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EDITOR’S NOTE

Analúcia Danilevicz Pereira

December/2020

The Post-Cold War has inaugurated a new phase of international 
crisis. It is, first of all, the crisis of the liberal international order led by the 
US, supported by the discourse of unipolarity and the exclusive capacity of 
a “liberal democracy” to organize and manage interstate relations. In this 
sense, the U.S. has tried to design the institutions and constrain the less 
powerful to join these organizations, obeying their rules. Certainly, no order 
is lasting and its decline is linked to the same factors that form it. The idea 
that it would produce consensus around an ideal (liberal) political system 
led the U.S. power to adopt forced policies of Regime Change, to encourage 
cross-border movement and the delegation of decision-making authority to 
international institutions, as well as unrestricted globalization. It did not take 
long for these policies to be opposed by nationalism and new power-balanc-
ing policies in a scenario conducive to the emergence (or re-emergence) of 
new powers. 

The change in the global balance of power ended the unipolarity on 
which the liberal order depended. New poles of power resulted from this 
new balance sustained by strong states, with national development projects, 
high rates of growth, technological increase and defense capacity. There is 
a profound transformation in the global geo-economy and, in particular, in 
peripheral areas. For states that still demand power structures that allow 
economic development, relations with new power poles are understood as 
an opportunity. Geo-economic changes will tend to stimulate changes in the 
political order and in international institutions. 

Therefore, we must question this context full of challenges and pos-
sibilities: what is the position of the African continent in the reconfiguration 
of the post-Cold War international system? What is the role of the emerging 
powers in this new framework? What are the strategies of the Euro-American 
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power center to maintain the status quo? What are the African perspectives 
of state-building and autonomous development? What is the path to conflict 
resolution that still hinders stability in some states/regions? What is the role 
of the United Nations Peace Missions for the stability of the continent? These 
questions are discussed in this issue of RBEA.

In the article “Erratic behaviour of the United Nations and global 
governance in Africa: the State as a smokescreen for world security” the 
authors discuss the global governance of the United Nations and Africa to 
understand how the state has become a “smokescreen” for global security. In 
analyzing the case of Côte d’Ivoire and Libya, the study argues that the UN’s 
role in global governance has been rather reactionary to the challenges posed 
by political leadership in Africa, without considering the consequences. In 
“Cuba’s medical experience in sub-Saharan Africa: its contribution against 
Covid-19”, the author analyzes medical cooperation as one of the fundamental 
pillars of Cuban foreign policy. One of the dimensions of this cooperation 
has been the fight against preventable diseases, such as malaria, through 
the transfer of technology and drugs, the training of medical personnel in 
Cuba through a broad scholarship program for African students, and the 
creation of medical schools in several African countries, with the purpose 
of also contributing to this professional training. This cooperation gained a 
new dimension after the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, when Cuba, at 
the request of several African governments, decided to expand the presence 
of its health personnel in the continent.

In the article “An analysis of optimal devolved government size for 
growth: Armey Curve in Kenya” the estimated ideal for government expen-
diture developed in 47 counties of Kenya using the ARDL regression panel 
and the Scully (2008) model for the period 2014-2018 is discussed. The esti-
mation model examined Armey’s idea of a quadratic curve that explains the 
level of government spending in an economy and the corresponding level of 
economic growth. Still, with Kenya as the object of study, the text “The Horn of 
Africa and the refugee field in Dadaab in Kenya” deals with the crisis in Soma-
lia that led to the creation of refugee camps such as Dadaab (Kenya), which 
has been maintained for over 28 years. According to the author, Somalia is 
a country that stands out in global geopolitics, but the political decline, the 
semi-arid climate and the militia action associated with al-Qaeda, an armed 
group al-Shabaab, have made it even more difficult for Somali refugees to 
pacify, stabilize and return to their country of origin.

Then, in “Western Sahara: history, U.N acting and foreign interests”, 
we analyze the main reasons that allow the impasse for the resolution of the 
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conflict in Western Sahara, which began in the 1970s, to last until today, 
even with the establishment of MINURSO in 1991. For the author, since the 
beginning of the conflict, the involvement of important geopolitical actors 
has contributed to the beginning and maintenance of the impasse over the 
years, motivated mainly by economic, strategic and geopolitical interests. In 
the article “Debating land in Africa: an analysis of the impacts of colonial-
ism and neoliberalism in Guinea-Bissau’s agrarian transition”, the agrarian 
question on the African continent in general is problematized - correlated 
with the specific experience of Guinea-Bissau since the neoliberal period. 

About Mozambique, two articles follow. The first, of historical charac-
ter, “Leadership and decision making processes in Mozambique: governance 
of Samora Machel - 1975/1986”, analyzes the concepts and approaches for 
the types of decision making. For the author, Samora Machel is seen as a 
charismatic leader and can also be considered a dialogue leader. The follow-
ing are important decisions taken by Samora Machel: the nationalization of 
buildings; communal villages; the Indicative Prospective Plan - PPI; and the 
closing of the border with Southern Rhodesia, now Zimbabwe. The article 
“The web of legal pluralism and traditional authorities in Mozambique” anal-
yses the legal pluralism and the traditional authorities in Mozambique, their 
origin and operationalization in relation to the customary norms linked to 
the traditional authorities. The author also analyzes the origin of traditional 
authorities, their legitimacy and their framework in the various subsystems 
of governance, from the colonial period to the present day.

In “Protection regime for asylum applicants and refugees in law 
10/15 of June 17, law on the right of asylum and refugee status in Angola”, the 
author evaluates the Angolan legislation because, after the civil war, Angola 
has welcomed asylum seekers and refugees from various parts of Africa. 
The devastation caused by the Nigerian Civil War in Igboland is analyzed in 
“Post-Nigerian civil war community reconstruction strategies in (Anioma) 
Western Igboland, 1970-1991”. This article explores the self-help strategies 
the people have adopted and states that the reconstruction programs were 
timidly and subtly structured to marginalize and dominate the Western Igbo 
people in the economic and political affairs of the Midwestern state of Nige-
ria. Finally, gender-based violence from the experiences of women in Sao 
Tome and Principe is analyzed in “ ‘Ome sa ome’ and ‘Mwala sa mwala’: 
gender violence in the experiences of santomese women”. According to the 
authors, the approach is constructed from the perspective of African feminist 
and decolonial epistemologies. In this sense, gender relations are thought, 
considering the particularities of the colonization process that occurred in 
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the country, as well as the post-independence socioeconomic configurations, 
which are marked by social inequalities, mainly experienced by women.

RBEA publishes bilingual electronic and printed versions (Portu-
guese and English). Thus, we expect the contribution of colleagues from 
Brazil and abroad, with whom we intend to establish links to deepen our 
knowledge, and the construction of a vision of the South about the African 
continent and relations with them.

***

We thank the Editing Assistants Cecília Pereira, Igor Sardo and Rafa-
ela Serpa and the CEBRAFRICA team that worked on the translation of the 
articles. We also thank Pietra Ribeiro Studzinski for her collaboration in the 
translation and revision of the English texts.
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ERRATIC BEHAVIOUR OF THE UNITED  
NATIONS AND GLOBAL GOVERNANCE  
IN AFRICA: THE STATE AS A SMOKESCREEN 
FOR WORLD SECURITY

Agbo Uchechukwu Johnson1 
Nsemba Edward Lenshie2 

Ndukwe Onyinyechi Kelechi3

Introduction

State’s choice for human beings emerged when they realized that 
wild freedom in the “state of nature” where power is right, failed to achieve 
life and property independence and protection. Human beings were forced to 
capitulate for the common good to the abstract government. In what Hobbes 
(1588-1678) called the “social contract”, the state acknowledged this obligation 
to be governed by a leader of an all-powerful society. In his Second Treatise 
of Government (1689), John Locke (1632-1704) also agreed with Hobbes’ 
notion of a social contract, based on the premise that human beings are 
born free. Individuals enjoy a natural right to life, freedom and the freedom 
to own or possess estates.

The state is to facilitate the social contract and free humanity from 
the fear and danger of violent death to pursue every aspect of civilization. It 
was in appreciation of the state’s all-important domestic position that it was 
aligned with global governance (Gordenker and Weiss 1995). This contrib-

1	 Federal University Wukari. Wukari, Nigeria. E-mail: agbojohnson@gmail.com

2	 Department of Political Science and International Relations, Taraba State University. 
Jalingo, Nigeria. E-mail: edward.lenshie@tsuniversity.edu.ng 

3	 Department of Political Science, University of Maiduguri. Maiduguri, Nigeria. E-mail: 
onyinyechi.kelechi@yahoo.com
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uted to the establishment of supranational bodies, and after World War II 
in 1945, the UN. The UN acknowledges the state as the centre of its success 
in preventing violent deaths, wars and protecting humanity from burdens 
which may impede its independence. It was on these grounds that the UN 
Intellectual History Project (2009) divided the supranational body into three, 
naming the UN member states as the “First”, the UN Secretariat as the “Sec-
ond,” and the non-state actors (Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), 
scholars, consultants, experts, independent commissioners) as the “Third” 
UN (Weiss and Gordenker 1996; Weiss, Carayannis and Jolly 2009). 

Another important feature of the UN and the state is that, in effect, 
the UN Charter was founded on the concept of state sovereignty as a protective 
concept of equality among states – the principle that could only strengthen 
the protection of the power of the smallest and weakest states (Gordenker 
and Weibb 1995, 41). We may agree with the classifications and concept of 
sovereignty in favour of the state as the “First” UN, but in our view, as the 
“Third” UN, we may have neglected the states that emerged stronger in the 
post-World War II with certain forces measures in the UNSC.

While it can be believed that there is constitutional equality among 
both the “strongest and weakest states” in the UN system, the “strongest 
states” relationship with the “weakest states” has been strikingly unequal. 
This situation then makes it imperative to study in the context of the UN the 
“strongest states”, also called the “super-states” in their engagements with the 
weaker states. Perhaps more interesting is that international bodies, including 
the UN, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), etc., are used by the 
“super-states”4 as tools to promote their interests. The UN has provided the 
framework in some cases, but more frequently the UN has been side-stepped 
or side-lined by new membership organizations controlled by rich countries 
or other independent organizations. The foregoing poses awkward concerns 

4	 The context in which the “super-states” term is used explicitly refers to the “great powers” 
or strong countries. These primarily include the US, the United Kingdom, France, China 
and Russia who are members of UNSC. However, it also includes other potent countries 
such as India, Japan, and Germany. They are treated differently from other wider UN mem-
bership because of their large contributions to the UN each year. Though independent in its 
own right, the UN depends on its “generosity” to fulfil its functions.
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regarding UN “global governance”5 structures and control, democratic trans-
parency and universality – and perceived importance, competency, and the 
UN’s political weight (Overseas Development Institute 1999, 2). 

This paper interrogates, as a corollary, the manifestations of the UN’s 
erratic conduct in the sovereignty given to states, with emphasis exemplified 
in the crises of Côte d’Ivoire and Libya. In this study, the first part is preceded 
by the introduction that provided the background to the erratic behaviour of 
the UN in the context of global governance in relations with states. The second 
part examines the state and the UN to understand the policies and manoeu-
vres within the supranational organization. Part three focuses on colonial-
ism and the consequences of state formations for Africans. The question of 
states’ autonomy inside the UN is brought to the front burner in part four. 
Part five answers the question of who governs the African states, while the 
specific cases of Côte d’Ivoire and Libya are discussed in part six and seven. 
The final part, which is the eight, ends with a few constructive suggestions.

The UN and the state:  
Understanding the complex dynamics

Policies within the UN system can be put clearly in the sense of the 
central role that modern states play in global governance (Gordenker and 
Weiss 1995). Six or seven hundred years ago, though, people did not think 
of themselves as belonging to a nation or state as we know it today. Most 
people were living on subsistence farms, deeply worried with the village 
where they do not think much for the world outside. Armies raided these 
villages at times, but for the villagers, whether the army was employed or 
not, it did not make a major difference. For them, the army as a state did not 
matter; it was contextualized only within the realm of the “state of nature” 
(Shivery 2008, 41).

5	 Global governance, also known as “global governance”, is a philosophical framework that 
represents the establishment of “the absence of overriding political power, such as in the 
international system, is regulations of interdependent ties” (UN 2014, 3). Loosely defined 
global governance aims to provide global public goods, particularly peace and security, jus-
tice and conflict resolution systems, functional markets, and unified trade and industry stan-
dards (Global Change Foundation, https:/globalchallenges.org/global-governance). Replaced 
by a global governance system focused on communities of selected countries, the existing 
UN Global Governance Framework endangers Resolution 65/94, which accepts inclusive 
multilateralism (Gálvez 2014).
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Thereafter, state formations emerged in the form of dynastic empires, 
kingdoms, emirates, and city-states. They emerged from the emergence of 
a modern state that has continued to abound and collapsed. 1648, the date 
of the Treaty of Westphalia and the time when the State structure started to 
take its current form is assigned. It is therefore important to submit that the 
establishment of states had occurred before Westphalia (Empires, Kingdoms, 
Emirates and City-States) and had relations with each other, but they did it 
on a very different basis (Palmer and Perkins 2004, 5). The modern states 
are related to the peace treaties of Westphalia of 1648, which entered into 
force after about thirty years of war (Cassese 1986).

A state is a political unit which essentially has jurisdiction, that is, 
a political unit which has absolute responsibility for conducting its affairs. 
France is a state, the US is also a state, and Brazil, Libya, and Côte d’Ivoire 
are also states founded on the principle of “sovereignty” (Shively 2008). 
Therefore, in the international sense, a state is a group of people established 
within a territory recognized as their own; they have a government, and 
most importantly, they are sovereign. This means the people are free from 
some sort of foreign control, such as colonialism, but may not be free from 
neo-colonialism.6 

Modern features of state typically include land, people, government, 
and sovereignty. Although international regulations under the UN Charter 
acknowledge these qualities of states, state actors jealously guard the “sov-
ereignty” of their country, but they are now linked together in a “myriad of 

6	In Africa colonialism predated neo-colonialism (Sartre, 2001). Colonialism is one coun-
try’s direct and overall domination by another based on a foreign power in the hands of state 
power (Ocheni and Nwankwo 2012, 46). In Africa, the industrial revolution in Europe stren-
gthened colonialism, which necessitated the need to hunt for raw materials and markets for 
the industries’ surpluses (Chamberlain 2013). The Berlin Conference of 1884-1885 led to 
the scrambling and partitioning of Africa and supplanted the pre-colonial formations of the 
African State and reinforced post-colonial neo-colonialism (Sartre 2001). Segell (2019, 184) 
described neo-colonialism as “the regressive effect of uncontrolled forms of aid, trade and 
foreign direct investment; and African leaders cooperate with foreign leaders to ensure that 
the interests of both are met with little regard for African countries’ growth, prosperity, and 
poverty reduction and well-being.”
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resolutions”7 that prohibit them from the use of force to resolve disputes, 
but by peaceful means and legal criteria, and compel them to comply with 
certain requirements (Cassese 1991, 256).

The UN is a not a world government (UN 2000), but an association 
of 193 states (including South Sudan), nearly half of the world’s nations, and 
takes responsibility for many of the activities that a government within a 
state should do. That is, they are concerned with upholding law and order by 
avoiding violent conflicts. Although the UN is trying to do the stuff a country 
is doing, it cannot do them the way a country does. It does not have its army 
or police to execute its decisions. Instead, it must depend on the voluntary 
assistance of its member states (Shively 2008, 405). We may assume that 
the repeated decimal of states’ sovereignty is a measure of equality in the 
UN, but there are substantial disparities between states in terms of popula-
tion, wealth, culture, environment, government, military strength, and every 
other significant respect (Palmer and Perkins 2004, 2). Yet Article 2 of the 
Charter of the UN is based on “the principle of the sovereign equality of all 
member states.” The incoherent concept of UN equality of states challenges 
the “Third” UN.

The UN was created as a regime by the victorious allies after World 
War II to help sustain world peace. This was to be achieved partly by enforcing 
sanctions on the broker of peace and partly by people-based programmes to 
eliminate factors causing conflicts (deprivation, misery and ignorance, etc.) 
(Shively 2008). Like the states were meant to serve the interests of mer-
chants and industrialists who created them, also was the UN created by the 
super-states. In the UN, the super-states are leaders of military alliances and 
controllers of competing international production and trade systems. This 
defines their political values, in this context capitalism which they export to 
every part of the world, especially Africa. 

The aggressive process of state creation in Africa by the colonialists 
was to serve capitalists interests. The African states have to find their feet in a 
deeply unequal world of distribution of global power and resources which put 

7	 The “myriad of resolutions” refers to the numerous UN resolutions meant to guarantee 
security and safety of the sovereign State from both internal and external threats and affronts 
to its existence and people. These resolutions include “responsibility to protect” articulated 
in paragraphs 138 and 139 of the World Summit Outcome Document; “human security” 
enshrined in the UN General Assembly resolution 66/290, and “protection of civilians in 
armed conflict” which the peacekeepers are authorized to make use of all means, including 
the use of deadly force to prevent or respond to threats of physical violence against civilians, 
within capabilities and areas of operations, and without prejudice to the responsibility of the 
host government (United Nations 2010; 2015).
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Africa at the bottom of the heap without any empirical qualities of statehood 
necessary to sustain sovereignty internationally (Clapham 1995). In Africa, 
over one hundred of today’s 193 states were colonies of European nations. 
In other words, there are more than twice as many states in the world today 
than there were in 1941. Together these emerging states and some older states 
make up the global south (Africa, Asia and Latin America). These states in the 
global south have dramatically changed the international landscape because 
they dominate much of the natural resources of the world and contains about 
three-fourths of its population. However, they do not possess a proportionate 
share of resources or military strength; they are weak individually (Shively 
2008: 397), correlating with the fact that they were created by the super-states 
through collective imperialism. 

Collective imperialism is rooted in liberalism, on the common phi-
losophy of the nation is its guiding principles, not state sovereignty. It is this 
collective imperialism that they call globalization. A group of neo-Marxist 
writers, such as Paul Sweezy, Harry Magdoff, André Gunder Frank and Samir 
Amin in the 1970s, theoretically clarified the idea of collective imperialism. 
In the several writings of André Gunder Frank and Samir Amin, the theoret-
ical framing of collective imperialism continued to resonate to prominence. 
The discourse on collective imperialism is related to the role of the triad’s 
nation-states (the US, members of the European Union, Japan) in the world’s 
unequal relations between the metropolis and the periphery. Samir Amin 
(2015) argues that the collective imperialism in the triad nations is rooted in 
the consciousness of the bourgeoisie to jointly manage the world, especially 
the peripheral countries. In its globalized deployment, Andre Gunder Frank 
(1978) situated collective imperialism in the capitalist accumulation in the 
metropolis through unequal exchanges with the countries in Asia, Africa 
and Latin America, thus creating dependency and underdevelopment in 
those continents. 

Globalization is the shrinking of states’ national boundaries to allow 
for interconnection, integration and interdependence. Globalization is, 
according to Samir Amin (2003, 6), the global expansion of capitalism, the 
structural transformation of the system of an accumulation from one period 
of its existence into another, and, in effect, the successive types of asymmetric 
centres/peripheries fragmentation of concrete imperialism. Globalization 
generates a “global value” for the creation of capital on an economic scale by 
polarizing the world. This is accomplished by building dominant centres and 
dominated peripheries, and continuous character reproducing and deepening 
the polarized domains (Amin 2003, 5-6). Power over capital is concentrated 
in the metropolis which drives capitalism and capitalist development globally 
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as it does in ties with their partners. This character has dramatically changed 
the nature of states as major players or actors in the international system. 
Despite the role played by globalization reinforced by collective imperialism, 
national supremacy, national decision-making and territorial borders have not 
vanished and the states remain the major players in international affairs. In 
contemporary time, states, however, have become ever more accessible and 
vulnerable to external pressures (Speros and Hurt 2003, 390).

The globalization of capitalism that penetrates the peripheries with 
the centralization of capital in the metropolis has not led to the establish-
ment of a world government, but mails are sent across the boundaries of 
various countries in different continents on any given day; people fly from 
one country to another; goods and services are transacted across the land, air, 
sea and the cyberspace. In the fair assumption of protection and security for 
the individuals, organisations, businesses, and governments involved in the 
process, a whole range of other cross-border activities occur. In this context, 
collective imperialism has become domesticated as much as the control of 
capital by the triad nations is about the production sector of capitalism seg-
mented and located in different parts of the world (Amin 2015).

Collective imperialism produces structural disturbances and chal-
lenges that are more, and in many cases, less frequent in the international 
domain than in many sovereign countries which should have a successful 
and functional government (UN Intellectual History Project 2009, 1). What 
this means is that the UN secures the external space from disputes than the 
states within the international system. In the international system, the Afri-
can states are most hit by internal disputes considering their colonial history 
which arrested the development of indigenous state formations. Colonialism 
and postcolonial states in Africa have maintained the anti-human processes 
of imperialism, given the clauses in the UN Charter which is aimed at main-
taining peace through “human security”8 approach.

8	 “Human Security” in the context of UN General Assembly Resolution 66/290, “is a stra-
tegy to help member states recognise and resolve common and cross-cutting threats to their 
people’s security, wellbeing and dignity.” Human Security calls for “people-centred, syste-
matic, context-specific and prevention-oriented approaches that strengthen protection and 
empower their people.”
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Colonialism and the consequence  
of African state formations for Africans

State formations in Africa were at the pinnacle. As the industrial revo-
lution in Europe forced their merchants to find raw materials outside Europe, 
Africa became the contact point. Having had a long history of the slave trade 
in Africa, it was replaced with imperialism and colonialism. While African 
empires, kingdoms, emirates and city-states resisted European invasion, 
superior military power was used to subjugate them, enhanced at the “Berlin 
Conference.”9 For Young (1991, 24), Africa’s colonial occupation was com-
paratively dense and thorough. The multiple infrastructures of domination 
were established to ensure the successful occupation of African communities 
as a condition for security, property rights, the exploitation of raw materials 
and labour-service, and the fiscal tribute to self-financing of alien hegemony. 

