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International policy briefing paper 

From military peace to social justice? The Angolan 
peace process 

The Luena Memorandum of April 2002 brought a formal end to 
Angola’s long-running civil war between the government of the Popular 
Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) and the National Union 
for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA) insurgency. Although 
violent conflict still continues in the enclave of Cabinda, the majority of 
Angolans now face the enormous task of rebuilding their country and 
shaping a common future. 

This policy paper offers some insights on Angola’s recent past and 
current challenges from a conflict transformation perspective. It 
assesses the implications of Angola’s history of peacemaking efforts 
and approaches to post-conflict reconstruction for the prospects of a 
peaceful, prosperous and equitable society. 

The paper summarizes and builds on Conciliation Resources’ Accord 
publication: From military peace to social justice? The Angolan peace 
process. The publication was authored by Angolans and non-Angolans 
and is available from Conciliation Resources (CR) in English and 
Portuguese (www.c-r.org/accord/ang/index.shtml). CR is a leading 
NGO with ten years experience in applied international conflict 
transformation work. 

Lessons learned 

The limitations of the ‘one bullet solution’ 

The killing of UNITA’s leader Savimbi by Angolan government forces 
was decisive in ending Angola’s conflict. However the ‘one bullet 
solution’ is not a desirable approach to concluding long-running civil 
wars. Negative peace (cessation of hostilities) is far preferable to no 
peace at all but it has huge opportunity costs for the country’s future. 
On its own, a military solution reinforces the victor’s power and creates 
scant incentive to address the root causes of conflict. It leaves deficits 
and injustices in the social, political and economic structures, 
institutions and cultures largely unresolved. It fails to promote political 



 

negotiation and democratic processes as generally accepted norms for 
running the state and society. Strategies to resolve armed conflict and 
build sustainable peace in places like northern Uganda and Liberia 
should take these limitations into consideration. 

Transforming national liberation movements 

There is a natural tendency for liberation movements to have ‘national’ 
pretensions and operate in an exclusive manner. In Angola there were 
three competing movements with hegemonic intentions and this legacy 
of mutually exclusive claims lies at the heart of the failure of successive 
peace accords. It creates particularly difficult challenges for two related 
transitions: national liberation movements often struggle internally in 
the change from a hierarchically structured military organization to a 
more open and participative political party; and within the broader 
political arena they are not naturally predisposed to operating as part 
of a pluralist democratic system. The presence and aspirations of 
national liberation movements in countries such as Burundi and the 
Democratic Republic of Congo presents real challenges for 
peacemaking. 

Why Angola’s previous peace process failed 

The warring parties completely disregarded the Angolan population, 
pursuing military victory at any cost. The ‘international community’ of 
global and regional powers and transnational corporations 
compounded these dynamics through strategic and shifting support to 
the conflict protagonists, at the expense of genuine commitment to a 
negotiated settlement. The UN had inadequate mandates and 
insufficient resources to play a truly effective conflict management role. 
All parties colluded in the marginalization of the unarmed sections of 
Angolan society who were calling for dialogue and negotiation to end 
the war and for a truly democratic political system. Angola’s peace 
process highlights the importance of the international community’s 
principled support for and provision of sufficient resources to facilitate 
a negotiated settlement. 

Resources for conflict vs. resources for peace 

Oil and diamond wealth sustained the warring parties economically but 
were not necessarily the source or the motive for the war. There is a 
danger that Angola’s natural wealth could become a future source of 
violent conflict and instability if the current combination of massive 
exclusion and poverty with corruption and self-enrichment is not 



 

addressed. The opportunity exists to use the country’s wealth 
(including its social and cultural as well as economic resources) to 
rebuild and develop Angola. This will require broad-based political and 
social participation and the inclusion of formerly marginalized groups, 
as well as transparent and accountable governance at all levels. The 
dual potential of natural resource wealth should be given careful 
consideration in other resource-rich African countries, such as 
Equatorial Guinea, São Tomé & Príncipe, Gabon and Congo-Brazzaville. 

Future challenges 

Continued conflict in Cabinda 

A military approach towards the conflict in Cabinda is unlikely to create 
the conditions for sustainable peace. The government has exploited the 
fragmentation of the separatist movement, but strategies to resolve 
issues of Cabindan identity and economic interests have been absent. 
Investment of oil revenue into the province could assist in addressing 
levels of dissatisfaction. Rather than alienating the Catholic Church in 
Cabinda, the government should make greater efforts to engage in 
dialogue with this interlocutor and potential mediator. 

Given that the shape of a possible settlement is relatively clear, the 
conflict protagonists and those playing third-party roles could give 
greater attention to the design and preparation of a process that could 
lead to an acceptable outcome. Peace processes dealing with issues of 
self-determination from elsewhere in the world (such as Papua New 
Guinea-Bougainville, Philippines-Mindanao, Northern Ireland, among 
others) may offer some useful ideas in this respect, including for 
example mechanisms for consensus-building on an agreed negotiating 
position and development of the principles for engaging in talks. 

