast, the land rises dramatically through a series of
escarpments, leading to a vast interior plateau. This plateau, often referred to as the 
planalto, covers the majority of the country's landmass. The central part of the plateau
is higher, with elevations typically ranging from 1,000 to 1,600 meters, and includes
the Bié Plateau, a significant highland area east of Benguela that reaches elevations of
over 2,500 meters. The highest point in Angola, Mount Moco, is found in this region,
standing at 2,620 meters.

The climate of Angola is largely tropical, with distinct rainy and dry seasons, although
this varies significantly across the country due to its size and varied topography. The
northern regions and the Cabinda exclave experience longer rainy seasons,
sometimes lasting up to seven months from September to April, and benefit from
more consistent rainfall. In contrast, the southern and coastal areas are much drier,
with the rainy season starting later, around November, and ending by February. The
dry season, known locally as cacimbo, typically runs from May to October and is often
accompanied by a heavy morning mist, particularly in coastal areas. Temperatures are
influenced by both latitude and altitude; coastal areas tend to be warmer, while the
higher elevations of the central plateau are cooler.

Angola is home to a significant network of rivers, many of which originate in the
central highlands and flow in various directions. Some, like the Cuanza (Kwanza) and
Cunene (Kunene), take somewhat indirect routes to the Atlantic, providing vital water
resources to the drier regions and offering potential for hydroelectric power. The
Cuanza River is particularly important as the only river entirely within Angola that is
navigable for a significant distance from its mouth. Other rivers flow northward to
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become tributaries of the mighty Congo River, which forms part of Angola's northern
border, while some in the southeast contribute to the Zambezi and Okavango river
systems, eventually reaching the Indian Ocean and the unique Okavango Delta in
Botswana, respectively.

Beneath Angola's varied landscapes lie considerable natural resources, which have
profoundly shaped its history and economy. The most significant of these are vast
reserves of petroleum and natural gas, primarily located offshore, particularly near the
Cabinda exclave and the Congo River estuary. Angola is one of Africa's largest oil
producers, and this resource has been the backbone of its economy, though it has also
been a source of political contention and economic inequality. In addition to
hydrocarbons, Angola is rich in minerals, including diamonds, iron ore, phosphates,
copper, gold, and uranium. Diamond mining has been a crucial industry, especially
since the end of the civil war. The country also possesses significant hydroelectric
potential due to its river systems and varied terrain.

The people of Angola are as diverse as the land itself, comprising numerous ethnic
groups, each with its own distinct language and cultural traditions. The majority of
Angolans are Bantu peoples who migrated to the region centuries ago. The three
largest ethnolinguistic groups are the Ovimbundu, who primarily inhabit the central
highlands and make up about 37% of the population; the Mbundu (Ambundu),
concentrated in the north-central region around the capital, Luanda, and accounting
for roughly 25%; and the Bakongo, found in the northwest, including the Cabinda
exclave, representing around 13%. Other significant groups include the Chokwe,
Lunda, Ganguela, Nhaneca-Humbe, and Ovambo.

While Portuguese is the official language and widely spoken, particularly in urban
areas and by younger generations, indigenous languages remain vital to the cultural
identity of many Angolans. Umbundu, Kimbundu, and Kikongo are among the most
widely spoken indigenous languages, and the government has recognized several of
these as "national languages." The presence of a mestiço population of mixed
European and African descent, as well as a small European population, primarily
Portuguese, further adds to the country's cultural mosaic. More recently, there has
been a notable increase in the number of Chinese nationals residing in Angola, often
associated with large infrastructure projects and businesses.

Angola's population was estimated to be around 33.6 million in 2021, with a significant
proportion of the population being young. A large percentage of Angolans reside in
urban areas, with the capital, Luanda, being the most populous city by a considerable
margin. Luanda is a bustling port city on the northern coast, serving as the country's
political, economic, and administrative center. Other important cities include Huambo
on the central plateau, Benguela and Lobito on the coast, and Cabinda in the northern
exclave.
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The distribution of ethnic groups across Angola is not random but is tied to historical
migration patterns and colonial policies. The Ovimbundu heartland is on the Bié
Plateau, while the Mbundu have historically been linked to the area around Luanda.
The Bakongo inhabit the northern regions, reflecting the historical Kingdom of Kongo
that once spanned parts of modern-day Angola and neighboring countries. These
geographic and ethnic distinctions have, at times, played a role in the country's
political dynamics, though the extent of their influence has evolved over time.

Despite its rich natural resources and potential for wealth, Angola has faced significant
socioeconomic challenges, many of which are legacies of its prolonged civil war.
Poverty, high rates of maternal and child mortality, and illiteracy remain considerable
concerns. While there has been economic growth fueled by oil production, particularly
in the post-war era, the benefits have not always been broadly shared, contributing to
a disparity between the wealth generated by natural resources and the living
conditions of a large segment of the population.

The climate of Angola, while offering diverse environments, also presents
vulnerabilities. The country is susceptible to droughts, particularly in the south, which
can severely impact agriculture and food security. Flooding and erosion are also
natural hazards that can affect communities. Furthermore, climate change is expected
to exacerbate these issues, with rising temperatures and more variable rainfall
patterns posing risks to the environment and the population.

Understanding the interplay between Angola's geography, climate, natural resources,
and its diverse population is essential to grasping the complexities of its political
system. The distribution of resources, the concentration of populations, and the
historical ties of ethnic groups to specific regions have all contributed to the political
landscape that exists today. The challenges and opportunities presented by the land
and its people form the foundational context for the political developments that have
unfolded in Angola since its independence.
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