At the Berlin Conference, the problems of African states started when 
the architects of the division made them foreign entities without local con-
tents intended to represent the interests of the centre/metropolis. Johnson 
(1975, 108) noted European nations benefited by exploiting and expropriating 
capital from the forced labour of the indigenous people in Africa. The mod-
ern states in Africa have remained foreign bodies to Africans. Africans had 
the imposition of statehood regimes that were not in line with the existing 
political structures that predated colonialism and the advent of modern states. 
In the process of colonization, there was no point in representing the needs 
of Africans in the process of colonialism and building of colonial empires 
in Africa (Shively 2008, 395). In Africa, the relationship between nation 
and state is especially lost due to externally mediated state formation. Many 
African states’ boundaries are leftover from the colonial era when they were 
drawn to suit the convenience of the colonizing powers. 

While the imposition of the static colonial boundaries would appear 
as a remarkable improvement for the continent and its inhabitants, in Africa 
it is a disruption to the development of indigenous states. The European 
continent went through thirty years of war which resulted in the Westphalia 
treaty that led to the states in Europe. The lack of participation from Africans 

9	The Berlin Conference brought together in Berlin between 15 November 1884 and 26 
February 1885 scramblers (Belgium, Germany, Great Britain, France, and Portugal) of Afri-
can territories to the official residence of German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck on Wilhel-
mstrasse (Gathara 2019). Otto von Bismarck participated and mediated in the African con-
tinent’s cut-throat competition, which led to the formalization and mapping of Africa for 
European scramblers staking interests to gain territories in Africa. By the 1990s, European 
scramblers have colonized 90 percent of African territory (Heath 2010).



19Agbo Uchechukwu Johnson, Nsemba Edward Lenshie, Ndukwe Onyinyechi Kelechi

Brazilian Journal of African Studies | Porto Alegre | v. 5, n. 10, Jul./Dec. 2020 | p. 11-35

in the course of their state creation, as in the case of Europe’s Westphalia 
treaty, made the people of Africa disown the state because it is a foreign 
implant. African states have not been indigenised to date; they follow the 
institutional frameworks put in place by the European powers, cursorily with 
brazen disregard to the socio-economic and political development in Africa.

Although European institutions are designed to work for the peo-
ple, colonialism transformed the institutions in Africa into working against 
the people. Thus, after independence in the 1950s and 1960s, African gov-
ernments inherited colonial statehood trappings and continued them. The 
Armed Forces formed to serve a larger, imperial scheme; the Police Forces 
organized to hold the natives in check and to keep any resistance against 
the government at bay as well as the colonial laws established to protect the 
imperial powers were transformed after independence to protect the rulers of 
African states mainly chosen by departing imperial powers. These combined 
forces fortified the state against the citizens in Africa. African states were 
controlled but not governed, and contemporarily, still reflects the dominant 
character of the colonial state structures, which explains the rapture of the 
state from the society in Africa.

The UN, the super-states and the questionability  
of the sovereignty of African states

The statehood of states colonialists handed down to African rulers 
at independence has been questioned. The questionability of statehood in 
Africa contributes to the debates on the enormity of problems faced by Afri-
can states. African states are recognized as autonomous and sovereign, and 
as such have seats at the UN. However, does that make any sense? And, do 
they have equal votes and opinions in the UN? In this context, the concept of 
sovereign equality is challenged. It is more fitting to describe African states 
as “quasi-states.” Quasi-states are recognized by other states within the inter-
national framework as sovereign and autonomous entities, but are unable 
to meet the demands of substantive statehood, which includes the capacity 
to exercise effective control within, and able to protect territorial boundaries 
against external attacks (Jackson 1990).

It can best be illustrated by the role that France and Great Britain play 
in Africa on behalf of the common interests of the imperialist centre. Unlike 
the role played by Great Britain, France formally played a dominant role in 
ruling about seventy sub-Saharan African states. France’s relationship with 
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the bloc African de premier has made the staff politically, culturally, econom-
ically and militarily to be tutelary, sometimes intrusive, and often blatantly 
interventionist (Young 1991, 27). France has built an unprecedented relation-
ship with Francophone African governing leaders, beyond those needed by 
its cold war ambitions and expressed in an average of one French military 
intervention in Africa per year from 1960 to 1994.

France’s alliance with the Francophone African states strengthens its 
position as a post-colonial world power. That is evident also in many former 
colonialists’ relationships with their former colonies in Africa. France and 
other Western “super-state” continue to enjoy their roles as world powers in 
the Western bloc, as does the Eastern “super-state”, although African gov-
erning elites continue to gain as reliable allies. These super-states continue 
to provide them with the economic, political, technical and military help to 
entrench dictatorial rule in Africa (Chafer 2002, 344). The argument is that 
French and British relinquished their colonial domination in Africa, albeit 
not by default but as a result of post-World War II activities in which the US 
and the UN were active actors. It also followed that in neo-colonialism; they 
saw an opportunity that benefited the US and others – Western and Central 
European countries and Japan, that turned the multiplicity of imperialism 
of the pre-World War II into collective imperialism.

The US, which emerged stronger in the capitalist world, was accom-
modated in the collective imperialism and became the hegemonic leader in 
that respect. Samir Amin (2004) notes that this modern mode of colonial 
expansion has undergone various stages of development yet remain present. 
This viewpoint must be placed in the ultimate hegemonic position of the US 
that it articulates within the current global imperialism.  France and Great 
Britain act and manoeuvre their former colonies to serve their purpose. How-
ever, in most African countries, the ruling class were prepared to take power 
to serve the purposes of their former colonialists in post-independence Africa.

Under the rules of capitalism, the conservative capitalist class in 
control of state power opposed functioning. African leaders are forced to 
give up authority or deposed, either peacefully or violently, because of their 
resistance. In most cases, the method of the new regime is to hide under 
the UN resolutions, while its stooges are permitted to transform the state 
into patrimonial governance. While France, Great Britain, the US, and other 
Western powers have continued to be major players in the African states, 
new strategic dynamics and the scramble for the continents have emerged 
along with the divisions between the Western and Eastern super-states. As 
the US has recently reduced participation in Africa, the Eastern super-states, 
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particularly China and Russia have, among others, increased their presence 
in Africa to control and protect their political and economic interests. China 
and Russia in Africa have shown remarkable interest and involvement. In 
October 2000, China hosted 44 African countries for their first Chinese-Af-
rican Cooperation (FOCAC) in Beijing, named the Sino-African Social and 
Economic Development Partnership. Since then, China has strengthened its 
socio-economic partnerships among others in the resource-rich countries of 
Angola, Algeria, the Democratic Republic of Congo and Nigeria (Yachyshen 
2020).

In a related context, Russia held the first Russia-Africa summit in 
Sochi, in 2019. The summit concentrated on developing trade ties, securing 
energy projects, and military agreement with African countries. Its involve-
ment in Africa revolves around the need to extend its power and influence, 
exploit conflicts, manipulate governments and sell weapons across Africa. 
Russia’s activities are predatory and contradict US interests as its effort is 
to subvert democracy and create continental authoritarian regimes. Central 
African Republic (CAR), Libya, Madagascar, Mozambique, and Sudan are 
countries with which Russia interacted and transacted trade relations. Since 
2001 Russia has sold weapons, fighter jets, combat helicopters, and military 
equipment to the Bashir government in Sudan (Yachyshen 2020).

China and Russia’s presence in Africa purchasing large-scale assets, 
signing deals, and collaborating to exploit reserves of natural resources, nego-
tiating and manipulating governments across the continent has led to an 
escalation of friction with the US. China’s aid, loans, foreign direct invest-
ment and alliances to African rulers in an attempt to develop their foothold 
on the continent has raised the question of whether Africa is being recolo-
nized. China’s imperialism and out-drive of Russia in Africa more subtly and 
actively strengthens collective imperialism used to subvert the autonomy and 
development of African states in contemporary times.

The UN, the super-states and the violation  
of the sovereignty of African states

Throughout the debate on political science, governance has become 
a key topic. To achieve mutual goals, the concept is correlated with the con-
cept of government used to exercise control of individuals and groups in 
socio-economic and political relationships. The state has a major role to play 
in controlling institutions that will strengthen governance for mutual benefits 



22 Erratic behaviour of the United Nations and global governance...

Brazilian Journal of African Studies | Porto Alegre | v. 5, n. 10, Jul./Dec. 2020 | p. 11-35

in the state. The UN as a sovereign nations’ body, it is an individual state 
voluntary organization and not a world government. Though the UN General 
Assembly has the right to address all matters within the framework of the 
Charter and make recommendations. However, it has no power to force any 
state to act. Yet, its proposals bear the moral weight of world opinion (UN 
2000). To achieve its purpose, the UN relies on the super-states to fill the 
void of power to order obedience among member states.

The UNSC on 25 January 1946, set up the Military Staff Committee 
by the provisions of Article 43, paragraph I of the Charter of the UN military 
arm to give it teeth, which specified that “all members of the UN to contribute 
to the maintenance of international peace and security, undertake to make 
available to the Security Council, on its call and by a special agreement, armed 
forces, assistance, and facilities, including the rights of passage, necessary 
for maintaining international peace and security.” This clause violates the 
sovereignty of the weaker states, or that the super-states which authored the 
UN usurped the supremacy of the weaker states (Murthy 2018; Boulden 
2013; Goulding 1999). It also describes the predicaments in the international 
framework for African countries. The dynamics of the Cold War-era further 
aggravated the problems for African states. Today, the super-states in the 
UNSC uses the UN to establish global hegemony and weaken the values of 
the supranational organization. 

In retrospect, under the UN watch, the super-states behaved con-
trarily in Africa. Few of the erratic behaviour of the UN acted through the 
super-states are thus chronicled:

•	 In Congo Kinshasa, after independence in 1961, the super-states 
backed Prime Minister Patrice Lumumba’s kidnapped and tor-
tured to death by his political opponents, Kasavubu and Mobutu, 
from the legitimate secured and guaranteed custody of UN arms 
forces. In the Congo crisis, UN Secretary-General Dag Hammar-
skjöld’s death in an aircraft crash was not unconnected to the 
shreds of facts associated with the death of late Patrice Lumumba.

•	 The UN referred to the 1963-68 Mau-Mau freedom rebels in 
Kenya were labelled an African extremist group to be defeated on 
British Kenya’s territory. The UN refused to counter the Kenya 
Mau-Mau fighters’ assault and massacre but supported British 
colonial settler troops.

•	 The UN and all the European and Western powers declined to 
officially condemn the Portuguese, the South African apartheid 
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regime and France’s military intervention in the civil war in Angola 
(1968-72). In the civil war, the Western powers backed Mr Jonas 
Savimbi to the teeth to overthrow Angola’s constitutional gov-
ernment.

•	 The disastrous plane crash in the sense of a regime change leading 
to the death of Mozambique President Comrade Samora Machel 
in 1986, which the UN rejected for certain considerations, calling 
it an unfortunate air crash and technical navigation and weather 
mistake.

•	 The South African apartheid regime was colonial, authoritarian, 
and repressive and, above all, violated the political and human 
rights of the indigenous South Africans, yet it was accepted and 
acknowledged as a member of the UN.

•	 In the Republic of Rwanda, the first true African genocide hap-
pened between 1994 and 2000. The ironic UN blue helmet was 
fully-armed peacekeepers in the territory of Rwanda but failed to 
prevent the 1994 assassination of Juvenal Habyarimana, the first 
constitutionally elected President of Rwanda. This prompted the 
ethnic revengeful killing of the Tutsi people by an instant Hutu 
people, whom they suspected of murdering President Habyari-
mana. In this background, Shively (2008) accused the West of a 
half-hearted response to the Rwandan genocide, manipulated by 
France to continue supplying arms to the Hutu militias carrying 
out the coordinated murders and defence of the Hutu govern-
ment as it fled the victorious rebels; The US government and its 
diplomats were also accused of failing to name it genocide against 
Tutsi and delayed the arrival of logistical support to African troops 
to help restore order to Rwanda.                                  

•	 The present Republic of Somalia, the political, humanitarian, 
economic and social crisis has arisen from 1991 to 2012. Where 
was the UN? Why has the UN recently acted when the entire 
Somali population has been almost witnessing extinction from 
the face of the Earth?

•	 The 1964 Zimbabwe, under the British white farmers-settlers 
and the then Prime Minister Ian Smith’s political system, was 
wholeheartedly supported by the UN against the political aspi-
ration of the black majority of Zimbabweans. The Black Zimba-
bwean war of liberation from the shackle of white Zimbabwean 
farmer settlers and the Apartheid racist South Africa only suc-
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ceeded in 1987, with the arrival of the then anti-colonialist, ZANA 
/ PF nationalist Black Zimbabwean President Robert Mugabe. 
The UN, which fully supported Prime Minister Ian Smith’s white 
minority government from 1964 to 1987, became the first inter-
national organization to impose, albeit hypocritically, interna-
tional economic sanctions against the nationalist political leaders 
with their families, framed by Western countries.

•	 The century’s UN political framework in the political context of 
Africa was their illegal joint military attack operation against an 
independent and sovereign UN member state and its president 
Gbagbo of Cote d’Ivoire in the post-election crisis of 2011 with the 
French neo-colonial army. The UN-led French army used force 
against a sovereign state and forcibly seized and imprisoned a 
member and his relatives. He was sent to the International Court 
of Justice which some super-states had refused to allow their 
former presidents to be tried for war crimes worldwide.

•	 In Libya Jamahiriya, the UN was used by the super-states to 
frame Muammar Gaddafi. Resolution 1973 of the UNSC, adopted 
on 17 March 2011, approved all necessary measures to protect 
Libyan civilians but did not include the protection of a sitting 
president. The report on the Libyan crisis blamed the rebels, 
government forces and UN military coalitions headed by the 
NATO for unlawful shootings, violations of human rights, rape 
and senseless bombing, but they were not put before the courts. 
NATO’s participation in the war and violation of UN resolutions 
in Libya was part of UN erratic behaviour.

From the foregoing, it is adequate to state that the super-states act-
ing on behalf of the UN in Africa have little to do with the stability, security, 
economic growth and good governance, which are UN cardinal objectives 
(Ulfstein and Christiansen 2013). In Côte d’Ivoire and Libya, the situation 
of France and NATO-led interventions exemplifies the context above (Wyss 
2003; Glanville 2013; Dembinski and Reinold 2011; Bellamy and Williams 
2011). Instead of promoting democracy and good governance, the UN acting 
through the super-states has been planting stooges in various African states. 

African states and their leaders are neither respected nor recognized 
as critical factors in the international system. The modicum of their accep-
tance depends on their submissiveness to the super-states. The super-states 
identify African states based on the behaviours of the leaders. We classified 
their behaviours into three – the “good boy,” the “bad boy” and the “good boy 
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turned radical.” The super-states assigned to Côte d’Ivoire and Libya classi-
fications of the “good boy turned radical” and the “bad boy” based on their 
leaders’ struggle for statehood/regime survival. Thus, such label reinforced 
the crises in Côte d’Ivoire and Libya.

The UN, the super-states  
and the Framing of the Ivorian Crisis

The state means everything to the African political class. They were 
planted in the various African states by imperialism and colonialism, not to 
represent the people but outside interests and engaged in primitive accu-
mulation on the other. Hence, Africa’s representation is full of subjectivity 
from its strong partners, and that was the reflection in the Ivorian crisis. The 
Ivorian crisis is frequently described in a simplistic way as a cultural con-
flict between the Muslim North and Christian South, between the savannah 
ethnic groups and those in the forest region. This reductionist approach, 
(the western countries) and the media rely squarely on what Bovcon (2009, 
2-3) described as the “primordial assumption that understands ethnicity as 
an objectively given innate and immediate substance of human identity, 
which can lead to confrontation when confronted with a different cultural 
conception.” 

Further elaborating, Bovcon (2009, 2) clarified that in Côte d’Ivoire, 
the Ivorian crisis was rooted in a multi-layered conflict of race, autochthony 
and citizenship to discriminate economically, politically and socially against 
others. Without explaining its full meaning, President Henri Bedie introduced 
the concept of “Ivorite,” making it available to most xenophobic interpreta-
tions to perpetuate social, economic and political exclusion on Côte d’Ivoire. 
In this context, Bovcon preferred to address factors that influenced the Ivorian 
crisis separately, here we chose to investigate it holistically in the sense of a 
power struggle in Côte d’Ivoire where the French colonial masters, as they 
were named, had ignored democracy and made the late President Boigny 
a life president, equal to the Ivorian state and seen as nobody is capable of 
becoming president.

The argument is that there had been no strong political-institutional 
framework to fill the power vacuum before the death of Boigny. The one-party 
rule more or less led Boigny to transform himself into a sort of institution. 
The lack of institutional mechanisms to control the transfer of power provided 
the opportunity for the political elites to dangerously politicize identity, lead-
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ing to the Cote d’Ivoire crisis. With Boigny’s health deterioration and death 
in December 1993, Bédié, the president of the National Assembly took over 
the presidency immediately and introduced the Ivorite identity was mainly 
to edge out President Alassane Dramane Ouattara, who has been overseeing 
the affairs of governance in the country before Boigny’s death. It was also 
aimed at displacing other opposition political leaders who missed out in the 
post-Boigny death power struggle. The Ivorian concept of power struggle 
produced a problem of nationality which divided the country. 

Unfortunately, the concept of citizenship used for the ethnic exclu-
sion of the Northern political class has benefited southern Côte d’Ivoire. Ben-
eficiaries of identity politics focused on citizenship status were the then-Pres-
ident Bedie, General Robert Gue, Laurent Gbagbo and President Ouattara. 
The UN was more interested in the outcome of the election, without going 
beyond the election to look at the power struggle tools divide and rule that was 
used during electioneering. Suffice we state that the divide and rule politics 
in Côte d’Ivoire was learnt from the former colonial powers. The action that 
led to Gbagbo’s arrest and a breach of Côte d’Ivoire’s sovereignty was to serve 
the interest of the French, not the UN or the Ivorian people. The people’s 
concern in Côte d’Ivoire can only be addressed by institutional change. In 
Côte d’Ivoire, it is the constitutional court that, although the UN-supported 
electoral commission and based on that criminalized Gbagbo, a sitting presi-
dent, without looking at the issue of citizenship that caused the crisis, allowed 
the constitutional court, not the electoral body to declare the final result. This 
situation was at the root of the Ivorian civil war.

The UN, the super-states and the geopolitics  
of the Libyan crisis

Under Colonel Muammar Gaddafi, Libya was known as one of the 
revolutionary states that transformed into a good boy dictator but not without 
blemishes in the super-states’ view. The Arab Spring offered the chance for 
Libya and Muammar Gaddafi’s regime stepped into a condition that it was 
already catching up with fever. In the name of nationalism, self-determina-
tion, and popular sovereignty, Gaddafi led a revolution against the Libyan 
monarchy. Ruling for more than four decades, people were detested by the 
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Gaddafi rule. The opposition groups, using the Arab Spring10 as a means to 
end Gaddafi’s regime in the name of popular sovereignty, argued that the 
regime had been entrenched for more than four decades using all types of 
tools to maintain itself in place. The opposition-led popular war in Libya, 
sponsored by the UN-NATO alliance against Gaddafi’s regime, was brutal 
(Lyall-Grant and Dormandy 2011; Wedgwood and Dorn 2015). There was the 
abused of popular sovereignty and the protection of civilians provided by 
the UNSC mandate was not exclusively kept by the coalition to prevent the 
destruction of life and property in Libya (Plett 2011).

Unfortunately, the revolution in Libya degenerated into a civil war, 
which Western countries call “armed uprising.” The UN’s involvement in the 
armed rebellion in Libya remains a concern of this report. Agreed that the 
government of Libya was blamed for unlawful use of force against civilians 
and opposition forces, who were the opponents? While the Arab Springs in 
Egypt and Tunisia were all civil affairs organized by civil society organiza-
tions, it was conducted in Libya by large-scale, externally supported armed 
groups. The enforcement of the use of force was necessary to Gaddafi for 
the protection and survival of the state and regime. In the process, Gaddafi 
was brutally assassinated by the rebel forces supported by the super-states 
operating on behalf of the UN. 

In other North African countries where the Arab spring has occurred, 
the uprising against Gaddafi and the regime in Libya has the same back-
ground. Not only did the Arab spring happen in a day, but it has also been 
a phenomenon incubated among the Arab population for decades. Some of 
the factors that inspired the Arab Spring were limited civil liberties, inequal-
ity, growing wealth disparities, lack of dignity, impunity for the police and 
fraudulent elections (Africa Centre for Strategic Studies 2011, 7-8). While 
UN Resolutions 1973 and 1970 “excluded any sort of foreign invasion on any 
part of Libya”, it called for an immediate ceasefire, dialogue and the use of 
all appropriate measures to safeguard Libyan civilians by protecting airspace 
and effective compliance measures for the arms embargo on Libya. The US 
and NATO, which later assumed charge of the coalition operations in Libya to 
implement the 1973 UNSC Resolution, were seen as working on behalf of the 
UN, but their actions in Libya were to oust Gaddafi from power (Erdağ 2017).

10	 This is a series of anti-government uprisings, protests and demonstrations in countries 
across the Gulf and North Africa that took place in early 2010. The Arab Spring began as a 
reaction to the regime’s suppression and poor living conditions in Tunisia (Noueihed 2011; 
Gowan 2013). It has led to the downfall of several governments, including Libya’s Gaddafi. 
In the popular uprising, the UNSC was split into super-state Western (US and NATO allies) 
and super-state Eastern (Russia and China).
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President Barack Obama’s appeal that Gaddafi should give up power 
was not expressed in the UNSC Resolution 1973. The U.S. coalition forces 
neutralized Libya’s Air Defence Systems, Air Forces, and pro-Gaddafi ground 
forces and tacitly supported the opposition forces that later turned into the 
Transitions National Council (TNC) after killing Gaddafi, what supported 
our arguments that it represented super-state interests in the UN (Ulfstein 
and Christiansen 2013).