Democratization 

More than two years after the Luena Memorandum, the reduction of 
peace to a military logic has hindered the development of the 
democratic process. Numerous ongoing delays and constraints 
(including continued politicization of state institutions, delays in 
enacting constitutional reform and holding elections, obstacles to the 
activities of political parties and NGOs, etc) endanger the consolidation 
of peace. The ineffectiveness of opposition parties in acting as a 
channel for citizens’ concerns, and in holding the executive to account, 
exacerbates political tensions and discredits the democratic process. In 
this context, it is crucial to support efforts to promote continuous and 



 

inclusive public dialogue on the challenges facing Angola, ensuring that 
these processes enable the participation of rural communities and 
traditionally marginalized sectors of society, such as women and youth. 

Civil society participation 

Despite being excluded from peace negotiations and subject to 
ongoing political restrictions, Angolan civil society represents an 
important social force with growing potential. More than any other part 
of Angolan society, it has identified and promoted the resolution of 
underlying structural causes of the war as essential to a just and 
sustainable peace. Peacebuilding work begun during the conflict 
therefore remains equally valid during peacetime and is an important 
dimension of the democratization process. 

International support to Angolan civil society initiatives should be 
sensitive to locally identified priorities and should work to build up, 
rather than substitute local capacity. Particular effort should be made 
to support greater women’s participation in all levels of social and 
political life. 

Media 

The years of war also led to considerable development within the 
Angolan media, and particularly to the emergence of more critical and 
communicative journalism (alongside partisan and bellicose writing and 
broadcasting). However, while the independent press has made 
significant contributions to the broadening of political discourse, huge 
challenges remain if the media is to develop its potential as a tool for 
democratization and peacebuilding. In particular, there needs to be a 
strategic redefinition of the media’s role in a democratic society, as 
well as a range of technical support to improve training programmes 
and professional structures and ensure wider coverage outside the 
capital city. 

Demobilization, disarmament and reintegration (DDR) 

DDR arrangements for ex-combatants in Angola have been treated 
largely as a military process, with insufficient attention to the social 
dimensions of the transition. Although the demobilization and 
disarmament has been largely judged a success by the government and 
the international community, greater support is needed to secure the 
long-term social reintegration of ex-combatants. Their return to their 
communities of origin or their resettlement in new environments can 



 

be a conflictual process, particularly in contexts of poverty, 
unemployment and struggle for resources. Careful attention is required 
to ensure sufficient support is provided to ex-combatants, whilst at the 
same time providing for the development of the whole community. 

Demobilization and reintegration plans also failed to take account of 
those in ‘civil defence’ groups who had been armed by government. 
Many of these people feel they have fought legitimately to defend their 
communities and are as deserving of assistance as the UNITA and other 
ex-combatants. Moreover there is question of civilian disarmament, 
given that there are an estimated 3-4 million small arms in the hands 
of civilians, obtained as a result of uncontrolled distribution by the 
MPLA or the government at times of crisis or through other channels. 

Child soldiers and children 

The DDR process also failed to make sufficient provision for the needs 
of child soldiers and children. Child soldiers were not eligible for 
official reintegration programmes and although separating them from 
adult combatants in the transit camps was in their interest, without 
family structures to assist them they are very vulnerable. The system of 
delivery of humanitarian aid in the transit camps led to many orphans 
being temporarily ‘adopted’ in the camps; once outside, the rationale 
no longer held and unaccompanied children have tended to ‘get lost’ in 
the system. 

Land 

The distribution and ownership of land and the income it generates 
have been a source of conflict for many years as well as a cause of 
huge inequalities among the Angolan population. In the aftermath of 
the colonial era, land ownership has been concentrated largely in the 
hands of the political elite, members of the armed forces and 
businessmen, excluding the disadvantaged and uninformed population 
and further increasing their marginalization. With the peace accords 
dealing primarily with the allocation of state power, this structural 
problem was left untouched until the drafting of a new Land Bill in 
2002. The Bill – and the concomitant process of public debate – creates 
a crucial opportunity for the implementation of a policy of inclusive 
agrarian reform that could enable participative and sustainable 
democratic development. 

Dealing with the past 



 

Despite the rhetoric of ‘national reconciliation’ that accompanied the 
Angolan peace accords, little attention has been paid to the social 
processes that enable individuals and communities to address and 
overcome the distrust, polarization and pain caused by the war. 

The blanket amnesty accorded to the warring parties for crimes 
perpetrated during the conflict may have been a precondition for the end 
of fighting, but it has entrenched the injustice experienced by victims. 
Although the UN expressed reservations about the amnesty, the parties 
largely ignored its concerns. Public recognition of and apology for the 
crimes committed during the conflict would be important steps in 
addressing this injustice, as would opportunities for discussion and 
storytelling about what took place. 

With appropriate political and practical support, Angolans can draw on a 
great diversity of cultural resources (both ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’) to 
facilitate processes of truth and reconciliation, so as to adequately process 
the pain of the past and move towards a common future. 