While other analysts concerned with the Libyan crisis evaluate from 
Gaddafi’s point of view, our analysis is from Libya’s perspective. There are 
many Gaddafi-like leaders in charge of state power around the world, which 
the UN and the Western powers have warmly engaged and provided immu-
nity, despite overstaying in power for decades. These leaders are retained 
so long as they continue to defend and advance the interests of the super-
states. The super-states under the UN cover have violated Libya’s sovereignty 
(Glanville 2013; Adebajo 2016; Erdağ 2017). The UN and the super-states, in 
defiance of the values of “sovereignty” as enshrined in UN General Assembly 
Resolution 2131 (XX) adopted on 21 December 1965, assisted the rebel groups 
to unseat President Gaddafi. The resolution stated that “the principle of the 
non-intervention of states in the internal and external affairs of other states 
is essential to the fulfilment of the purposes and principles of the United 
Nations” (Declaration on the Inadmissibility of Intervention in the Domestic 
Affairs of States and the Protection of their Independence and Sovereignty 
1966). The super-states helped rebellion against the legitimate government 
of Libya and sent a false signal for world peace and stability for which the 
UN stands.

In light of this, Islamist movements which helped the UN to fight 
the war in Libya in the most violent way have infested Africa and the world 
at large. Omotola (2014), reflecting on the issue, noted with the increasing 
role of the Islamist forces after the Arab spring has generated serious con-
cern for the West, not only about the assumed incompatibility of Islamist 
ideology with democratic values but also about the possibility of Islamist 
regimes pushing the “clash of civilizations” which is also responsible for the 
rise of local Islamist forces challenging the existing order in other parts of the 
world. The post-Gaddafi spill-over effects of Islamist jihadist movements have 
raised concerns in Mali, Nigeria and the CAR. Jihadist Islamic movements 
in those countries have become voracious and challenge the sovereignty of 
the state. For example, in Nigeria, the Boko Haram, which has survived for 
over a decade, challenges state sovereignty in Chad, Cameroon and Niger. 
Islamists in these countries have all benefited from arms used in the civil 
war in Libya, fuelled by various Islamist movements and funded by Western 
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countries in terms of infrastructure and arms, which they now use to counter 
Western interests globally  (Basar 2012; Eaton 2018).

Conclusion and recommendations

This study was set to interrogate the UN’s erratic behaviour in Africa’s 
global governance. We concluded from the study of the erratic behaviour of 
UN global governance in African states that the UN has played a reaction-
ary role, not a proactive one. In this analysis, the cases of Côte d’Ivoire and 
Libya revealed that the UN was reactionary, as removing Gbagbo and Gadd-
afi from power did not mean ending the problems that led to the crises in 
those countries. The post-Gaddafi problems in Libya have proved difficult for 
super-states and the UN to address and are deteriorating, capable of leading 
to the collapse of the state. The UN’s position in global governance in Africa 
has failed with the rise of jihadist Islamic movements and other insurgent 
groups in the post-Gaddafi period, and the spread through other regions in 
Africa. It seems that the situation in Côte d’Ivoire is calm but it does not mean 
that a permanent solution has been addressed to the bewildering problems 
of statehood.

The greatest barrier to understanding world peace and stability has 
not been the UN but the super-states, which sheltered under UN resolutions 
and mandates to work in their interests to promote collective imperialism. 
It is either Western models are followed by a stooge or the behaviour of the 
state and its political leaders are interpreted as being recalcitrant using UN 
resolution to justify actions against them, executed by the super-states on 
behalf of the UN in violation of their sovereignty. As part of the UN mandate 
to achieve global governance, these super-states do not care about peace, 
security, poverty reduction, weak democratic institutions or good governance. 
Global governance story remains an unfinished journey, as we struggle to 
find its satisfying end.

Global governance is what the French would call faute de Deux, a 
kind of replacement or surrogate to the contemporary world for authority and 
enforcement. The argument is that Western political and military forces have 
eroded the UN’s international legitimacy in global governance, particularly in 
Africa and elsewhere in the global south. Since its formation, after World War 
II to assert its international role in global governance, the UN has become 
ineffective and deeply reactionary to broker international peace and harmony 
among its member states. The UN mandate to the super-states to intervene 
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in the conflicts occurring in the countries in the global south, particularly in 
Africa, amounts to a violation of state sovereignty. The method of represent-
ing the current international politics of the 21st century made up of many 
philosophies and complex social dynamics especially in the global south or 
Africa needs to be fully overhauled. We must state that Western philosophies 
or models cannot be forced on African citizens, given the socio-economic 
and political structure and conditions of the continent that vary strikingly 
from the Western countries in nature and meaning.

Global governance needs to reinforce respect for life, liberty, jus-
tice, equity, mutual respect and care, and dignity no matter how different a 
country’s political system is from another. Global governance embraces new 
social principles, including the concepts of autonomy and self-determination 
that cannot be followed without recognizing their effect on other members 
of the global community. Consequently, the UN should refrain from the use 
of super-states to help to resolve challenges in the global south, especially 
Africa by promoting internal institutional frameworks on the continent. In 
many circumstances, the super-states have taken advantage of the UN to 
pursue their interests, which are beyond the national reach of any country in 
Africa. Given that global governance is not restricted to the UN alone, regional 
and sub-regional organizations in Africa have the potential and should be 
supported to resolve internal conflicts through functions of democratic sup-
port and the promotion of conditions that entrench democratic governance, 
support stability and popular sovereignty.
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ABSTRACT
This study questions the erratic behaviour of the UN and Africa’s global governance 
to understand how the State has become a smokescreen for global security. Using 
the African case of Cote d’Ivoire and Libya, the study argues that the UN’s role in 
global governance has been rather reactionary to the challenges posed by the polit-
ical leadership in Africa without considering the aftermath. Using super-States to 
execute global governance on their behalf in the global south, the UN’s behaviour 
has erratically undermined the sovereignty of weaker states. It also continues the 
geopolitical struggles at the level of the United Nations Security Council between 
super-States – the United States, United Kingdom and France versus China and 
Russia –, producing all sorts of undesirable outcomes that shape the process and 
the execution of the current approach of UN interventions in conflict around the 
world. The study suggests that the UN and international powers should encourage 
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the strengthening and utilization of internal institutional mechanisms guided by 
appropriate UN institutions away from military actions to solve problems faced by 
states and not to use the UN to achieve interests outside the national scope of the 
weaker states.
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Côte d’Ivoire; Erratic behaviour; Global governance; Libya; The UN; The super-states.
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CUBA’S MEDICAL EXPERIENCE  
IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA:  
ITS CONTRIBUTION AGAINST COVID-19

Yoslán Silverio González1

We come here with the feeling of the great debt that we have con-
tracted with the people of Cuba. What other country has a history of 
greater altruism than the one that Cuba revealed in its relations with 
Africa? (Castro and Mandela 1991, 21).

Introduction

South-South cooperation has been a fundamental pillar of the Cuban 
government’s foreign policy, based on the principles of solidarity and interna-
tionalism. Since the 1960s, Cuba began to support not only the progressive 
forces of Latin America but also the national liberation movements of the 
African continent that were consolidating their path towards decolonization, 
as well as other progressive governments and political forces of Sub-Saharan 
Africa in: Ghana, Guinea-Bissau, Guinea, Mali, Ethiopia, Tanzania, Angola, 
Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Namibia and South Africa. This support covered 
a wide range of spheres that ranged from political-diplomatic support in 
international forums to concrete support in vocational training, the transfer 
of resources and even military support to anti-colonial and anti-imperialist 
movements that were struggling to achieve or maintain the independence 
of their countries.

Among the main milestones of Cuban collaboration with Africa are: 
the arrival in Algeria of the first medical brigade in 1963, support for the 
nationalist guerrilla in Guinea-Bissau that fought against Portuguese colo-
nialism, support for the Ethiopian government against the Somali interven-

1	 Centro de Investigaciones de Política Internacional. Havana, Cuba. E-mail: yosilglez@yahoo.es
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tion in its territory, the legendary military collaboration in Angola against 
the intervention of the forces of the South African apartheid regime and its 
contribution to the independence of Namibia (Azanza Telletxiki 2015). Thus 
began a long history of political ties and uninterrupted cooperation up to the 
present day.

Although the principles of Cuban collaboration have remained 
unchanged over time, changes occurred in terms of Cuban military coop-
eration with African countries due to the new international context. After 
the collapse of the Socialist Bloc, Cuba experienced a severe economic crisis 
that lasted throughout the 1990s, at the same time that the economic and 
financial blockade of the United States against the island intensified. Even 
so, Cuba did not reduce its levels of collaboration, rather, it expanded its 
activism, mainly with Latin America, Africa and the Middle East2, through the 
expansion of its multisectoral collaboration in the fields of health, education 
and professional training of students of all these nationalities, reinforcing 
its commitment to South-South cooperation.

In the western media, the US policy against Cuba is often defined 
and presented as an “embargo”. But, the set of extraterritorial measures of 
economic, commercial and financial persecution against Cuba, exceeds the 
bilateral level, so it actually constitutes a blockade (Minrex 2019, 11)3, since 
it applies sanctions against third countries in their relations with Havana. 
In this context, medical collaboration has become in recent years one of the 
main sources of income for Cuba. Taking into account only the data corre-
sponding to 2016, Cuba had a medical presence in 61 nations of the world 
for a total of 42,242 employees.

2	 Dozens of Palestinian and Sahrawi students continued to benefit from scholarships to 
train professionally in Cuba, in various specialties, especially medicine.

3	 In the public health sector alone, this United States policy has caused, between April 2018 
and March 2019, losses valued at $ 104,148,178, that is: $ 6,123,400 more than in the pre-
vious year. See: Report by Cuba on Resolution 73/8 of the United Nations General Assem-
bly.“Necessity of ending the Economic, Commercial and Financial Blockade imposed by the 
United States of America against Cuba”. July 2019. Minrex, p.11.



39Yoslán Silverio González

Brazilian Journal of African Studies | Porto Alegre | v. 5, n. 10, Jul./Dec. 2020 | p. 37-61

Table 1: Number of countries by region with Cuban medical collabo-
ration (2016)

Region Quantity by country

Sub-saharan africa 27

Latin America and the Caribbean 24

East Asia and the Pacific 8

North Africa and Middle East 2

Total countries 61

Grand total

42,242

Women 26,746 63.3%

Men 15,496 36.7%

Source: Own elaboration with data from the Central Unit for Medical Cooperation  
(UCCM). Anuario 2016. Minsap, Vol. 6, No 1, 130.

Despite the hostility of the United States government, its campaign 
to discredit Cuban doctors and the political changes that occurred in Latin 
American countries (Brazil, Ecuador and Bolivia, where the Cuban medical 
collaboration was canceled), in February of 2020, there were more than 
28,700 Cuban collaborators in 59 countries. Precisely for this reason, this 
sphere has become one of the main spearheads of this policy against Cuba. 
In this regard, the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Cuba, Bruno Rodríguez Par-
rilla, denounced, on May 8, that the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID) would dedicate an additional $ 2 million to attack the 
Cuban medical brigades. In any case, and as will be seen later, this has not 
prevented some 131,933 health professionals from various specialties from 
providing their collaboration in other countries since 1963.

Cuban medical cooperation: the African experience

As indicated, Cuban medical cooperation abroad has been changing 
over time, and currently has different modalities and programs: Comprehen-
sive Health Program (PIS, in spanish), Comprehensive Health Program with 
Expenditure Compensation (PISCG, in spanish), Compensated Technical 
Assistance (ATC, in spanish), Cuban Medical Services (SMC, in spanish), 
Operation Miracle (OM) and Operation Miracle with Expense Compensa-
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tion (OMCG, in spanish). In some countries there are even several of these 
programs at the same time, depending on the modality that the beneficiary 
country wants to take advantage of. The following table shows those African 
nations that had at least one of the modalities. In one way or another, either 
through these programs or through scholarships to study in Cuba, almost 
all the countries in these regions have benefited.

Table 2: Type of Cuban medical cooperation in African countries

Type of cooperation Worldwide In 
Africa

Countries

Comprehensive 
Health Program 
(PIS)

8 5 Guinea, Lesotho, Niger, Sahrawi Arab 
Democratic Republic (SADR) and Eswa-
tini

PIS and Operation 
Miracle

21 10 Burkina Faso, Chad, Congo, Eritrea, 
Ethiopia, Gambia, Guinea-Bissau, São 
Tomé and Príncipe, Tanzania and Zim-
babwe

Cuban Medical 
Services (SMC)

16 4 Algeria, Botswana, Equatorial Guinea 
and Namibia

Compensated Tech-
nical Assistance 
(ATC)

16 9 Angola, Cape Verde, Djibouti, Gabon, 
Ghana, Mozambique, Seychelles, South 
Africa and Uganda

Source: Own elaboration with data from the Central Unit for Medical Cooperation 
(UCCM). Anuario 2016. Minsap, Vol. 6, No 1, 131.

In particular, in the African continent, due to its structural problems 
and the lack of medical services, Cuban cooperation in this area has been well 
received by the African peoples and governments. There have been several 
actions as part of the provision of medical services, which has not only been 
the sending of doctors and nursing personnel, but also the transfer of tech-
nology to deal with preventable diseases, the teaching contribution in medical 
schools in various of the countries of the region and their training in Cuba.

One of the dimensions of Cuban cooperation in health matters 
has been the confrontation with communicable diseases such as malaria, 
which is the leading cause of death in Africa, for which initiatives have been 
strengthened in order to reduce their impact. With regard to the fight against 
malaria, the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) agreed 
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to apply Cuban technology, products and specialists as a demonstration of 
the effectiveness of the implementation of the vector control program in 
Ghana4 and Angola.

Among the methods are the application of products such as the bio-
pesticide Bactivec and Cypermethrin, which controls, through fumigation, 
the spread of the aedes aegypti mosquito. The Cuban vector control program 
has also been applied in Zambia, Equatorial Guinea, Benin, Kenya and Tan-
zania (Cubadebate 2009). The Biotechnology and Pharmaceutical Industries 
Group (BioCubaFarma), founded in December 2012 and which integrates 
the country’s scientific pole, has played a fundamental role in these lines.

Image 1: Group of Biotechnology and Pharmaceutical Industries 

Photo: BioCubaFarma.

This business group is responsible for manufacturing around 525 
different types of medicines and continues its scientific work to develop 
new medicines and medical equipment. Among the main achievements 
of the company are the implementation of a medicine against diabetes and 
for the treatment of cancer. In the case of diabetes, there is the so-called 
human recombinant erythropoietin or Heberprot-P (Felipe and León 2015). 
There are also projects for the creation of joint ventures in countries such 

4	 In the capital of Ghana, Accra, the application of this program reduced mortality from 
malaria by 71%.
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as South Africa and Algeria. Another of its most important missions is the 
fight against diseases such as Zika, Chikungunya, dengue and yellow fever, 
all caused by the aedes aegypti mosquito (Cuba Inside The World 2016). All 
these experiences have been transmitted to the health authorities of different 
African countries.

As in countries such as Nigeria, Equatorial Guinea and Gabon, Cuba 
collaborates with Angola in the program to fight the vectors that cause malaria 
and dengue, among other diseases. In the fight against malaria in Angola, 
140 Cuban specialists were collaborating in 98 of the 164 municipalities. 
The effort to combat malaria or paludism in Africa includes the construction 
of biolarvicide factories and the carrying out of personnel training actions, 
training of community agents and educational talks on environmental sani-
tation. This program has been in operation for more than 8 years. The Ango-
lan Ministry of Health recognized that in this country some 20,000 people 
previously died each year from malaria, while fewer than 5,000 perished in 
2013 (Cubadebate 2013).

The Comprehensive Health Program is not only made up of med-
ical personnel but also by a team of technicians and engineers belonging 
to various Cuban scientific entities that work jointly. For example, within 
BioCubaFarma, the Pharmaceutical Laboratory Business Group (Labiofam) 
has been responsible for the transfer of technologies to African nations. This 
company works on projects to eradicate malaria and to promote agriculture.

Another health program that has spread to Africa has been Operation 
Miracle. With this ophthalmology initiative, more than 600 thousand patients 
with vision problems have been assisted in 30 countries in Latin America, the 
Caribbean and Africa. Proof of this was the inauguration of an ophthalmo-
logical center in Mali, a region in which Cuba was also involved in the fight 
against HIV-AIDS (TeleSur 2014). In the case of Mali, the security problems 
that affected that country since 2012, as a result of the advance of terrorist 
groups, determined the withdrawal of Cuban medical cooperation. This was 
an example of how these security problems can set back cooperative initiatives 
of this type. Eritrea is another of the countries where Cuban collaborators 
have been working for more than eight years, receiving recognition from the 
Ministry of Health and Agriculture of that African country.

Due to weak health systems in most African countries, outbreaks 
of epidemics are constantly occurring, posing a challenge to human secu-
rity and having serious socio-economic repercussions. The most immediate 
precedent was the Ebola outbreak in West Africa (March 2014-2016). This 
health context marked another milestone in Cuba’s medical collaboration 
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with Africa. Liberia was one of the countries in the subregion in which one 
of the main sources of the epidemic was found. As of September 2014, 5,800 
cases had been reported, of which Liberia had the worst situation, with 1,698 
and 871 deaths, followed by Sierra Leone (1,216 cases and 476 deaths) and 
Guinea (with 771 infections and 498 deaths) (United Nations Development 
Program 2014). The impact on the economy was also felt due to movement 
restrictions for people, the closure of borders, the reduction of services and 
agricultural activities.

Image 2: Cuban doctors in the fight against Ebola in West Africa 

Photo: Roberto Suárez.

At this stage, Cuba had 32 medical brigades on the continent, with 
a total of 4,048 collaborators, 2,269 of them doctors. In particular, in Sierra 
Leone there were 23 aid workers and in Guinea 16. At the call of the World 
Health Organization, Cuba decided to strengthen its medical presence in 
these countries, with members of the International Contingent of Special-
ized Physicians in Situations of Disasters and Serious Epidemics Henry 
Reeve. On this occasion, 256 specialists were sent, including doctors and 
nursing personnel: 165 specialists arrived in Sierra Leone, 53 in Liberia and 
38 in Guinea-Conakry (Castro 2014). For a period of five months they were 
working in these countries. An essential aspect to bear in mind is that the 
Cuban medical presence in these nations affected by Ebola did not begin with 
the outbreak of the epidemic, but there were already Cuban doctors before.

The actions of the international community, including the partic-
ipation of Cuban doctors, allowed the elimination of the epidemic: “at the 
beginning of 2015, Liberia registered less than a dozen cases per week, but 
it took four months before it could be declared on May 9, 2015 Ebola-free 
country” (Vázquez Muñoz 2015, 3). This was also possible through joint 
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action with other nations. Even the administration of Barack Obama had to 
recognize the role of Cuba in this situation.

Professional training in medical science specialties

Another of the fundamental pillars of the collaboration that Cuba 
has offered to different parts of the world has been the training in Cuba of 
medical personnel through an extensive program of scholarships for students 
from developing countries. Students made a moral commitment to work after 
graduation in rural communities in their countries, devoid of health services. 
Until 1988, more than 18 thousand students had been trained in Cuba.

Image 3: Exchange of the President of the AU Commission,  
N. Dlamini-Zuma, with African medical students in Cuba (October 2015)

Photo: Roberto Suárez.

Since the creation in 1999 of the Latin American School of Medicine 
(ELAM, in spanish) in Havana, thousands of students from Africa, Latin 
America and the Middle East have been trained. In this period, students came 
to Cuba through scholarships that were fully paid by the Cuban government. 
This program was maintained despite the economic crisis of the 1990s.

For example, in the case of South Africa, the first group of 92 students 
from that country arrived in Cuba in 1996. A year later, the South Africa-Cuba 
Medical Collaboration Program (SACMC) was signed (Reed and Torres 2008), 
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which expanded the number of low-income South African students selected 
to train in Cuba, on the condition that they return to the country and work 
in the public sector for the same period that they had trained on the island 
(Taylor & Francis Online 2015). Under the 2012 Cooperation Agreement in 
the field of Public Health and Medical Services, almost 3,000 South African 
students were trained in Cuba.

Table 3: Medical students graduated from the Latin American School 
of Medicine (ELAM) between 2005-2016

 Source: Morales (2017, 66).

As can be seen in the table above, only at ELAM (since its founda-
tion in 1999 and until 2016) 27,630 foreign students have graduated from 
medicine, 1,333 of them were African. These data represent only one of the 
Cuban medical universities. Between 1999 and 2015, a total of 73,848 foreign 
students have graduated, from all branches and educational levels. Of these, 
27,685 (37.5%) were from 47 sub-Saharan African countries and 3,334 (4.5%) 
were from 18 nations in North Africa and the Middle East (Morales 2017, 128). 
In the following table we select the ten countries with the highest number 
of graduates, from both subregions, in the same period.
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Table 4: Countries with the highest number of graduates in Cuba 
(1999-2015) 

Sub-Saharan Africa  
(10 out of 47 countries)

North Africa and Middle East  
(10 out of 18 countries)

Country Total Country Total

Angola 7,890 SADR 2,032

Mozambique 3,197 Yemen 433

Ethiopia 2,949 Syria 244

Zimbabwe 1,892 Palestine 238

Republic of the Congo 1,61 Jordan 174

Guinea-Bissau 1,562 Lebanon 97

Namibia 1,097 Morocco 25

Ghana 1,063 Oman 17

Guinea 828 Algeria 15

South Africa 739 Mauritania 13

Grand total 27,685 Grand total 3,334

Source: Morales (2017, 130-131).

According to data from the Cuban Ministry of Foreign Trade 
(MINCEX), in the 2017/2018 academic year, some 8,246 African students 
were studying in the country in different university careers and under dif-
ferent modalities: scholarship holders financed by their governments or 
self-financed. The total number of students of different nationalities study-
ing medical science careers in Cuba, during the 2018-2019 academic year, 
was 8,478 (Minsap 2018, 188) and in the 2019-2020 academic year it was 
7,726 (Minsap 2019, 188). The vast majority of these students were from 
African and Latin American countries. If the rest of the university majors 
and educational centers are added, the number of Africans amounts to more 
than 9 thousand (2018).

Cuba has also helped with the creation of medical schools to train, in 
the localities themselves, the professionals that are needed. If 1963 marked 
the beginning of medical cooperation, in 1975 the first faculty of medicine 
abroad with Cuban professors was established in the city of Aden (Yemen). 
Since then, several countries have joined this modality. On November 12, 
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1986, the Miguel Díaz Argüelles School of Medicine was inaugurated in 
Guinea-Bissau with 30 students, which was the beginning of the teaching 
collaboration with that country. The first graduation of Guinean doctors, in 
their own country, was on July 24, 1992 (Torres and Cruz 2019). After 2004, 
a new training program was implemented jointly with the Cuban medical 
brigades, where students began to get involved in the health problems of their 
countries together with the Cubans. With this new projection, the number 
of faculties abroad was extended to 11 countries, of which 6 were African: 
Angola, Eritrea, Gambia, Guinea-Bissau, Equatorial Guinea and Tanzania 
(Torres and Cruz 2019, 5).

In the case of Guinea-Bissau, the civil war that broke out in that 
country in 1988 affected medical collaboration. It was not until 2006 that 
the Bissau Faculty of Medicine was reopened. As a result of Cuban teach-
ing collaboration, between 2005 and 2017, 445 doctors graduated, 318 in 
Guinea-Bissau and 127 in Cuba. In the 2017-18 academic year, the Raúl Días 
Arguelles School of Medicine had a total of 34 Cuban professors and 390 
students, from the first to the sixth year of the degree (Torres and Cruz 2019, 
5-7). Also in Equatorial Guinea the local authorities received, in Malabo, 19 
new professors from Cuba who were added to those who were already teach-
ing at the National University of Equatorial Guinea (UNGE, in spanish), as 
part of the cooperation agreement between both governments. One of the 
factors in favor of this collaboration is the Spanish language, which facilitates 
the presence of Cuban professionals.

This has been a fundamental pillar of the South-South collabora-
tion of Cuba in the field of professional training, which has continued to 
consolidate. In total, more than 30,000 African students have graduated in 
various specialties, not only in the medical sector, but also in social sciences 
and engineering. Of these, 28,299 belong to the Sub-Saharan Africa region. 
Many of these graduates have gone on to hold prominent positions in both 
government and academic institutions in their respective countries. This is 
an important contribution of Cuba to the training of medical personnel in 
all these nations.

Medical collaboration and deepening diplomatic ties

The prestige of the Cuban medical collaboration has earned it the 
recognition of the African authorities and senior officials of the African Union 
(AU) for the contributions of Cuba in this sector. These elements have con-
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tributed to the strengthening of political-diplomatic ties with the majority 
of African nations. Cuba maintains diplomatic relations with 47 of the 48 
States of Sub-Saharan Africa through 27 diplomatic missions, from which 
it serves, concurrently, another 19 countries in the area.

Cuba also has an embassy accredited to the AU headquarters in Addis 
Ababa, Ethiopia. In this sense, it should be noted that Cuba holds the status 
of Permanent Observer to the AU. This continental organization has unani-
mously supported the resolution presented each year before the UN General 
Assembly that seeks to end the United States blockade against Cuba. Mean-
while, in Havana there are 18 embassies of Sub-Saharan African countries 
and another 19 do so through concurrence with headquarters, mainly, in the 
United States and Canada. In all the high-level visits, both by Cuban leaders 
to African countries and by African leaders to Cuba, gratitude is expressed 
to Cuba for the multisectoral collaboration it offers to the continent.

In 2016 there were more than five thousand employees providing 
their services in sectors such as health, education, construction, sports and 
agriculture. The amount represented 10% of Cuban aid workers worldwide 
and reaffirmed the Cuban government’s commitment to the socio-economic 
and cultural development of Africa, a continent to which we have strong his-
torical and cultural ties. The amounts of medical collaboration vary annually, 
according to the countries and regions due to the circular nature that it pres-
ents: after returning to Cuba, health personnel can join another brigade in 
another nation. The following table shows the countries that had the largest 
number of Cuban health personnel in 2016.

Table 5: Health cooperators in African countries (2016)

Country Total Country Total

1 Angola 1,733 15 Guinea-Conakry 15

2 Algeria 911 16 Equatorial Guinea 230

3 Botswana 94 17 Lesotho 2

4 Burkina Faso 23 18 Mozambique 298

5 Cape Verde 55 19 Namibia 80

6 Chad 33 20 Niger 7

7 Congo 95 21 SADR 5

8 Djibouti 85 22 São Tomé and Príncipe 9
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Country Total Conutry Total

9 Eritrea 2 23 Seychelles 50

10 Ethiopia 15 24 South Africa 421

11 Gabon 39 25 Eswatini 21

12 Gambia 103 26 Tanzania 20

13 Ghana 23 27 Uganda 4

14 Guinea-Bissau 28 28 Zimbabwe 42

Total for Africa 4,443 10.5%

Source: Own elaboration with data from the Central Unit for Medical Cooperation 
(UCCM). Anuario 2016. Minsap, Vol. 6, No 1, 132. This table incorporates Algeria 
(North Africa region), which is why the total would be 28 African countries.

During the visit to Cuba of the Vice President of the African Union 
Commission, Thomas Kwesi Quartey, in April 2018, he held a meeting with 
the Vice President of the Council of state, Salvador Valdés Mesa, where they 
highlighted the island’s collaboration with the African continent in health, 
education and professional training. In 2018, a total of 4,457 employees 
worked in 28 African nations. Most of them – 4,108 – were only for health 
(Minsap 2018).

During 2018, one of the most notable examples of medical collabo-
ration was the dispatch of 100 doctors to Kenya to work in the poorest and 
most remote rural areas of the country. In turn, the Kenyan government 
would send 50 local doctors to Cuba to study how the country had achieved 
great advances in medical care, as indicated by Dr. Peter Tum, the nation’s 
Chief Secretary of Health. He also stated that the Kenya Medical Training 
Colleges (KMTC) student training curriculum would be expanded to include 
programs and studies used in Cuba. In June, the first 100 Cuban doctors 
arrived in Kenya, in a brigade that included neurosurgery specialists, endo-
crinologists, cardiologists, urologists, plastic surgeons, orthopedic surgeons, 
nephrologists, nine critical care physicians, and 53 general practitioners.

In 2019, there were 29 countries in Sub-Saharan Africa – with Kenya 
joining – and 5 in North Africa and the Middle East (Algeria, Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, Bahrain and Kuwait) in which Cuba provided medical collaboration. 
In 15 of Sub-Saharan Africa the Comprehensive Health Program was main-
tained (Burkina Faso, Chad, Congo, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Gambia, Guinea-Bissau, 
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Guinea, Lesotho, Niger, SADR, Sao Tomé and Príncipe, Swaziland, Tanzania 
and Zimbabwe) (Minsap 2019, 127).

Another example of political ties was the official visit that, between 
March 24 and April 3, 2019, to South Africa, Lesotho and Kenya, the Vice 
President of the Councils of State and Ministers, Inés María Chapman. 
During her visit to Lesotho, she held a cordial exchange with the members 
of the Cuban Medical Brigade in that country and with a representation of 
Basothos professionals who graduated in Cuba in the specialties of Medicine, 
Veterinary Medicine, Sports Medicine, Computer Science and different engi-
neering degrees. (Minrex 2019). In September, the Deputy Prime Minister of 
Foreign Affairs of Cuba, Marcelino Medina González, made an official tour 
of four countries: South Africa, Zimbabwe, Tanzania and Rwanda. For his 
part, the Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs, Rogelio Sierra Díaz, also visited 
Cameroon, Benin, Senegal and Liberia. Both tours consolidated the historic 
bilateral relations between Africa and Cuba. In the sustained exchanges, the 
will to continue cooperation with the region was reaffirmed.

In December 2019, the Minister of Public Health of Cuba, Dr. José 
Ángel Portal Miranda signed a Cooperation Agreement with the Minister of 
Health of Djibouti, Mr. Mohamed Warsama Dirieh, which will strengthen 
the ties of cooperation between both nations. Cuba has maintained medical 
collaboration with this country since 2001, when the first shipment of 13 
collaborators took place. Currently 84 specialists provide care services, of 
which 79 are doctors. In addition, it has contributed to the training of human 
resources for health, training 67 doctors and a stomatologist (Minsap 2019). 
Another example of medical cooperation with this small African Horn nation.

During 2020 the world has been impacted by the pandemic caused 
by the coronavirus, which has obtained a necessary increase in international 
cooperation to face it. In Africa, the first case was registered in Egypt, on 
February 14, through a Chinese tourist and the second was in Nigeria, on 
February 24, by an Italian from Milan heading for the Nigerian city of Lagos. 
According to official data from the AU’s Center for Disease Control (CDC), 
dated March 26, the virus had spread to 46 countries. South Africa, Egypt, 
Algeria and Morocco were the most affected.

In the last week of April, infections increased by 43%. The CDC of 
the UA reported for May 18 a total of 85 thousand cases and 2,765 deaths. 
By the 19th, the amount was 91,400 infected and 2,919 deaths. At the end of 
May 22, the continent had already reported 100,491 cases, 3,104 deaths, and 
39,509 people recovered. On June 20, the numbers already exceeded 300,000 
infections and 7,700 deaths. The pressure was mounting on the continent’s 
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weak health systems. Given this scenario, several African countries requested 
an increase in the Cuban medical presence to combat the pandemic.

Covid-19: Cuba strengthens its medical presence  
in Angola, Togo, Cape Verde, South Africa, Guinea  
and Guinea-Bissau

The spread of the coronavirus worldwide strengthened criticism 
against the neoliberal policies adopted in the last 25 years and that had weak-
ened public health services. The pandemic put governments on alert and 
demonstrated once again the need for international collaboration between 
states to face this common threat that did not understand borders, social 
classes, political orientation or religious creed. While the United States gov-
ernment assumed a reprehensible attitude towards handling the pandemic, 
torpedoing the work of the WHO, freezing its contributions to this organiza-
tion, threatening to withdraw and blaming China, other countries dedicated 
their efforts to strengthening cooperation.

The outbreak of the virus in Africa has continued to be a concern 
for the health authorities of this continent, where the trend of contagion has 
not decreased. From the beginning of the first cases, the governments of the 
area began to take all the necessary measures and made an effort to equip 
the medical laboratories. At the same time, they demanded international 
collaboration, which did not take long to arrive from China and Cuba. In this 
sense, China has become the main international donor of medical supplies 
to combat Covid-19, as its president made clear at the 73rd Annual WHO 
Conference (Silverio González 2020). This collaboration would take place 
in those countries with weaker health systems.

Similarly, Cuba mobilized not only its public health system but also 
strengthened medical cooperation with other countries. In the midst of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, the Cuban government activated the Henry Reeve Inter-
national Contingent of Specialized Doctors in Disaster Situations and Serious 
Epidemics5. In concentration, four African countries saw an initial reinforce-
ment of the presence of Cuban doctors who joined those who were already 
working in these countries prior to the pandemic and Togo was added for 

5	 This contingent was created by Fidel Castro in 2005. This Brigade has more than 7,400 
volunteer health care workers. Since then, they have served millions of people around the 
world, affected by natural disasters, such as the earthquake in Pakistan or the Ebola outbreak 
in West Africa.
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the first time. In turn, Cuban medical personnel who were already working 
in Africa fully joined the fight against Covid-19 as well.

Only in the month of April, four groups of doctors left for African 
countries, which arrived in: Angola (April 10), Togo (April 13), Cape Verde 
(April 22) and South Africa (April 27) and the number of doctors on the con-
tinent was expected to increase, as the pandemic continued to grow. This was 
the case of a fifth brigade that left for Guinea-Conakry (June 4) and a sixth 
that left for Guinea-Bissau (June 27). In addition, a new Medical Collaboration 
Agreement was signed with Namibia.

Political and collaborative relations between Cuba and the Republic of 
Angola have been uninterrupted since 1975. This has been one of the African 
countries where Cuban collaboration has been strongest. After the withdrawal 
of the Cuban troops from Angola, after guaranteeing the independence of 
Namibia, Cuba maintained its relations with the party in power: Popular 
Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA, in potuguese). Examples 
include the implementation of the literacy program “Yo sí puedo” (Yes, I can do 
it) in the province of Kuanza Norte, with the presence of 42 Cuban advisers. 
Angola had planned, thanks to this program, to declare that they would reach 
86.5% literate by 2017. Currently, more than 800 Cuban health collaborators 
work in this African nation together with about a thousand teachers from 
different specialties. At the same time, in Cuba, more than 2,000 Angolans 
are studying at various universities, to be added to the more than 7,000 who 
have graduated from our country.

Following the declaration by the WHO – March 11, 2020 – of the 
coronavirus as a pandemic and the adoption of the state of emergency, Mrs. 
Silvia Lutucuta, Minister of Health of Angola, announced her government’s 
request to increase Cuban medical collaboration to combat the new SARS 
Cov-2 virus (ACN 2020). Cuba’s response was immediate and the first bri-
gade of the Henry Reeve Contingent left for that country. This group that left 
for Angola on April 10, was made up of 214 collaborators: 188 doctors, 24 
nursing graduates and two technicians. In total there were 136 women and 
78 men, from all Cuban provinces. Among the Angolan regions in which the 
doctors were located were Cabinda, Cacongo, Buco-Zau, Belize, Huambo and 
Benguela, where they were received by the highest local authorities (Prensa 
Latina 2020a).

The Republic of Togo, with a population of 7,889,000 had, as of June 
13, a cumulative of 530 confirmed cases, of which 291 had recovered and 13 
people had died. These data indicated a rate of 6.65 cases per 100,000 inhab-
itants. It was in this context that, at the request of the Togolese government, 
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another Henry Reeve medical brigade had arrived in the country. This was the 
first time that members of this contingent had traveled to this West African 
country. It was made up of 11 professionals from five specialties, including 
6 doctors and 3 nurses.

The Cuban doctors were also joined by Togolese doctors who grad-
uated in Cuba and representatives of the WHO and UNICEF in that coun-
try. Upon their arrival in the capital, Lomé, they were officially received by 
the Prime Minister, Komi Sélom Klassou, along with other authorities, who 
thanked Cuba for medical collaboration. After passing the established stage of 
quarantine and organizing work together with local health authorities, Cuban 
medical personnel began their work in the remote communes of Dapaong 
(to the north), Kara and Sokodé (in the center), which were between those 
most affected by contagions.

Image 4: Cuban doctors from the Henry Reeve Brigade before leaving 
for Cape Verde 

Photo: Roberto Suárez.

The third country to receive medical collaboration, in times of the 
coronavirus, was the Republic of Cape Verde. The brigade that left for that 
archipelago was made up of 20 specialists: 5 doctors, 10 nursing graduates 
and 5 specialists in hygiene and epidemiology. This group was added to the 79 
that already worked in these islands. The brigade was received at the Nelson 
Mandela airport in the capital Praia, by the Cuban Ambassador, Rosa Olivia 
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Rill, and by other national authorities such as Dr. Serafina Alves, from the 
Cape Verdean Ministry of Health (Prensa Latina 2020b).

For their part, South Africa and Cuba celebrated 25 years of diplo-
matic relations. During the visit to South Africa of the Deputy Prime Min-
ister of Foreign Affairs of Cuba, Marcelino Medina González, in September 
2020, the important achievements of the Agreement on Cooperation in the 
fields of Public Health and Medical Sciences were highlighted. It was also 
highlighted that some 732 South Africans, many of them from disadvantaged 
communities, had graduated as doctors since the beginning of the Nelson 
Mandela-Fidel Castro training program in 1997 (Moreno Gimeranez 2020).

An important result of this visit was the entry into force of a new 
Intergovernmental Collaboration Agreement in the field of Health. This 
agreement was renewed for five years, starting on April 17, 2020. It includes 
the hiring of Cuban doctors and university professors, the medical training 
of South African students in Cuba and the scientific exchange. As part of 
it, it was decided to grant scholarships to 15 students from the North West 
province to study medicine in Cuba, in the 2019-2020 school year. As of 
September 2020, 221 Cuban doctors were working in South Africa, deployed 
in 8 of the country’s 9 provinces, mostly in rural areas.

This was the context before South Africa began to be affected by the 
coronavirus pandemic. As of May, more than a thousand cases were already 
reported, reaching 4,300 in one day on June 14, for a total of 73,533 confirmed. 
Of these, only 39,867 had recovered and 1,568 had died. It was without a 
doubt the worst affected nation on the continent. Given this scenario, a call 
was made to increase Cuban medical services in the country, when Cuba was 
beginning to be affected by Covid-19.

In compliance with bilateral collaboration agreements, aid also came 
from South Africa. This country sent to the island a shipment of humanitarian 
aid made up of means of protection, masks, gloves, infrared thermometers 
and covers for hospital beds necessary for the fight against SARS Cov-2. Upon 
his return, in the same aircraft that had brought the medical supplies, a new 
group of health workers from the Henry Reeve Contingent would depart 
for South Africa. This brigade was made up of another 200 professionals 
who would reinforce medical collaboration in that country where another 
221 doctors were already working (Radio Habana Cuba 2020). As usual, the 
doctors were distributed by several provinces. On this occasion, the brigade 
was made up of doctors, epidemiologists, biostatists, biotechnologists and 
other specialties (Associated Press 2020). Political leaders and different orga-
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nizations, as well as the South African President, Cyril Ramaphosa, thanked 
the Cuban solidarity.

Another of the countries with a strong link with Cuba has been 
Namibia. In the pre-independence stage, hundreds of Namibians had come 
to Cuba to train. After the victory of SWAPO (South West Africa People’s 
Organization) and the establishment of the Republic in 1991, medical coop-
eration was established. Until 2015, 1,345 aid workers from different branches 
had passed through Namibia. In that year, 88 specialists in medical sciences 
were working in the country. By 2020, the quantity already amounted to 4,300 
aid workers. Currently, 93 doctors, electromedical and nursing graduates 
work in this country, as well as 21 architects and six aquaculture specialists. 
In the context of the confrontation with the coronavirus, the government of 
Namibia signed a new cooperation agreement in health matters with Cuba, 
in May 2020 (Prensa Latina 2020c), to continue with these ties. Until now, 
the presence of Cuban doctors in Namibia has not increased.

A fifth brigade of health professionals was also dispatched to the 
Republic of Guinea (Conakry) on June 4. It should be remembered that Cuban 
doctors had been in this country when the Ebola outbreak. On this occasion, 
the new group that arrived in this West African nation consisted of 11 doctors 
and 10 nurses (21 in total, of which 12 are women) who came to support the 
doctors who were already working here prior to the pandemic. (Radio Havana 
Cuba 2020). In the country, 3,933 covid-19 patients were reported, of which 
2,332 had recovered and 23 had lost their lives.

On October 21, 1976, the first scientific-technical collaboration agree-
ment between Cuba and Guinea-Bissau was signed in Havana, which started 
the health cooperation actions between both countries. As already indicated, 
it has also focused on the training of doctors in the country. In 2017, the 
medical brigade had 34 collaborators. In the annual Balance of the work 
of the brigade during 2019, it was stated that the care and teaching activity 
had been accomplished by 130%: more than 120 thousand cases, 600 births 
and about 900 lives had been saved. At the Raúl Díaz Argüelles School of 
Medicine, 53 new doctors had graduated for a general total of 441 graduates 
(Minrex 2020).

In March 2020, Africa began to be affected by the pandemic and 
Guinea-Bissau confirmed its first case for March 25. To date, 1,614 positives 
have been reported, of which 317 recovered and 22 lost their lives (June 26). 
In this context, a new Henry Reeve brigade made up of 23 aid workers that 
joined the 43 already working in that country left for that country. They were 
received (June 27) by the High Commissioner for the Fight against Covid-19, 
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Mrs. Magda Rabalo and by the Cuban Ambassador in Bissau, Raúl de la Peña 
Silva. In this way, Cuba’s medical presence in Africa continued to expand, 
where women have been the main protagonists.

Table 6: Cuban doctors from the Henry Reeve Brigade in Africa for 
the fight against Covid-19 (April - June 2020)

Country Doctors Nurses Other  
specialties Total

Composition by gender

M F

Angola 188 24 2 214 78 136

Togo 6 3 2 11 8 3

Cape Verde 5 10 5 20 11 9

South Africa 133 14 69 216 131 85

Guinea-Conakry 11 10 - 21 9 12

Guinea-Bissau 8 10 5 23 9 14

Total 351 71 83 505 246 259

Source: Self made6.

This is how the historic collaboration that Cuba has offered to African 
countries has behaved. Thanks to the creation of a completely free public 
health system, the training of thousands of doctors and nurses, as well as 
the construction of a wide network of health infrastructure, Cuba has been 
able to export high-quality medical services to other underdeveloped nations, 
already in turn contributing to the training of specialists from various coun-
tries. South-South Cooperation has always been at the center of the Cuban 
government’s foreign policy, which has remained unchanged.

6	Among the main specialties are: hygiene and epidemiology, biostatists, electromedical and 
laboratory technicians.
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Conclusion

Despite the hostility of the current US administration against Cuba 
(Prensa Latina 2020d)7, and especially against medical services, the Cuban 
government has maintained its will to continue sending doctors and pro-
fessionals to African countries that request it, as well as to continue with 
the transfer of technology, the implementation of literacy programs and the 
fight against malaria. The Cuban authorities have expressed, in dissimilar 
international forums, that cooperation with Africa is not for profit and this 
is one of the aspects that differentiates it from other countries.

Therefore, the prospects for Cuban-African collaboration remain 
positive and Cuba will maintain its commitment to continue contributing 
to the social development of the countries of the continent. The President 
of the African Union Commission, H.E. Mr. Moussa Faki Mahamat has rec-
ognized the historical and active role played by Cuba in Africa, especially in 
difficult times for that continent and has highlighted the presence of Cuban 
medical personnel, first in the countries affected by Ebola and now, in which 
the coronavirus is fought.
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ABSTRACT
Medical cooperation has been one of the fundamental pillars of Cuba’s foreign pol-
icy. In this sense, Africa has been one of the regions that most benefited from 
the export of Cuban medical services. One of the dimensions of this cooperation 
has been the confrontation with preventable diseases such as malaria through the 
transfer of technology and medicines, the training of medical personnel in Cuba 
through an extensive scholarship program for African students, and the creation of 
medical schools in various African countries with the purpose of also contributing 
to such professional training. The prestige of this collaboration has contributed to 
the strengthening of political-diplomatic ties between Cuba and Africa. This cooper-
ation reached a new dimension after the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, when 
Cuba, following a request from several African governments, decided to expand 
the presence of its health personnel on the continent. This is how the Henry Reeve 
International Contingent of Doctors Specialized in Disaster Situations and Serious 
Epidemics was activated. In this context, six medical brigades left for Angola, Togo, 



61Yoslán Silverio González

Brazilian Journal of African Studies | Porto Alegre | v. 5, n. 10, Jul./Dec. 2020 | p. 37-61

Cape Verde, South Africa, Guinea and Guinea-Bissau to total 505 Cuban health pro-
fessionals who joined the thousands of doctors already working in Africa.
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Sub-Saharan Africa; Cuban medical cooperation; Henry Reeve Brigade; Confronta-
tion with Covid-19.
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AN ANALYSIS OF OPTIMAL DEVOLVED 
GOVERNMENT SIZE FOR GROWTH:  
ARMEY CURVE IN KENYA

Naftaly Mose1

Introduction

The recent global initiative towards federalized spending has been 
gradually justified on the basis that decentralization of resources to sub-na-
tional governments level are likely to deliver greater efficiency in the delivery 
of public goods and services and consequently stimulate economic activi-
ties at devolved units (Martinez-Vasquez and McNab 2006). The devolution 
trend in unindustrialized nations is reinforced by the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) and World Bank (WB), which considers expenditure decentral-
ization as a key pillar of its economic growth and poverty eradication strategy 
(World Bank 2016). But, attention to expenditure transfer has been mainly 
inspired by local political reasons (Mwiathi 2017). Like the case of Kenya in 
2007/2008. The 2007/2008 post-election violence saw the introduction of 
the new governance system, which entrenched devolved systems (GoK 2010). 
In a number of nations including Kenya, a devolved system of governance 
refers to devolution. Essentially devolution is one form of fiscal decentral-
ization. However, devolution is more extensive and includes transfer of both 
economic and political powers from central government to devolved units 
(Ezcurra and Rodríguez-Pose 2010).

There are two competing views relating to the impact of govern-
ment size on economic growth. According to one group of economists, a 
larger government size is likely to be harmful to economic growth due to 
the inefficiencies inherent in government. According to Barro et al. (2003) a 

1	  Department of Pure Economics, School of Economics, University of Eldoret, Eldoret, 
Kenya. E-mail: ngmoce@uoeld.ac.ke
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large government size may have a negative impact on economic growth due 
to government inefficiencies such as excess burden of taxation, distortion 
of the incentive systems and interventions to markets. The other group of 
economists is of the view that a larger size of government is likely to accel-
erate economic growth. The government has authority to remove and reg-
ulate negative externalities (Munene 2015). Thus, the government plays an 
important role in removing interest conflicts between the private and public 
sector (Mose et al. 2019).

From previous empirical literature, a number of studies that exam-
ined the different channels through which devolution influences growth 
produced various outcomes (World Bank 2016). The variations in the opti-
mal sizes of governments are a result of the differences in the sizes of the 
economies, levels of development and government policies in the respective 
countries. In conclusion all these findings indicate that excessively large 
government sizes over and beyond the optimal sizes would retard economic 
growth (Munene 2015). In economic theory, expenditure decentralization 
can stimulate economic activities and initiate further growth in governance 
and the political process. Further, from previous studies fiscal delegation is 
expected to positively grow county economic growth (Yemek 2005). Alterna-
tively, devolution can slow economic growth if it is not complemented with 
improved governance and transparency at lower tier government (Marti-
nez-Vasquez and McNab 2006).

The proportion of fiscal decentralization has conventionally been 
higher in federal states, for instance USA, Ethiopia, Canada, Ghana and South 
Africa (Yemek 2005; SID 2017). The 2014 share of devolved budgets in Kenya 
(20 percent of aggregate budget), resembled the same level of spending in 
the region; for instance, in Tanzania and Uganda devolved expenditure by 
aggregate budget accounted for 22 and 20 per cent, respectively; while in 
Ethiopia it was about 46 per cent of aggregate budget (GoK 2015; SID 2017). 

Table 1: Government Expenditure share on Economic growth 

YEAR 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Real GDP growth rate - (%) 4.6 5.9 5.4 5.7 5.9 4.9

National Expenditure  - (% GDP) 23.7 23.7 25.9 26.6 25.3 24.6

County Expenditure    - (% GDP) 1.0 4.3 5.4 5.4 5.3 5.3

Source: OCOB (2018).
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From Table 1, it is clear that the share of county and national govern-
ment expenditure on economic growth has been rising, both local and state 
levels. However, the growth of government expenditure is double digit while 
economic growth is expanding at a single digit (GoK 2017; OCOB 2018). The 
increasing wage bill accounts for the rapid growth in the county and state 
budgets over the years (OCOB 2018). The trends in this Table 1 reveal a wid-
ening gap between public expenditure, county and national, and economic 
growth performance and therefore a concern that this study is interested in. 

Expenditure devolution measured as a share of county spending to 
GDP increased from 4.3 per cent in 2013 to 5.4 per cent by 2017. However, 
economic growth declined from 5.9 per cent by 2013 to 4.9 per cent in 2017.  
This was mainly attributed to poor governance, election period, poor weather 
conditions, unfavorable policy conditions and overall diminishing economic 
performance (KIPPRA 2016; GoK 2018). Despite an increase in devolved 
budget, county economic growth has remained volatile in Kenyan counties.

Even with the devolved expenditure growth, Kenya’s Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) growth has been lower than yearly estimated targets, widening 
income and county disparities and increase in poverty rate over the years. 
Fluctuating economic growth adversely affects income expansion, regional 
and income equality growth, poverty reduction and overall Kenya’s macroeco-
nomic stability (KIPPRA 2016; GoK 2019). This advances the reservation on 
if devolved public expenditure is an effective fiscal policy tool for achieving 
county and national economic growth, planning, equality growth, stabiliza-
tion, distribution and poverty eradication in Kenya. And if so, how can it be 
used to address macroeconomic problems in Kenyan Counties.

Problem Statement

The causes of many of the disparities in economic growth over time 
are not well understood. In particular, the optimal size of county government 
expenditure on economic growth has not been investigated exhaustively. 
Despite the widespread government strategies to foster economic expansion, 
increase in county government expenditure has tended to grow faster than 
that of GCP. The trends in the Table 1 reveal a widening gap between the 
county government size and county economic growth and therefore a concern 
that this study is interested in. Therefore, there is a need to investigate the 
optimal government size for policy recommendations.
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Objective

The objective is to determine the optimum size of county government 
spending on county economic growth in Kenya.

Research Hypothesis

The optimal size of county government spending on county economic 
growth does not exist in Kenya.

Literature Review: The Optimal Government Size

Armey (1995) and Scully (2003) did theoretical and empirical research 
and popularized the existence of an optimal size of government as depicted 
by an inverted U-curve. As government continues to grow as a share of the 
economy, expenditures are channelled into less productive (and later coun-
terproductive) activities, causing growth to diminish and eventually decline 
(Vedder and Gallaway 1998; Leach 2002; Barro and Sala-i 2003; Mose et al. 
2019).

Figure 1: Armey Curve

Notes: g g– Real Gross County Product (Proxy for Economic Growth);  E E– Equilibrium; 
CGE CGE– County Government Expenditure (Proxy for Government Size); T T– Time variable.

Source: Armey (1995); Leach (2002); Scully (2003).
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Explanations for this trend can be found in the decrease of private 
investments due to the ‘crowding-out’ effect, higher tax rates and less free 
market. Additionally, the Armey Curve indicates an optimal size of the gov-
ernment E*, where maximum economic growth is reached. At this point, 
an increasing amount of public expenditure leads to a decrease of economic 
growth. This point differs country by country and may rely on economic 
factors like openness of the economy as well as social factors like population 
size (Armey 1995; Leach 2002).

The Armey Curve can be expressed in a simple quadratic form (1), 
as follows:

(1)

The positive sign of the linear term, CGE, is designed to show the 
beneficial effects of government spending on economic expansion, while 
the negative sign of the squared term means the variable measures any 
adverse effects associated with increased government size. Since the squared 
term increases in value faster than the linear term, the presence of negative 
effects from government spending eventually will outweigh the positive effect, 
producing a downward-sloping portion of the Armey Curve (Armey 1995; 
Leach 2002; Lazaruset al. 2017). To control the factors unrelated to govern-
ment spending, Vedder and Gallaway (1998) introduced the time variable 
(T). Therefore, the faster and greater the expenditure increases, the greater 
the probability of diminishing returns and ineffective use.

The Armey Curve Quadratic Equation
In order to test the relationship between County Government Expen-

ditures (CGE) and economic growth that is theoretically characterized by the 
inverted U curve, this study uses a simple quadratic equation (2) following 
Armey (1995), Vedder and Gallaway (1998), Facchini and Melki (2013), and 
Lazaruset al. (2017).

(2)

The (CGE) which guarantees the optimal level of county economic 
growth (GCP) is derived by taking the first derivative of the equation (2) in 
respect to CGE and then equated to zero. 
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(3)

Equating equation (3) to zero gives the optimum government size 
percentage. 

(4)

The Scully Model
Scully (2003) and Scully (2008) developed a model that estimates the 

share of county government spending (or general tax rate) that maximizes 
real economic growth. According to the Scully model, both the public as 
well as private sectors contribute to the gross domestic product in counties. 
The public sector provides goods and services which are financed with tax 
collections from the population. This becomes the public sector spending. 
On the other hand, the private people give taxes to the government and a 
fraction of the rest of their income is saved which in turn is used to produce 
goods and services. The fraction of the income of the private people given to 
the county government is given by:

Where T is the total taxes and τ is the associated tax rate and Y is the 
GDP. Or in other words, τ is the share of the county public sector in GDP. The 
share of the private sector in GDP is “1- τ”. (1- τ) is the share of the income 
of the people left with them after taxation which leads to the production of 
goods and services. The functional form of this relationship is given by the 
following Cobb-Douglas production form as: 

(5)
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αα and ββ are the shares of the public and private sectors respectively. 
Equation (5) is a nonlinear production. Y is GDP and G is county government 
expenditure. ‘τ’ shows the ratio of tax to GDP and ‘γ’ shows total factor pro-
ductivity. The log transformation of equations (5) is given by:

(6)

This is simplified as follows:

Now taking second derivative with respect to G, thus get:

This exercise shows that the value of the first derivative is positive 
while the second derivative is negative as is shown by the negative sign of 
the second derivative. This shows that public expenditure affects growth pos-
itively, but the magnitude of this effect decreases over the time i.e it affects 
economic growth at a decreasing rate afterward. This results in a non-linear 
relationship between expenditure and growth (Scully 2003; Husnain, Khan, 
Haq Padda, Akram and Haider 2011).

The Empirical Literature
Lazaruset al. (2017) investigated the optimal expenditure from 1970 to 

2014 using panel ARDL. The study established that the optimum government 
sizes were 36.61%, 15.61%, and 23.13% of the real GDP for the 27 OECD, 50 
African, and 77 African and OECD countries, respectively. 

Munene (2015) used an OLS and Armey curve quadratic equation to 
analyse the optimal size of expenditure and economic growth in Kenya in the 
period 1963 – 2012. The major finding of this study is that growth maximizing 
expenditure as a percent of GDP was estimated to be 23 %. 

Shumaila and Abdul (2014) estimated optimal government size for 
growth in Pakistan by using Scully (2008) methodology for the period from 
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1973 to 2012. The optimal size of the government size or equivalently the 
optimal size of the public spending was found to be around 17 percent of the 
GDP. The actual size of the spending was 18 per cent. 

Olaleye et al. (2014) used an OLS and Armey curve quadratic equation 
to analyse the effect of government expenditure and economic growth in 
Nigeria in the period 1983-2012. The study concluded that Nigeria optimum 
government expenditure size is 11% of the GDP.

Facchini and Melki (2013) analysed the presence of an Armey curve 
in France (1871 – 2008). The study used the OLS linear model to estimate. 
The findings confirmed the Armey curve and the optimal government size 
for France was 30 % of GDP.

Husnain (2011) estimated the optimal government size in Pakistan 
following the methodology of Scully (2008). The findings have shown that 
the threshold level of the government expenditure is 21.48 percent of GDP, 
which is lower than the current size.

Scully (2008) argues that the optimal tax rate or equivalently the 
optimal size of the government ranges from 19 to 23 percent. This study also 
affirmed that the optimal tax rate for New Zealand on average is 19.7 percent 
of the GDP over the period 1927-1994.

Methodology

This study employed quantitative research design so as to capture 
the trend of county economic growth and government expenditure in Kenya. 
This was carried out in the period 2013 - 2017 using annual series secondary 
data for 47 counties and panel ARDL technique, resulting in 235 county-year 
observations. This study was carried out in Kenya. This is because in the 
study period, there has been a significant transfer of funds to 47 county 
governments by the national government in order to address disparities in 
country growth. 

The data was from previous publications which could only be sourced 
from secondary sources. The study utilized annual data from Statistical 
Abstracts, Economic Surveys, Gross County Product Report and County 
Budget Implementation Review Reports.
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Panel Data Analysis Techniques
Building on previous studies (Facchini and Melki 2013; Mose et al. 

2019), a simple growth panel model was formulated from equation (7):

(7) 

Where,	lnYi, t – the dependent variable-County economic growth. 

	 lnXi,t-1 – set of explanatory variables apart from devolved county 
expenditure. 

	 lnGi,t-1 – the county devolved government expenditure variables.

	 β and γ – are parameters to be estimated.

	 μi – county fixed effects. vt – time fixed effects. εi,t – the error term 
and the subscripts i and t represent county and time period respectively.

To achieve this objective, this study followed Scully (2008) and ARDL 
model that explains the level of government size (G) in a county’s economy 
and the corresponding level of economic growth. The ARDL model is appli-
cable irrespective of whether the underlying variables are I(0) or I(1) and 
applicable for small sample size estimation (Narayan and Smyth 2005).

Thus, equation (7) was reformulated as a panel ARDL model, to 
determine the underlying relationship between dependent and independent 
variables, to obtain models (8) below:

(8)

Now to find the optimal level of government size, this study follows 
Scully (2008) and Heerden (2008) to impose the restriction of a balanced 
budget of the counties, that is  (G = T). So to impose this balanced budget 
restriction the tax rate is given by:
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τ τ now is called the anticipated tax rate, where G is government spend-
ing and Y is GDP. Or in other words, τ is the share of the county public sector 
in GDP. The share of the private sector in GDP is “1- τ”. (1- τ) is the share 
of the income of the people left with them after taxation which leads to the 
production of goods and services. The functional form of this relationship is 
given by the following Cobb-Douglas production form (9) as:

(9)

α α and β β are the shares of the public and private sectors respectively. 
Equation (9) is a nonlinear production. Y is GCP and G is county govern-
ment expenditure. ‘τ’ shows the ratio of tax to GCP and ‘γ’ shows total factor 
productivity. The log transformation of equation (9) is given by::

(10)

Now substitute ‘ ’ into equation (10), thus get: 

(11)

So to find the growth maximizing level of government size, this study 
differentiates equation (11) w.r.t ‘τ’. After differentiation, then:

(12)

Solving for “ττ” (the optimal tax rate), this study gets		
 , and finally:
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In order to provide intuitive interpretation of the findings obtained 
from this study, several post estimation panel diagnostic tests were conducted. 

Results 

The panel ARDL regression results are reported in Table 2 given 
below: 

Table 2: Optimal Devolved Expenditure Regression Result (SBC - 1, 0, 0)

Variable Coefficient Margin of Error t- Statistics Value P

0.842831*** 0.033217 25.37367 0.0000

0.152954*** 0.032901 4.648914 0.0000

1.422697** 0.601285 2.366096 0.0188

0.995023*** 0.171124 5.814626 0.0000

Test LM F = 0.988767 Prob > F = 0.4147

Test Breusch - Pagan F = 8.876056*** Prob > F = 0.0000

Test Pesaran CD z = -1.156541 Pr = 0.2475

Test Ramsey-Reset F = 1.818203 Pr = 0.1789

Test Goodness of Fit          F statistics = 226.6525*** P-value(F) = 0.0000

Test Goodness of Fit                  R2=0.747241 R2 Ajustado = 0.743944

Notes: *** significant at 1%, ** significant at 5%, all the absolute values of the variables 

are expressed in natural log. – County real GCP (economic growth), 

- devolved expenditure (recurrent +capital),  - share of the private 
sector in GCP.

The above results of the equation for the optimal size of the govern-
ment show that all the variables have carried out significant coefficients as 
shown by high “t” statistics:
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(13)

To calculate the optimal county government size, this study uses 
equation (11). So substitute the values of “α” and “β” from the above in equa-
tion (13), then getting:

(14)

The optimal size of the devolved government size (both capital and 
recurrent) is found to be around 9.7 percent of the GCP as is shown by the 
above empirical analysis against actual 5.4 percent of GCP in 2017. This 
reflects a reduction in public spending over the optimal target. On the other 
hand, the actual average size of the government spending is 5.4 percent for 
2015-2017 (KIPPRA 2016; SID 2017). The optimum government size was 
low considering counties only receive 15% of total revenue from the national 
government. This finding is very much interesting since it highlights that 
the current size of county government in Kenya is below the optimum level 
or size and there is still scope of the increase in devolved government spend-
ing to the GCP ratio in Kenya. The share of devolved funds traditionally is 
higher in federal countries, with Nigeria, Brazil and Ethiopia (World Bank 
2014; OCOB 2014; GoK 2016). The finding of this study fits into the Obben 
(2013) study, which found 7.4% of GDP for OECD countries, including Kenya. 
In contrast, Legge (2015) did not find any optimal government size in the 
countries (DCs and LDCs) studied.

From the result in Table 2 above, cross-sectional dependence and 
autocorrelation were not a problem with this study. However, heteroscedas-
ticity was a problem, but the study used panel robust standard error to correct 
it. Also, the adjusted R2 was 0.74 implying that 74 percent of the variation of 
the dependent variable is explained by the explanatory variables in the model. 
This indicated that the overall goodness of fit was satisfactory. 
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Conclusion

The result for the objective of this study was to estimate the optimum 
size of devolved county government. According to the estimation results of the 
Scully model, optimum government sizes were 9.7 % of the GCP. The actual 
average government size was 5.4% of the GCP for the devolved for Kenyan 
counties during the period of review. The optimum county government size 
was above the actual government in the panel regression model. The low 
level of devolved government size in counties reflects the low level of eco-
nomic development in Kenya. This study concludes that there is an inverted 
U shape curve in the panel regression models. Also, devolved expenditure 
had a significant positive effect. Hence, suggesting that the productivity of 
devolved spending exceeds the deadweight loss associated with high taxes. As 
a result, county spending augments the aggregate demand, which stimulates 
an increased output depending on expenditure multipliers.

Recommendations

Based on the results above, it is clear that the significant effects of 
the government expenditure on economic growth are not independent from 
government size. Verifying their relationship as a U-shaped curve, implemen-
tation of the following recommendations for 47 counties becomes worthy of 
attention: Fixing the share of government expenditures in counties with the 
optimum government size (9.7% of GCP), this recommendation can guar-
antee high and stable county economic growth. The low level of government 
size in counties reflects the low level of economic growth in Kenya, hence 
this study recommends devolved expenditure to be increased by county gov-
ernment from 5.4% to 9.7% of GCP. Also, in comparison to other countries, 
Kenyan share of county level expenditure, 20% of total expenditure, closely 
mirrors the levels in the region. However, for Ethiopia, it accounts for 46.0 
per cent of total expenditure, probably because it has been implementing 
devolution for longer than Kenya. Thus, Kenya has room to improve budget 
allocation to be in the same league with her peers like Ethiopia. However, an 
increase in spending that is not matched by an increase in revenues leads to 
a budget deficit that needs to be financed. If the deficit is financed by issuing 
domestic debt, it can have negative consequences for domestic interest rates, 
which crowds out private spending before retarding county growth. 



76 An analysis of optimal devolved government size for growth: Armey Curve in Kenya

Brazilian Journal of African Studies | Porto Alegre | v. 5, n. 10, Jul./Dec. 2020 | p. 63-78

In future studies, macroeconomic analysis should be extended to 
include a more detailed disaggregation of county government expenditures 
by functions. Such a desegregation would allow extension of the analysis and 
distinguish between the optimal size of devolved recurrent spending, capital 
expenditure and human expenditure on county economic growth.
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ABSTRACT
This study, assuming a balanced budget, attempts to estimate the optimal size of 
devolved government expenditure in 47 Kenyan counties using the panel ARDL 
regression and Scully (2008) model for the period 2014-2018. The estimation model 
examined Armey’s idea of a quadratic curve that explains the level of government 
expenditure in an economy and the corresponding level of economic growth. The 
panel ARDL series analysis reveals that devolved government size is optimized when 
county expenditures stand at 9.7% of GCP (Gross County Product). The estimated 
threshold size is higher than the current size of county government in Kenya. The 
low level of devolved government size in counties reflects the low level of economic 
activities in Counties. This study therefore recommends that county governments 
should increase its spending budget on infrastructure, social and economic activities 
to 9.7% of GCP  to stimulate overall county economic growth. 
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THE HORN OF AFRICA AND THE REFUGEE 
FIELD IN DADAAB IN KENYA

Juliana Tomiko Ribeiro Aizawa1

Introduction

The political and economic emancipation in the African continent 
occurred, mostly, through wars of national liberation, from 1953 to 1960, 
causing the uprooting of civilians who were in the midst of these conflicts, 
as in the case of analysis on the Horn of Africa - Somalia. Civil wars, coups 
d’état, political instability, physical and climatic conditions from Somalia 
forced the exodus of Somalis to neighboring countries in search of protection 
and minimum conditions for survival (Silva 2016).

Kenya had an open policy for refugees, however after the fall of the 
military regime in Barré in 1991 it began to receive thousands of Somalis 
in its territory. Therefore, as a result of this large flow of people, the Kenyan 
government had to enlist the assistance of the United Nations High Com-
missioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in search of humanitarian aid. Thus, the 
Kenyan government began to adopt the refugee camps as an host policy.

Initially, refugee camps, especially Dadaab, were a way of removing 
refugees from the Kenyan capital - Nairobi. This was because, as soon as 
the return of the refugees to their country of origin was not envisaged. The 
situation in Somalia remained unstable, due to the government’s vulnera-
bility that was added to the territorial disputes with Ethiopia, resulting in the 
continued use and dependence on refugee camps by the Kenyan government.

Furthermore, the conflict between neighboring countries and the 
expansion of globalization, culminated in the emergence of the armed group 
al-Shabaab – associated with al-Qaeda – that dominated southern Somalia 

1	 Legal Practice and Assistance Center, Centro Universitário da Grande Dourados (UNI-
GRAN). Dourados, Brazil. E-mail: jtraizawa@gmail.com
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and committed successive atrocities under the mantle of executing Islamic 
doctrine – Sharia (Mohamed 2009). Since then, the African State and, in 
particular, its civilians, have suffered material restrictions on humanitarian 
aid and permanent violations of human rights.

What motivated this research was the Kenyan government’s decision, 
announced in 2015, to close the refugee camp in Dadaab, due to the attacks 
carried out by the al-Shabaab group in Kenya. The question that emerges 
from this situation is: are refugee camps the best alternative to accommodate 
people forced to leave their country of origin?

In order to search for possible answers, a hypothesis was raised 
as to whether the lasting solution of local integration could respond more 
effectively to the situation of Somali refugees. The general objective of this 
article is to analyze the historical-political precedents that led to instability 
in Somalia and as a specific objective to identify the causes that led the for-
mation and dependence of thousands of Somalis to refugee camps in Kenya, 
especially the Dadaab camp. 

The theorists adopted are Antônio Augusto Cançado Trindade, Helen 
Chapin Metz, James Milner and Mark Cutts. The methodology is deductive, 
simple, qualitative, with a historical period between 1948 and 2019. The geo-
graphical area is the countries Somalia and Kenya. To better guide the reader, 
a political map of the region was drawn up, which outlines the horn of Africa.

For geopolitics, the Horn of Africa occupies a strategic position, espe-
cially the city of Berbera, where one of the most important port areas in the 
world is located - which stands out for transferring oil from Saudi Arabia 
and goods from Western Europe that they descend by the Red Sea, cross the 
Gulf of Aden and flow to the other continents through the Indian Ocean.
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Map 1: Somalia Migration - Kenya

 
Source: Aizawa (2018).

The route in red is a highway, and it is also possible to locate the 
capital Mogadishu in southern Somalia and, in Kenyan territory, the city 
of Dadaab, where the largest refugee camp in the world is located. Finally, 
near Dadaab, is the city of Garissa, where al-Shabaab carried out in 2015 a 
terrorist attack at the graduation ceremony of a Kenyan university, a fact 
that culminated in the Kenyan government’s position to close the camp. 
After this brief exposition on the methodological bibliographic path, we will 
analyze the theme.

Historical precedents in Somalia

Somalia, by agreement with European colonial interests in Africa 
in the late 19th century, was a British and Italian colony. The Somali people 
had by this time characteristic grazing nomadism, because of the semi-arid 
climate of the country, characterized by the rain shortage and the rigorous 
climate. Therefore, the only existing economy that can sustain itself in this 
poor environment is animal husbandry (Mohamoud 2006, 48).

From 1950, European countries were under pressure to liberate their 
colonies on the African continent, the protectorate of Somalia was extin-
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guished in 1960. A constitution was promulgated and the country became 
known as the Republic of Somalia.

The new aspiration reiterated for the first time the struggle of Sheikh 
Muhammad Adbdille Hassan. His legacy and influence as the father 
of Somali nationalism continued to influence nationalist thinking. 
This spirit of freedom facilitated the post-colonial order of the newly 
independent nation (Njoku 2013, 89).

Somalia’s independence from the beginning has had a turbulent 
administration. Although the country had some linguistic homogeneity, the 
fact that it was located in the semiarid region of Africa, did not favor the 
Somali population to have an independent economy due to the scarce material 
resources of the environment. Furthermore, after territorial unification - the 
North an old British colony, and the South an old Italian colony - tensions 
were diverse, especially among the elites. It is also observed the pressure 
made by the great powers in order to receive the raw material they had before 
independence.

The Soviet Union also provided nonmilitary assistance, including 
technical training scholarships, printing presses, broadcasting equip-
ment for the government, and agricultural and industrial develop-
ment aid. By 1969 considerable nonmilitary assistance had also been 
provided by China. Such projects included the construction of hos-
pitals and factories and in the 1970s of the major north south road 
(Abukar 2015, 20).

The government, with the desire to demonstrate self-confidence and 
counting on a geographically strategic position, was forced to open up to 
international relations. Shortly after independence, ties with the Soviet Union 
and China were strengthened, with the country benefiting from agricultural 
projects, the implementation of weaving and the construction of bridges 
and roads.

Its strategic importance made it possible for Somalia to become, in 
1977, one of the main countries benefiting from Soviet aid in Africa, 
with a total of US $ 154 million, in addition to being ranked first in 
terms of military assistance (US $ 181 million), making the Somali 
armed forces one of the best equipped in black Africa (Mazrui and 
Wondji 2010, 987, our translation).
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The most interesting dimension of this integration of the socialist 
countries in Africa was the scientific ties between African, Soviet and Chinese 
institutions. Cooperation took place especially in the field of teaching and 
research, educational training and the sending of professors and researchers 
to African universities and research centers.

The Soviet Union also provided non-military assistance, including 
grants for technical training, printing machines, broadcasting equip-
ment for the government and aid in the development of industry and 
agriculture. In 1969 he had assistance considered non-military also 
provided by China. As a project including construction of hospitals 
and factories and in 1970 the great north-south road (Metz 1992, 30 
and 31).

Somalia’s relations with Italy remained stable and Italian investments 
favored the modernization of sectors and cultural relations. This stability 
was possible because there were still many Italians living in Somalia with a 
large agricultural production in the river valleys. The “Italian sponsorship 
made it possible for Somalia to join an association of the European Economic 
Community (EEC) that formed another source of technical and economic 
assistance, with Somalia having a certain preference for exporting to the 
Western European market” (Metz 1992, 31).

Somalia occupies a region that was strategic for both the socialist 
and the capitalist fields. Being geographically located in the so-called Horn 
of Africa, the country has first-rate port facilities located in the Gulf of Aden 
and the Indian Ocean, as well as the small vital sea routes that link the 
oil-producing countries to North America and Europe.

The presence of the Indian Ocean, where over 70% (seventy percent) 
of the import of oil and other raw materials from Western Europe flowed, 
made control of the Horn of Africa, close to the Middle East, largely decisive 
among the world powers.

The large scale of United States military aid to Ethiopia was particu-
larly resented. Although aid to that country had begun long before the 
Somali-Ethiopian conflict and was based on other considerations, the 
Somalis’ attitude remained unchanged as long as the United States 
continued to train and equip a hostile neighbor (Metz 1992, 31).

Domestic problems between Ethiopia and Somalia have worsened 
due to US foreign investment in Ethiopia and the Soviet Union in Somalia. 
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The arms hostility, fueled by a dispute of international strategic interests, 
would later result in an armed conflict between the two African countries.

Other aggravations of political instability after the country’s indepen-
dence were corruption and nepotism. Despite the establishment of direct 
elections, the establishment of a parliament and the promulgation of a con-
stitution, corruption and nepotism became customary in the country’s first 
government and were not opposed by President Aden Abdullah Osman Daar 
(1960-1977) or by its prime minister.

Neither the president nor the prime minister seemed particularly 
concerned with official corruption and nepotism. Although these 
practices were conceived as normal in a society based on kinship, 
some were bitter at their prevalence in the National Assembly, where 
deputies seemed to ignore their constituents in the trade of votes for 
personal gain (Metz 1992, 36).

Political problems continued and in 1969 President Abdirashid Ali 
Shermarke (1967-1969) was assassinated by a bodyguard while Prime Minis-
ter Mahammad Ibrahim Iggal was out of the country. Subsequently, the army 
captured strategic points of Mogadishu with police cooperation, culminating 
in the coup d’état that instituted an authoritarian regime and  brought Major 
General Muhammed Siad Barré to power.

On October 21, four colonels in the Somali army carried out a blood-
less coup and Major General Muhammed Siad Barré took over the 
civilian government. The army and police took over Mogadishu, and 
the Supreme Revolutionary Council was established. The National 
Assembly and the Cabinet were dissolved, the Constitution was sus-
pended and existing political parties were abolished. The new military 
regime promised to eliminate corruption and rebuild social and eco-
nomic institutions (Abukar 2015, 20 and 21).

The new military regime in Somalia, strongly supported by the Soviet 
Union, fostered massive military investment in Ethiopia by the United States. 
In 1977, the Somali government incited an armed uprising that became 
known as the Ogaden War, the result of military aid from the Soviet Union, 
Libya, East Germany, Israel, Cuba and North Korea. Somalia invaded Ethiopia 
to annex Ogaden, a region of predominantly Somali ethnicity, to its territory 
(Nogueira 2020).

The Soviet Union disapproved of the military offensive and ended its 
support for Somalia. In 1978 Ethiopia took over Ogaden with aero-military 
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aid from Cuba, the Soviet Union and South Yemen (Nogueira 2020). This 
war weakened the Barré government and fostered the emergence of armed 
groups such as the Somali National Movement (SNM) and the United Somali 
Congress (USC) made it possible to overthrow the military regime in 1991.

In southern Somalia, a prolonged period of violence, illegality, power 
struggles, clashes between clans and the collapse of institutions fol-
lowed the removal of the Barré regime. Chaos and disputes between 
the regime’s armed factions invaded Mogadishu and parts of south-
ern Somalia. Former USC leaders, General Mohamed Farah Aideed 
and Ali Mahdi Mohamed, competed for the power of Mogadishu, 
and the capital became the scene of murders, robberies and other 
criminal activities, with many individuals and groups trying to profit 
from anarchy and chaos that have emerged. Police stations, hospi-
tals, banks, military bases, shops and museums were robbed (Abukar 
2015, 25).

The struggle for control of the Somali capital - Mogadishu, stalled 
and a line demarcated the city in two parts. The central government has 
become weak due to a number of factors such as internal and external con-
flicts, extreme climatic conditions and the natural instability of a young state. 
Consequently, the population adopts the exodus in search of better living 
conditions as an alternative to chaos and violence. Among so many conflicts, 
post-colonialism instability, group friction, semi-arid climate and massive 
violence resulted in the weakening of government power. Civil society was 
forced to flee conflict regions and rural areas to try to survive.

The dramatic situation with the end of the Barré regime in 1991 
culminated in the displacement of thousands of Somali citizens to Kenya. 
This exodus to the neighboring country was only possible because the Kenyan 
president opened a border with Somalia and allowed more than 400.000 
(four hundred thousand) Somali refugees to enter between 1991 and 1992 
(Milner 2009, 86). In the following section, we will talk about the asylum 
policy adopted by the Kenyan government.

Asylum policy in Kenya

In the second half of the 20th century, a period in which the inde-
pendence of African countries occurred, the African continent experienced 
a great number of conflicts. Instability and internal disputes are common in 
countries that have been subjected to the colonial system for decades. The 
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revolutions and, mainly, the civil wars and the wars over territorial dispute 
between the States, resulted in a high number of refugees within the African 
continent. The number of people moving to another continent is negligible, 
considering the internal diaspora of the continent of origin of these refugees. 
According to the latest UNHCR “Global Trends” report, published on June 19, 
2018, although Somalia was the fifth largest source of refugees in the world 
in 2017, the number of Somali refugees has decreased by three percent over 
the year. In all, 986.400 people left Somalia. The main destination countries 
for Somali refugees are Kenya (281.700), Yemen (255.900) and Ethiopia 
(253.800). In addition, a few groups resided in South Africa (27.000), Uganda 
(25.000) and Sweden (22.000) (UNHCR 2018, 14).

Kenya, because it borders extremely conflicting states - Sudan, 
Uganda, Ethiopia and Somalia - welcomed a considerable number of refugees 
in its territory between 1960 and 1980, an average of 10,000 (ten thousand) 
refugees, mostly from Uganda. Realizing the professional training of refu-
gees, mostly doctors and teachers, and the contributions they could make to 
society, the Kenyan government sought an open asylum policy.

Individual status was granted by a government agency, and refugees 
enjoyed freedom of movement, access to the labor market, and many 
benefits from the social rights detailed in the 1951 Convention. While 
the priority in this period was to integrate socially and economically 
refugees as soon as possible, there was no national refugee policy or 
national refugee legislation (Milner 2009, 86).

The 1951 Convention, known as the Refugee Statute, brought the 
classic definition of a refugee as a person who “fearing being persecuted for 
reasons of race, religion, nationality, social group or political opinion, finds 
himself outside the country of his nationality and who cannot or, because of 
this fear, do not want to avail themselves of the protection of that country” 
(UNHCR 1951, 2).

The Refugee Statute gave UNHCR a mandate of 3 (three) years to 
manage the flow of displaced persons due to events that occurred before 
January 1, 1951 in Europe. The geographical and temporal cuts of the 1951 
Convention defined the scope of the respective international instrument.

In addition, the Protocol underscored the need for member states 
to cooperate with UNHCR or any United Nations institution to apply the 
provisions of this respective international normative instrument. It is known 
that global instruments are minimum parameters to be followed to ensure 
an imperative general rule of international law and that regional instruments 
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are more authentic to address the specific human rights violations of peoples 
in certain regions, due to the geographical approximation of States involved 
(Piovesan 2011).

Considering, among others, the specific problems of displaced per-
sons in African states, in 1963 the Organization of African Unity (OAU) 
was created. 32 African heads of state joined the organization, including the 
emancipation of colonialism and the end of Apartheid. In 1969, the Afri-
can Unity Convention on Protection and Assistance of Internally Displaced 
Persons in Africa was signed, due to the complexity and uniqueness of the 
repeated violations of the human rights of African peoples.

In 1981, the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights was 
drawn up, also known as the Banjul Charter, which came into force in 1986. 
The respective document contains first, second and third generation rights, 
which are - civil and political rights; economic and social rights; solidarity 
collective rights. These regional complementary instruments have the juris-
diction of the signatory States as assessed by the African Commission on 
Human Rights.

One of the situations in which this regional mechanism was invoked, 
occurred with the decline of the Barré regime. This is because the Kenyan ref-
ugee policy has changed dramatically and in 1989 the government increased 
securitization on the border with Somalia, due to the flow of Somali displaced 
people arriving in the country. The Kenyan government initially hosted former 
government officials and military officers associated with the Barré regime. 
In 1991, with the fall of the military government in Somalia, thousands of 
Somali civilians bailed out the Kenya border.

In March 1991, there were an estimated 16.000 refugees in Kenya. 
That number rose to 39.000 in July, and to 92.200 in December 
1991. The arrival rate continued to rise the following year, as the refu-
gee population in Kenya reached an estimate of 246.000 in May 1992 
and the peak of 427.278 at the end 1992. The refugee population in 
Kenya has grown to over 400.000 in just two years (Milner 2009, 
86).

The high number of refugees in Kenya has led the country to a state 
of emergency. Refugees in Nairobi, the capital of Kenya, were living in dire 
straits and Kenyan civilians were suffering from increased violence. In this 
way, the Kenyan government relied on assistance from UNHCR and NGOs 
– in particular Amnesty International and the International Commission of 
Jurists, to deliberate on the situation of refugees.
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Seven new camps were opened in 1992, extending from Mandera and 
El-Wak in the far north-east of Kenya to Utange and Hatimy, virtually 
a suburb of Mombasa, Kenya’s second largest city and an important 
port on the Indian Ocean. Refugees were transferred to the camps, 
and the government transferred responsibility for the management 
of the camps to UNHCR (Milner 2009, 87).

Although the Kenyan government transferred the management of 
the refugee camp to UNHCR, the assistance provided by that international 
body was minimal and the responsibility for providing minimum basic inputs 
for detainees’ survival fluctuated between the Kenyan government and the 
international body. The situation worsened since 1992, when refugees began 
to die from malnutrition in the camps.

As a result, mortality and malnutrition rates among the refugee pop-
ulation skyrocketed in 1992, while cross-border attacks by Somali ele-
ments posed a threat to security and assistant workers. The death rate 
reached 100 a day for 100.000 refugees, five times the “normal” level. 
Malnutrition rates were recorded at 54 percent higher among refugee 
children in some camps [...] (Milner 2009, 87).

In addition, due to insecurity in the camps and the vulnerability of 
detainees, there has been an increase in violence against women and girls, 
with a significant increase in cases of rape and sexual abuse. In view of the 
precarious infrastructure, insecurity and limited resources for medical assis-
tance, the Kenyan government, in 1993, asked UNHCR to repatriate refugees.

It is important to take into account the internal context of Somalia 
between 1991 and 1993, the year the Kenyan government requested repa-
triation. In 1991 the Union of Islamic Courts (UIC) group emerged, which 
used Sharia doctrine to impose order in the face of instability in government 
representation in Somali territory. In addition, physically, the capital Moga-
dishu was divided into a northern part and a southern part, due to the action 
of the “warlords”, another impediment to the country’s reconstruction and 
pacification.

There was great support and legitimation on the part of the popula-
tion that was exhausted due to the situation in which the country was 
in since 1991, after the fall of the Barré regime and the collapse of the 
central government. The UIC provided the population with justice, 
education and medical assistance, maintaining a climate of relative 
stability, but it was a source of concern for some neighboring coun-
tries such as Ethiopia and the USA because of the defense of Sharia 
(Monteiro 2012, 157).
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Although the camps have become the refugee migration policy 
adopted by the Kenyan government, it is important to consider that this 
alternative, assisted by UNHCR and NGOs, has created certain dependency 
links on the part of refugees to that host location.

The Somali state was not stable. There was an attempt to restructure 
it, but away from the civilian population, a fact that made the state a target for 
armed groups associated with al-Qaeda. These groups would later infiltrate 
Kenya’s refugee camps to use them as a base for attacking the country.

It should be noted that the United States in 2006 subsidized a new 
armed conflict between Ethiopia and Somalia, to remove the UIC, on the 
grounds that the armed group was leading the Somali state into a close link 
with Islamic radicalism. The Ethiopian military mission was successful, but, 
on the other hand, it strengthened the radical al-Shabaab militia linked to 
the extremist al-Qaeda group. Initially al-Shabaab had the support of Somalis 
and Eritrea to expel the enemy – Ethiopia (BBC 2013).

The military expedition from Ethiopia weakened the Somali state 
and, on leaving the country, the al-Shabaab group continued to act violently, 
recruiting foreign jihadists and using religion as a shield to shield atrocities 
against civilians and interest in territorial domination ( Navas 2013).

Al-Shabaab’s actions have crossed the Somali border and claimed 
attacks against civilians in Kenya. Which forced the Kenyan government to 
opt for national security and resort to the closure of refugee camps, especially 
that of Dadaab.

Some international instruments have recently been created to reaf-
firm the need to protect the people of Africa. The OAU Convention for the 
Protection and Assistance of Internally Displaced Persons in Africa, known 
as the Kampala Convention of 23 October 2009, which entered into force 
on 6 December 2012, aims to promote and strengthen regional and national 
measures to prevent or mitigate; prevent internal displacement and protect; 
helping internally displaced people in Africa (UA 2009).

In addition, it seeks to establish a legal framework for solidarity, coop-
eration, promotion of lasting solutions and mutual support among States Par-
ties to combat displacement and promote the treatment of its consequences; 
obligations and responsibilities of States Parties with regard to the prevention 
of internal displacement and the protection and assistance of internally dis-
placed persons; provide for the respective obligations, responsibilities and 
roles of the non-state armed groups and other relevant actors, including civil 
society organizations, with regard to the prevention of internal displacement 
and the protection and assistance of internally displaced persons (UA 2009).
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The right of asylum granted initially by the Kenyan State is at its 
core solidarity and cooperation with the Somalis. UNHCR, in its regulation, 
provides as a long-term solutions for welcoming people forced to leave their 
country of origin, voluntary repatriation, local integration and resettlement 
in a third country.

Voluntary repatriation concerns the free choice of the refugee to seek 
the right of return, to return to the country of origin, voluntarily (UNHCR 
2011, 25; IOM 2009, 65). Local integration is a gradual and multidisciplinary 
process, involving legal, economic, social and cultural aspects.

Resettlement in a third country is the transfer from a host country 
to another that has agreed to accommodate the refugee. This lasting solu-
tion has three main functions “it represents an instrument of international 
protection for refugees at risk in the first country of refuge; corresponds to a 
lasting solution with local integration and voluntary repatriation; and aims 
to deepen international solidarity” (Cavalcanti 2017, 599, our translation).

The refugee camp is a palliative way of welcoming people forced to 
leave their country. However, when welcoming becomes a lasting solution, 
it can trigger some disastrous situations like those in the Dadaab camp in 
Kenya, which will be better addressed in the next section of this article.

Al-Shabaab and the refugee camp - Dadaab in Kenya

With the fall of the Barré regime, Somalia came to be controlled by 
militias from different clans: warlords. This tribal structure (clans) is rooted 
in the very social structure of the peoples of Africa. However, it is important 
to know that Somalia’s current problems have led to an increase in the num-
ber of Somalis in Kenya’s refugee camps, which have several interconnected 
factors.

In recent years, politics and dynamics of conflict have been shaped 
by different types of actors, mainly: (1) the Transitional Federal Gov-
ernment (TFG) and its security forces; (2) the so-called regional or 
provincial administration, such as Somaliland, Puntland, Galmudug 
and Ximan iyo Xeeb; (3) armed factions, mainly Ahlu Sunna wa’al 
Jamaa (ASWJ), al-Shabaab and Hizbul Islam; (4) clans and traditional 
religious leaders; (5) diaspora groups; and (6) secular leaders, most of 
whom have already left the country (Willians 2011, 37).

Although a large part of the population in 1991 supported the UIC 
(Union of Islamic Courts) in an attempt to stabilize the Somali State, the 
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United States of America rejected the group since they adopted Sharia as a 
doctrine and for its connection with Islam.

The burden of interconnected problems - religion, clans, provincial 
administration and Islamic groups; culminated, in December 2006, in send-
ing Ethiopian troops to Somalia to expel ICU from Mogadishu. This military 
expedition was financed by the United States and supported by the UN, with 
Federal Transitional Government (FTG) forces competing with the armed 
factions Ahlu Sunna wa’al Jamaa (ASWJ), al-Shabaab and Hizbul Islam.

The invasion of Ethiopia weakened in 2009 and the conquered ter-
ritory was returned to the African Union in 2011. However, the domestic 
problems between Somali and Ethiopians gave rise to the growth of the 
al-Shabaab group – which means youth, in Arabic.

The Ethiopian invasion was also a major driver of substantial growth 
for al-Shabaab between 2006 and 2008. Initially comprising only a 
small core of ex-AIAI members, al-Shabaab emerged with a flood of 
Somali nationalist volunteers on fire for what they saw as an Ethio-
pian aggression against his homeland (Wise 2011, 5).

Al-Shabaab defends the Wahhabist2 view, inspired by Saudi Arabia; 
while the majority of Somalis follow the Sufi3 line and have as their main 
exercise of their faith the reverence for the tombs that the rebel groups indis-
criminately destroy - one of the main causes that feed the unpopularity of the 
extremist group (BBC 2013). In addition, it is an extremely violent organiza-
tion, which commits successive atrocities against the few civilians left in the 
south of rural Somalia, a region where it has greater dominance.

Among the violations of human rights under the pretext of applying 
Sharia law are: murders, persecutions, partial trials, torture, recruitment of 
children as soldiers, abuse of power, denial of the rights of association and 

2	 Wahhabism emerged in the 18th century in Saudi Arabia, inspired by the thinking of the 
theologian Ibn Taymiyya and fostered by Muhammed Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab. It is an orthodox 
current that has as its characteristic the belief in divine oneness, religious dogmatism, aus-
terity, social conservatism, political condescension to the Saudi regime and the basis is the 
Koran (Costa 2010).

3	 Sufism (Sufis) is based on the interpretation of Sharia, conveying Muhammad’s thought 
through prayers, music and chants. Several Islamic groups, including the Sufis, have been 
incorporated into the Salafism movement, which concentrates tradition with regard to the 
internal affairs of Islam and the radical tendencies of jihadis (mostly Muslims who obey 
specific rules and principles). Jihadist Salafism gained considerable space after the 1990s in 
Afghanistan, with the appearance of al-Qaeda and associated groups, expanding with globa-
lization and providing a transnational character (Costa 2010).
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religious freedom, conducting forced marriages and the scourging of women 
in the public square, often stoned to death.

The group has banned music, videos, shaving and even bras in areas 
where it controls and maintains control often with brutal methods. 
Women accused of adultery are publicly stoned to death; teen thieves 
had their limbs cut off; a Somali said his brother was killed simply 
for selling phone cards to Ethiopian troops. Although Somalia is a 
national Muslim majority, their faith has been traditionally more 
moderate; repression by al Shabab is viewed by many Somalis with 
disapproval and fear (James 2009, 1).

The group associated with al-Qaeda, too, has inhibited humanitarian 
aid to Somali civilians, that is when they do not kidnap the assistant workers 
of the international entities that are in the region to provide minimum aid 
to that population.

Islam and Somali groups condemn al-Shabaab’s abuse of power 
using Sharia as an argument for so many atrocities. According to a spokes-
man for a group in Somalia Abdirasak Mohamed Al Ash’ari “these radical 
groups shed Muslim blood every day [...] they are funded from outside and 
their Wahhabi ideology must be treated as foreign” (Mohamed 2009, 1, our 
translation).

Al-Shabaab uses methods of suicide attack and bombardment of 
highly populated areas. Some examples of the atrocities that the armed group 
commits are in Amnesty International’s report, published in March 2010, 
called “No End in Sight: the Ongoing Suffering of Somalia’s Civilians”, such 
as: suicide bomber during the medical graduation ceremony , threats to jour-
nalists, a bomb that exploded at Martini hospital - a place where the disabled 
and their families were. Other equally deadly attacks were carried out in the 
Ramadan period in 2010, which made al-Shabaab even more unpopular, 
“especially as it claims to be a religious organization that wants Sharia to be 
applied across Somalia, but at the same time while disrespecting the sacred 
period of Islam” (Monteiro 2012, 164).

“A third of the refugee population left Somalia in 2011 in the face of 
dire conditions of drought, hunger and violence” (UNHCR 2012, 1). Weak-
ened by successive crises and retaliation by the al-Shabaab group, Somalis are 
forcibly uprooted from their place of origin, migrating mainly to neighboring 
countries: Kenya, Uganda and Djibouti.

The concerns of the countries that grant asylum - mainly Kenya - are 
the attacks by the terrorist group. In 2013, the al-Shabaab group carried out 
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a suicide attack in a shopping center in Nairobi, which resulted in the death 
of 65 (sixty-five) civilians. In 2015 “militants invaded a university in the city 
of Garissa, close to the border with Somalia, shooting at least 147 people and 
taking dozens of other students hostage, according to authorities” (BBC 2015).

According to UNHCR’s 2016 Global Trends report (2016, 6) Soma-
lia is the fifth country in the world that generates the most refugees - with 
2,6 million Somalis requiring refuge and asylum, second only to: Iraq (4,2 
million ), South Sudan (3,3 million), Sudan (2,9 million) and Democratic 
Republic of Congo (2,9 million). Located in Kenya, Dadaab is the largest 
refugee camp in the world, it has been open since 1991 and currently hosts 
308.651 (three hundred and eight thousand six hundred and fifty-one) ref-
ugees, mostly Somali.

In 2015 the Kenyan government decided to close the Dadaab camp. 
The decision was subsequently reviewed by the Kenya Supreme Court, 
declared unconstitutional and revoked. The government claims that main-
taining refugee camps puts the security of the Kenyan people at risk, given 
the various attacks on civilians undertaken by al-Shabaab.

The various factors exposed demonstrate that forced repatriation is 
not the best alternative to Somalis. In addition, the Convention of the Orga-
nization of African Unity - which governs the specific aspects of refugee 
problems in Africa, adopted on September 10, 1969 - states in its article 2, 
subparagraph 3, that non refoulement is the principle and inhibits forced 
repatriation.

The Kenyan government increased securitization on the Kenya-So-
malia border and is building a fence between the two countries, such infor-
mation is extracted from the documentary made by the Folha de São Paulo 
newspaper: Um Mundo de Muros – Kenya and Somalia (Especial um Mundo 
de Muros – Quênia e Somália 2017). Although the international organiza-
tions cover the responsibility and commitment of the Kenyan government, 
it has kept refugees in solidarity in the camps, mainly in Dadaab, for over 
28 (twenty-eight) years.

Kenya’s spirit of solidarity with its Somali neighbors is remark-
able, remarkably complying with one of the guiding principles of the 1969 
OAU Charter for Refugees, even with the minimum assistance provided by 
UNHCR. It is known that the principle of solidarity reaffirms the commit-
ment of International Cooperation throughout these 28 (twenty-eight) years 
of the opening of the field, as in the case under analysis - Dadaab.

The 2019 report shows that, of the donations made to UNHCR 88% 
(eighty-eight percent) go to humanitarian aid to refugees and their relatives 
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sheltered in camps for refugees or urban centers. The values ​​are reversed in 
favor of the need for subsistence, such as food, health, housing, education, 
drinking water and basic sanitation. On average, refugees live over 17 years in 
refugee camps (UNHCR 2019, 30), even though there is not just the Dadaab 
camp to assist the refugee contingent.

Although mechanisms for the protection of human rights have 
advanced with the creation of the African Commission on Human and Peo-
ples ‘Rights (ACHPR), the African Court on Human and Peoples’ Rights 
(ACHPR), the Extraordinary African Chambers (EAC), the Commission AU 
on International Law (CAUIL), war crimes and genocide are a major challenge 
for UNHCR in refugee camps in Africa, because some people, suspected of 
human rights violations, may have lived in the camps for and for reasons 
of its extension, management has sometimes compromised practical order 
and security.

UNHCR does not have a coercive and police force, the function of 
the High Commissioner is to welcome refugees. However, it is up to him 
to bring information to the UN and International Courts to investigate war 
crimes and genocides, in order to restore harmony and cooperation, especially 
in host states (UNHCR 2020).

The 1969 OAU Charter was a major advance, given the peculiar 
situation experienced in African countries after emancipation. However, the 
effectiveness of universal rights inherent to the human person, in this case, 
depends on a moral policy, in which countries, in a spirit of cooperation, 
guarantee the minimum existential to people in chronic poverty.

Finally, in examining the theme of the other aspects of the interna-
tional protection of the human person, the relations and convergen-
ces between International Human Rights Law, International Human-
itarian Law, and International Refugee Law were highlighted. It was 
also noted that the effective universalization of human rights today 
depends, to a large extent, on the ability of countries to take a moral 
turn that allows combining the structures that keep so many peo-
ple in a situation of extreme and chronic marginality, threatening 
the validity of all human rights (Trindade and Robles 2003, 24, our 
translation).

The factors are diverse and the complexity of the problems in Soma-
lia led to state anarchy, with the consequent mass production of diaspora 
civilians to neighboring countries. In addition, there is a global force with 
indiscriminate interest in geopolitics in the horn of Africa, whose national 
instability generates a return in areas such as education and technology, 
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which were points of integration and social economic development of the 
Somali population.

Finally, the monopoly on a grazing labor regime in a semi-arid region 
and the violence spent by the extremism of al-Shabaab, generates no alter-
native to Somalis but to take refuge, with limited prospects of starting over.

Conclusion

After independence, Somalia received support from the Soviet Union 
and China, which invested in military strength, technology and education 
in the country. The United States, concerned with the strategic importance 
of Somalia, began to invest in Ethiopia, fueling an old dualism between the 
two nations. The friction between neighboring countries and the interests 
of international powers culminated in the fall of General Barré, in Somalia, 
in 1991, and since then the country has not stabilized.

Somali refugees came to the aid of neighboring countries and 
migrated especially to Kenya, which until 1989 had an open refugee policy. 
However, with thousands of Somalis crossing the Kenyan border in 1991, 
even with UNHCR help, resources were and are scarce. And to organize/
manage so many people, the Kenyan government started to adopt refugee 
camps as a migration policy.

The aggravating factor of all this situation is that the intervention of 
international forces, culminated in a territory with notable political decline, 
since the governments after Barré are not strong enough to stabilize the 
country. The semi-arid region’s scarcity of material resources and ongoing 
conflicts since 1991 have forced thousands of Somalis to live in refugee 
camps, especially that of Dadaab.

Due to the scarce natural resources and the fact that the Somalis 
have the characteristic of grazing, the autonomy of those who are sheltered 
in Dadaab is even more difficult. In addition, the encouragement of the Ethi-
opian military mission in Somali territory because of its proximity to Islam 
not only brought it closer, but it also condemned Somalia to be rejected and 
usurped by the extremist group al-Shabaab, of international doctrine, which 
routinely kills and violates fundamental human rights.

Although there has been considerable progress in the international-
ization of human rights, and regionally with the 1969 OAU Charter and the 
Courts for the Protection of Human Rights in Africa, the regional context is 
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complex and the repeated situations of violence lead to extreme marginality 
of the populations that seek refuge.

It must also be considered that Kenya has been granting asylum to 
thousands of Somali refugees in its territory for more than 28 (twenty-eight) 
years. However, after the al-Shabaab attack in 2013 at a shopping center in 
Nairobi and in 2015 the shooting at a graduation ceremony at the city univer-
sity of Garissa, the Kenyan government was prompted to rule on the closure 
of camps for refugees, mainly from Dadaab.

It is observed that the main argument used by the Kenyan govern-
ment to disable the camps was the defense of national security, an argument 
that was reinforced with the attacks by al-Shabaab, but that did not prevent 
the Supreme Court from revoking the end of the camps. from Kenya. On 
the other hand, the twenty-eight (28) years of Dadaab demonstrate that the 
burdens borne by Kenya and the efforts of UNHCR, sometimes have dimin-
ished possibilities to make the people who take refuge there able to manage 
their own subsistence autonomously.

Furthermore, the isolation of these people in refugee camps creates 
a feeling of rejection and permeates the action of extremist groups, making 
the granting of asylum even more negative. Thinking about granting asylum 
in the initial premises, that is, allocating refugees in camps, has proven to 
be inefficient for remaining situations. The durable solutions provided by 
UNHCR are repatriation, local integration and resettlement. It should be 
noted that repatriation must be sought spontaneously and resettlement is 
for situations where refugees have not adapted to the host country. This is 
not the case for Somalis, who have been in the Dadaab camp for about 28 
years and need to be integrated locally.

Furthermore, the isolation of these people in refugee camps creates 
a feeling of rejection and permeates the action of extremist groups, making 
the granting of asylum even more negative. Thinking about granting asylum 
in the initial premises, that is, allocating refugees in camps, has proven to 
be inefficient for remaining situations. The durable solutions provided by 
UNHCR are repatriation, local integration and resettlement. It should be 
noted that repatriation must be sought spontaneously and resettlement is 
for situations where refugees have not adapted to the host country. This is 
not the case for Somalis, who have been in the Dadaab camp for about 28 
years and need to be integrated locally.

The permanence and maintenance of the field went from palliative to 
permanent assistance. Although subsistence assistance is indispensable, the 
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promotion of mechanisms to insert these people into society, perhaps, would 
be an alternative to reestablish the feeling of belonging as subjects of rights.

Making it possible, through this mechanism, to start again where 
they are already, return if they wish, or a new perspective on life in another 
country if they do not feel able or safe where they are. But this perception 
will only be possible if the Somalis have the possibility to start over with the 
initial mechanisms of local integration, having access to documents, work, 
education and culture.
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ABSTRACT
After the Second World War, the national liberation wars of countries in Africa 
took place violently. The former European colonies, after the 1960s, counted on 
humanitarian aid from UNHCR, due to the most diverse socio-political barriers that 
emerged on the continent. Somalia is an example of the diaspora in Africa, due to 
coups d’état and violence, thousands of Somalis were uprooted and sought protection 
mainly in Kenya. The crisis in Somalia led to the creation of refugee camps, such 
as the example of Dadaab (Kenya), which has been maintained for more than 28 
(twenty-eight) years. Somalia is a country that stands out in global geopolitics, but 
the political decline, semi-arid climate and militia activity associated with al-Qaeda, 
an al-Shabaab armed group, has made it even more difficult for Somali refugees to 
be pacified, stable and return to Somalia. your country of origin.
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WESTERN SAHARA: HISTORY,  
UN ACTING AND FOREIGN INTERESTS

José Maria Sydow de Barros1

Introduction

Some authors refer to Western Sahara as “the last colony” of Africa. 
Indeed, officially, the sahrawi territory has never been decolonized; thus, 
the situation of Western Sahara is very peculiar in the context of UN Peace 
Operations, when compared with another ongoing missions, and, yet, is 
quite unique in the geopolitical context, since the international community 
has divergent opinions regarding this territory. 

In this context, the present article aims to answer the following ques-
tion: Which are the main reasons that allows the deadlock for the resolution in 
the Western Sahara’s conflict, initiated in the 70s, to endure until the present 
days, even with the MINURSO establishment in 1991? The hypothesis sus-
tained is that the dilemma in the conflict solution in West Sahara continues 
due to political-economical interests, and also the interference/ interests of 
important global geopolitical actors, impelling that the diplomacy interme-
diate by the UN, through MINURSO, reaches the success and the aimed 
solution. In order to answer the proposed question, it is intended to present 
the history of the conflict until the MINURSO implementation, followed by 
the detailing of that mission and, in the end, to approach economical, strategic 
and geopolitical interests of the main actors involved in the sahrawi question. 

Finally, the conclusion will address the principal reasons that prevent 
the conflict’ solution in the Western Sahara. Furthermore, a consideration 
will be made regarding the effectiveness of the UN Mission in the territory. 

1	 Department of Military Sciences, Escola de Comando e Estado-Maior do Exército. Porto 
Alegre, Brazil. E-mail: jmsydow@hotmail.com
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Geographical and Historical Characteristics

The Western Sahara is a territory situated in the northwest of Africa, 
in the region known as Maghreb, and it has borders with Morocco, Algeria, 
and Mauritania, in addition to having the west coast bathed by the Atlantic 
Ocean. 

Map 1: African Continent

Source: https://www.ufrgs.br/cebrafrica/analises-de-conjuntura-africana-2/(2020).

The Berlin Conference, held in 1884, attributed to Spain the colo-
nization of the territory that encompassed the Western Sahara. Thus, the 
region remained under the administration of the Iberian country, during 
the period of 1884 to 1976. 

Nevertheless, the period post-World War II, specifically from the 
1950s, marked the beginning of the process of  Africa’s decolonization.These 
processes were driven by many factors, among which stand out: the weaken-
ing of the main european colonizing powers, the emergence of a nationalist 
sentiment (Pan-Africanism), corroborated by the UN Charter of 1945, which 
recognized the right of colonized peoples to self-determination, as as well as 
the polarization between the United States of America (USA) and the for-
mer Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), during the Cold War, since 
both countries saw decolonization as an opportunity to expand their zones 
of political and economical influence. 
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It was in this scenario that, in 1975, the signature of the Madrid 
Accord, involving Morocco, Mauritania and Spain, initiated the conflict that 
extends to the present days. On one side there is the Reign of Morocco, that 
occupies the west portion of the territory, about 85%. On the other side, sepa-
rated by a wall of sand with extension of more than 2.500 km and surrounded 
by land mines, known as The Berm, there is the rest of the territory, under 
the control of Frente Popular de Liberación de Saguia el Hamra y Río de Oro 
(POLISARIO Front)2, a political-revolutionary movement, founded in 1973, 
to fight for the independence of the sahrawi people from Spain and, later, 
against the moroccan occupation. 

In this context, through the resolution 690, on April 29, 1991, the 
Security Council (SC) authorized the United Nations Mission for the Refer-
endum in Western Sahara (MINURSO)3, which aims for the organization and 
conduction of a referendum of self-determination in the sahrawi territory. 

Origin of the standoff in Western Sahara

Spain’s relationship with the Western Sahara territory has existed 
since 1497, when the Spaniards were trying to protect their possessions in the 
Canary Islands. In this context, they reached the population of native tribes to 
enslave them as manpower, seeking the exploitation of the natural resources 
available in the Canary Islands (Menezes, Morais and Carvalho 2018). 

Almost three centuries after the first contacts with the native tribes’ 
population, in 1884, anticipating the Berlin Conference, Spain sent a mission 
to the sahrawi territory, in order to claim uti possidetis to make the region 
a spanish protectorate (Estrada 2016). Thus, during that conference, the 
spanish protectorate was recognized and, after successive agreements with 
France, it was established that Spain would control the lands below the parallel 
21º 20’ N. In this place, Spain established three garnishes: La Guera, in the 
South; Villa Cisneros, in the Middle, and Villa Bens, in the North (Daudén 
and Suzin 2011). 

Initially, the spanish occupation was limited to the coast of its col-
ony. However, from 1934, two factors encouraged the Spaniards to seek the 
interiorization of the territory. The first one was a new agreement, settled 

2	 Saguia el-Hamra e Rio de Oro were the extreme limits that divided the territory of the Spa-
nish Sahara, situated in the North and in the South, respectively. 

3	 French initials, Mission des Nations Unies pour l’organisation d’un référendum au Sahara 
Occidental.
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with France, which demanded measures from Spain to shield the frontiers 
of the colonies belonging to the two european countries, impelling the attack 
of natives. In order to attend to this demand, Spain sent spanish militaries 
to the region, with the purpose to monitor and patrol the area. The second 
motivating factor for the territory’s interiorization were the speculations 
about the existence of big phosphate reserves in the region (Estrada 2014). 

In these circumstances, in the early 1950s, emerged in Morocco the 
Dij Tahrir, or Liberation Army, with the goal to expel the european colonizers. 
This movement was originated from many guerrilla groups that had grown 
after the french expelled the moroccan sultan Mohammed V. However, even 
with the moroccan independence from France, in 1956, the movement stayed 
active, but now, it ambitioned the withdrawal of european colonizers of all 
the territory, and the unification of part of Maghreb, that Morocco believed 
be part of the “Greater Morocco” (Menezes, Morais and Carvalho 2018). 

The conception of “Greater Morocco” has its origins in 1950, when 
Allal el-Fassi, leader of Istiqlal, a center-right party of the moroccan politics, 
understood that the moroccan empire extended beyond its territorial limits, 
encompassing, in addition to Morocco, the whole of Western Sahara, Mau-
ritania, the spanish enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla, as well as part of Algeria 
and Mali (Ferreira 2018). 

In 1956, Mohammed V returned to the newly independent Morocco, 
and started to claim all the territory he believed being part of the “Greater 
Morocco”. This claim was initiated by the Ifni province, belonging to Spain. 
Subsequently, in 1957, Spain lost the war against Morocco by the referred 
province and, as a consequence, they ceded the province of Villa Bens to 
Morocco. Thus, from now on, the spanish domains were limited to the Sahara, 
below the parallel 27o 40’N, an area of approximately 260,000 square kilo-
meters (Daudén and Suzin 2011). 

Due to the defeat suffered to Morocco and, in addition, to contain the 
expansion of the Liberation Army among the sahrawi, in 1958, Spain altered 
the status of the Western Sahara, which ceased to be a spanish colony and 
became a province of Spain, of number 53, going on to be called Spanish 
Sahara (Daudén and Suzin 2011). As a result of this move, an intense process 
of urbanization was initiated in the so-called Spanish Sahara, with the appli-
cation of massive investments, especially in infrastructure. The capital was 
established in Laayoune and, in order to take the development to the coun-
tryside of the desert, 5.494 km of roadway were constructed (Estrada 2014). 

The beginning of the UN’s involvement in the Western Sahara issue 
occured in 1963, when the organization classified the Spanish Sahara as one 
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of the elegible territories in the Declaration on the Granting of Indepen-
dence to Colonial Countries and Peoples. According to the declaration, the 
sahrawi people should exercise its right of choice and decide between: its 
independence, becoming a sovereign State; free association with Spain or the 
integration with that same european country. For any of the decisions to be 
taken, it would be imperative to hold a referendum, in which the population 
itself would decide its future (Menezes, Morais and Carvalho 2018).

From this moment, the UN started, through resolutions, to pressure 
Spain in order to proceed the self-determination referendum. Beyond the 
UN pressure, Morocco and Mauritania started to claim the realization of 
the referendum in the Spanish Sahara’s territory (Daudén and Suzin 2011).

Meanwhile, on May 10, 1973, the POLISARIO Front was created, 
from the junction of two sahrawi nationalist groups: those originated in 
Tan-Tan, formed by a sahrawi academic elite, who studied in Morocco, and 
the sahrawis from Zouerat in Mauritania. In addition to these groups, many 
sahrawi workers and soldiers from the Spanish Sahara joined the POLISA-
RIO Front4 (Justo 2013).

The POLISARIO Front was created with a very specific purpose: the 
independence from Spain and the formation of an independent sahrawi State, 
as demonstrated in the first article of the Movement Statute:

POLISARIO Front is a National Liberation Movement, originated 
from a long sahrawi resistance against all forms of foreign domi-
nation in which sahrawis are voluntarily mobilized, for the fight of 
national independence and the recovery of sahrawi sovereignty in the 
whole RASD territory5 (Justo 2013). 

It is important to highlight that the POLISARIO movement emerged 
from a pan-arabist and socialist ideology, since it had as a model of inspiration 
the Egyptian, the Libyan, and, mainly, the Algerian liberation movements. 
All of those movements awakened, in the youngest sahrawi population, the 
urge to conquer its independence (Menezes, Morais and Carvalho 2018 apud 
Cobo 2011).

Right after its creation, the POLISARIO Front declared war against 
Spain, starting to carry out numerous guerrilla actions against spanish patrols 
and posts, in addition to implementing kidnappings and sabotages, which 

4	 Our translation.

5	 Our translation. 
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resulted in the deaths of eight Spaniards (Menezes, Morais and Carvalho 
2018 apud Miguel 1995). 

In this context, suffering with sahrawi incursions, Spain was very 
vulnerable, since, at this time, the country was in a period of great internal 
instability, due to of Francisco Franco’s weakened state of health and, con-
sequently, the crisis of the Francoist regime (Menezes, Morais and Carvalho 
2018). All this instability was determinant for Spain to, in 1974, pressured 
by the UN, decide to conduct a census with the native population to hold 
the referendum of self-determination, planned to take place in the first half 
of 1975 (Estrada 2014).

However, this referendum never happened. Morocco did not accept 
the independence of Spanish Sahara as one of the voting options, as it believed 
that this territory belonged to the country. Therefore, the King of Morocco, 
Hassan II, asked Spain to postpone the referendum and, at the same time, 
joined to Mohtar uld Dada, then president of Mauritania, to request an opin-
ion before the International Court of Justice (ICJ) on the legal ties between 
the Spanish Sahara, Morocco and Mauritania (Barata 2012).

As a consequence, in October 1975, the ICJ’s opinion established that 
neither Morocco nor Mauritania had the right to claim the Western Sahara’s 
territory – as it came to be called by the international community – ratifying 
the understanding that Spain should hold the referendum on self-determi-
nation, as noted in the following excerpt from the ICJ opinion6:

[...] Hence, the Court found no legal ties that could affect the applica-
tion of resolution 1514 in the decolonization of Western Sahara and, 
in particular, the principle of self-determination through the free and 
genuine expression of the territory’s people’s will [...] (ICJ 1975).

As soon as ICJ's opinion was released, King Hassan II made a 
national statement calling on the Moroccans to march towards Western 
Sahara in order to retake the plundered lands and liberate the population 
from spanish colonization (Daudén and Suzin 2011). Thus approximately 
350,000 Moroccans, escorted by the Royal Moroccan Army and encouraged 
by the benefits offered by the Kingdom, such as tax exemptions, for example, 
occupied the northern part of the territory of Western Sahara. This episode 
became known as the “Green March” and was an important maneuver to 
pressure Spain to negotiate (Menezes, Morais and Carvalho 2018).

6	Our translation.
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Days after the “Green March”, Spain, unable to face a war against 
Morocco due to the collapse of Francoism, secretly signed an agreement 
with Morocco and Mauritania: the Madrid Agreement. In this agreement, 
Spain divided the administration of the sahrawi territory, leaving one part 
with Morocco and the other part with Mauritania; in return, Spain would 
continue to administer the rest of the territory, until 1976, and would remain 
with 35% of the economic rights over Western Sahara resources (fisheries and 
phosphate) (Menezes, Morais and Carvalho 2018 apud Franck and Hoffman 
1975-76).

With the occupation of the territory by Morocco and Mauritania, the 
POLISARIO Front began an intense combat, using guerrilla tactics, against 
the two countries, and starting the war itself (Estrada 2014). On 26 Feb-
ruary, 1976, Spain officially withdrew from the territory, and the next day, 
the POLISARIO Front proclaimed the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Repub-
lic (RASD), created for the purpose of giving international legitimacy and 
claiming sovereignty over Western Sahara. According to Estrada (2014), “the 
RASD functions today as a sui generis Republic, by acting as a state-in-exile 
that manages the lives of refugees in the semi-autonomous territory granted 
by Algeria”. 

Implementation of MINURSO

In 1979, Mauritania decided to withdraw from Western Sahara, 
considering that its troops were drained, due to the guerrilla implemented 
by the POLISARIO Front. On the other hand, after the Mauritanian with-
drawal, Morocco extended its occupation to the part of the territory that was 
disoccupied by Mauritania, inflaming the conflict against the POLISARIO 
Front (Menezes, Morais and Carvalho 2018). Between the late 1970s and 
the beginning of the 80s, POLISARIO Front conquered a good political and 
military advantage, materialized by the growing recognization by the interna-
tional community and the conquest of important territorial areas, including 
significant localities (Barata 2012).

In the beginning of 1976, OAU was involved in the Western Sahara 
issue, given that the conflict contradicted the values inscribed in the charter 
governing the organization, which sought to foster progress from cooper-
ation between African states. Therefore, OAU assumed the conduct of the 
negotiation process between the parties. Taking advantage of the interest and 
involvement of the OAU in the issue, the RASD requested its entry into the 
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organization, being officially recognized as a member in 1982. Following the 
admission of RASD, Morocco left the organization in 19847 (Ferreira 2018).

In the military field, as a response to the military conquests obtained 
by the POLISARIO Front, during 1981 and 1987, Morocco constructed a 
huge wall of sand and stone, known as The Berm, which divided the Western 
Sahara in two zones: the Occupied Zones, dominated by Morocco, located in 
the western side of the wall and that encompasses 85% of the territory; and 
the Liberated Zones, about 15% of the territory, controlled by the POLISARIO 
Front, located in the eastern side of the wall (Duarte 2016).

Photo 1: The Berm

Source: The author.

Thereby, taking advantage of the process already conducted by the 
OAU in 1984, the UN effectively decides to intervene in the progress of the 
negotiations, taking its command and encouraging Morocco and the POLIS-
ARIO Front to begin the talks (Ferreira 2018). 

In 1988, Morocco and the POLISARIO Front agreed with the UN 
proposition to effectuate a ceasefire and, later, to realize the self-determination 
referendum. In this way, a definitive ceasefire was signed in 1991, one year 

7	 In 2017, Morocco was readmitted to the African Union (AU), successor to the OAU, after 
receiving 39 favorable votes out of a total of 54 member countries. 
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after the approving of the Settlement Plan8 by the Security Council. Later this 
year, MINURSO was created (Estrada 2014).

Since then, the main obstacle to the negotiations is the lack of a 
consensus on the identification of voters who would have the right to vote in 
the referendum on self-determination. On one hand, the POLISARIO Front 
advocates that the electorate be formed according to the census conducted in 
1974; on the other hand, Morocco demands the expansion of the list of voters, 
since, from 1975, the year in which the “Green March” was held, there was 
an increase of Moroccans in Western Sahara, making increasing the  chances 
of success in the referendum (Estrada 2014). 

MINURSO's acting in the diplomatic field
In order to guide the sequence of MINURSO actions, aiming the real-

ization of the self-determination referendum, the Settlement Plan, approved 
by the UN SC, established four phases9:

Phase 1 - Ceasefire monitoring. Focuses on the ongoing monitoring 
of the ceasefire agreed between the parties to the conflict in order 
to create favorable conditions for the political peace process to 
move forward;

Phase 2 - Transition phase. It will be iniated from the publication of 
the list of persons authorized to vote and will lead to the reduc-
tion and containment of forces of the Royal Moroccan Army and 
the POLISARIO Front;

Phase 3 - Referendum Phase. It will focus on the military support 
necessary for the successful holding of the referendum;

Phase 4 - Post-referendum phase. It will correspond to the decrease 
of personnel and the complete withdrawal of the military com-
ponent in Western Sahara, when conditions allow (UN 2015).

In this context, aligned with the planning predicted on the Settlement 
Plan, originally, the mandate of MINURSO, in summary, stipulated the fol-
lowing actions to be triggered10:

8	 Present in the Report of the Secretary-General of the UN (S/21360, 18 June 1990), it envi-
saged the actions to be implemented for the effective realization of the referendum on the 
Sahrawi people’ self-determination.

9	Our translation.

10	 Our translation.
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a. to monitor the ceasefire;

b. to verify the reduction of Moroccan troops in the territory;

c. to monitor the confinement of Moroccan troops and the POLISA-
RIO Front in designated locations;

d. to take actions with the parties to secure the release of all prisoners 
or political detainees from Western Sahara;

e. to oversee the exchange of prisoners of war;

f. to implement a refugee repatriation program from Western Sahara;

g. to identify and register qualified voters;

h. to organize and ensure a free and fair referendum and proclaim 
the results (UN 2015).

It is important to highlight that, according to the premises of the 
Settlement Plan, the self-determination referendum should have occurred in 
the year following the implementation of MINURSO, i.e., in 1992. However, 
due to the lack of consensus regarding the composition of the electorate, the 
same was not accomplished (Duarte 2016).

Therefore, by mid-1996, MINURSO was going through a very critical 
period, with all voters identification centres closed. Soon, in an attempt to 
advance the negotiation process, the UN Secretary-General appointed the 
US James Baker11 to intermediate the negotiations.  Thus, in 1997, for the 
first time throughout the peace process, Morocco and the POLISARIO Front 
committed each other to an accord that became known as the Houston Agree-
ment, which enviosioned the holding of a referendum on self-determination 
in 1998 (Ferreira 2018).

However, the Houston Agreement failed. After MINURSO reopened 
the identification centres to finally determine who had the right to vote in the 
referendum, the Moroccan stance, which sought to “flood” the identification 
centres with new names, in order to ensure a greater number of voters in 
favor, ultimately determined the failure of the agreement, making it impos-
sible to hold the referendum in 1998 (Ferreira 2018).

Still confident in a solution to the deadlock in Western Sahara, in 
2011, James Baker presented a new plan, known as the Baker Plan I, which 
proposed a certain autonomy for Western Sahara, recognizing its integration 
with Morocco. The plan was immediately accepted by the Moroccans, but 

11	American politician and diplomat who served as Secretary of State of the United States, 
during the period of 1989 to 1992, when he worked in American foreign policy towards the 
Middle East, especially during the Persian Gulf War (Ferreira 2018).
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refused by the POLISARIO Front. Therefore, the proposal was redefined 
and, in 2003, Baker Plan II was published, suggesting a three-year period 
in which the territory would be administered by a government elected by the 
sahrawi population and, after the provisional period, a referendum would 
be held, establishing as voters all residents in the region since 1999, so that 
the population decided between independence, integration or autonomy. 
The POLISARIO Front accepted the definitions of the Baker Plan II, but, 
surprisingly, Morocco rejected it. Even if the proposal defined all residents 
in the region since 1999 as voters, as claimed by the Moroccans, Morocco 
stated that it would not agree to any proposal that would allow the Western 
Sahara’s independence (Duarte 2016).

Negotiations continued without progress and, in 2007, Morocco sub-
mitted its proposal for Western Sahara, the Saharan Autonomous Region, 
which was based on the granting of sahrawi autonomy, but within a frame-
work of moroccan sovereignty. On the other hand, at the same time, the 
POLISARIO Front presented its own proposal, based on its desire for self-de-
termination and independence (Estrada 2014).

Since then, it appears that the Security Council resolutions on the 
issue of Western Sahara appear to be the result of a superficial discussion on 
the subject, indicating that the deadlock has been dealt with in such a way 
as simply to “comply with the agenda”, limiting itself to the annual renewal 
of the MINURSO’s mandate, without proposing any concrete measure or 
action that would make it possible to resolve the issue.

The military component of MINURSO
While the negotiations in the diplomatic field are marked by numer-

ous disagreements, the military component of MINURSO aims to monitor 
and assist the parties in the conflict in complying with the provisions of the 
ceasefire, according to the Settlement Plan and the Military Agreements nº 
1, no 2, and no 312  (UN 2015, 26).

For this, the map below presents the unfolding of MINURSO in  
Western Sahara’s territory.

12	 Our translation.
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Map 2: Unfolding of MINURSO

Source: UN (2015).

As can be seen in the map above, the military component of the mis-
sion is unfolding in Laayoune, where is located the MINURSO’s headquarter 
(MHQ) and the Medical Unity of the mission, and in 09 (nine) Team Sites13, 
where 04 (four) are located to the West of the Berm – Awsard, Oum Dreyga, 
Smara and Mahbas – in territory controlled by Morocco, and other 05 (five) 
located to the East of the Berm, in the region controlled by the POLISARIO 
Front: Agwanit, Mijeck, Mehaires, Tifariti and Bir Lahlou. 

13	Team Site is the english terminology to the base or station work of the UN Military Obser-
vers. In the specific case of MINURSO, the military observers live and work in the team sites. 
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Photo 2: Team Site Mehaires

Source: The author.

The Military Agreement no 1 (MA No 1) is an agreement signed 
between the POLISARIO Front and the MINURSO, in december 1997, and 
between MINURSO and the Royal Moroccan Army, in january 1998. It should 
be noted that it does not refer to a military agreement between the parties to 
the conflict, but rather to an agreement signed by the parties with MINURSO. 
The agreement establishes guidelines and procedures that must be followed 
by both parties, in the context of the ceasefire, in order to avoid any kind of 
hostility. In this way, in the military field, it is a vital document for the daily 
work of MINURSO, carried out by the Military Observers, since it defines 
the actions characterized as “violations”, not only of the agreement, but also 
violations contrary to the spirit of the peace process14 (UN 2015, 26).

Thus, MA 1 also establishes important geographical definitions in 
the territory of Western Sahara, dividing it into three distinct areas, taking as 
a reference the Berm: Buffer Strip, Restricted Area and Areas with Limited 
Restrictions. In addition, it describes which activities, military or otherwise, 
may be undertaken in each of the geographical areas, and establishes the 
necessary procedures for obtaining authorization from MINURSO to conduct 
them15 (UN 2015, 26).

14	 Our translation.

15	Our translation.
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Figure 1: Geographical definitions established in MA 1

Source: The author.

By the other hand, in April 1999, MINURSO and the POLISARIO 
Front signed the Military Agreement no 2, while Military Agreement no 3 
was signed in March 1999, between MINURSO and the Royal Moroccan 
Army. Although signed separately with each of the parties, the agreements 
are essentially the same, referring to the procedures for reducing the threat 
caused by the existence of mines and failed devices, through the exchange 
of information between the parties and MINURSO, aiming at the marking 
and destruction of all found artifacts16 (UN 2015, 27).

Thus, in order to achieve the objectives of monitoring and assisting 
the warring parties in complying with the ceasefire provisions, the Military 
Observers carry out numerous actions in the field, with the intention of mon-
itoring the activities of the Royal Moroccan Army and the POLISARIO Front, 
among which stand out: the execution of day and night patrols throughout 
the area of operations, frequent visits to the military units of the warring 
parties to verify changes in the Battle Order17, monitoring the conduct of 
military exercises and training of the parties, and conducting monthly liaison 
meetings with the Moroccan and Sahrawi military leaders in their respective 
areas of operations. 

Economic, strategic and geopolitical interests

Over the course of more than 40 years of conflict, geopolitics offers a 
very enlightening viewpoint towards the impasses involving self-determina-

16	 Our translation.

17	Information on personnel, units and equipment of a force, friend or foe, including, if pos-
sible, effective, identification, location, command structure, historical and other data relating 
to units and military personalities (EME 2018).
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tion in Western Sahara, especially when it is analysed, from Spanish rule, the 
involvement of important international actors in the Sahrawi issue. Besides 
the territorial question, embodied by the Moroccan ambition in the forma-
tion of “Greater Morocco”, there are several economic interests that justify 
Morocco’s insistence on occupying Western Sahara. Although the Sahrawi 
territory is characterized by a typical desert environment, the region possesses 
numerous natural riches, which highlight both the Moroccan ambition and 
the interest of states and companies, private or public, contributing to the 
unresolved conflict.

In this context, in order to facilitate trade of resources from Western 
Sahara, Morocco issues a certificate of origin stating that all products come 
from Moroccan territory. In this way, the country can profit from the exploita-
tion of Sahrawi resources without inflaming international public opinion, 
since many countries legitimize the RASD18 (Hagen 2008).

Initially, the Sahrawi coast is very prosperous for the practice of fish-
ing, as it houses the Canary Island-Saharan fishing bank, considered one of 
the largest and richest on the planet, extending for 150,000 Km2 in front of the 
Sahrawi coast (López 2012). According to Ferreira (2018) apud Zoubir (2006), 
“the Western Sahara has 700 Km of Atlantic coast with strategic importance. 
Moreover, the territory retains one of the richest waters for fishing in the 
world, which today are exploited illegally by Morocco and EU members”. 

In 2007, the European Union (EU) concluded the Sustainable Fish-
eries Partnership Agreement with the Kingdom of Morocco. The agreement 
lasted until 2011 and, during this period, the Moroccans received approxi-
mately EUR 36 million per year to authorise fishing for EU-linked vessels 
in the waters of the Western Sahara’s coast (Ferreira 2018). Although the 
European Parliament has recently submitted reservations for the continua-
tion of the renewal of the agreement, in early 2019 the EU Council adopted 
the new Treaty, applicable for four years, fixing an overall financial contri-
bution of EUR 208 million for Morocco. Even if the EU Council states that 
“nothing in the Fisheries Agreement or its Implementing Protocol implies 
recognition of the sovereignty or sovereign rights of the Kingdom of Morocco 
over Western Sahara and its adjacent waters”, in practice if the approval of 
the agreement only ratifies the impasse over the Sahrawi territory, favoring 
Moroccan rule (UE 2019).

Another important natural resource in Western Sahara is phosphate, 
which had already prompted economic interest since 1960, when phosphate 
reserves were discovered in Bou Craa, initiating economic exploitation by 

18	 Our translation.
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Spain, which, in 1976, on the occasion of the signing of the Madrid Agree-
ment, received, as a counterpart, 35% of the economic rights deriving from its 
exploitation (Barata 2012). Although phosphate is not a very valuable good, it 
is still extremely important and has a very comprehensive utility, highlighting 
its application in the production of agricultural fertilizers. Meanwhile, accord-
ing to data from the United States Geopolitical Survey (USGS), only three 
countries concentrate 75% of the world’s phosphate reserves, 42.3% of which 
are in Morocco (including the existing reserves in Western Sahara), which has 
21,000 billion tons, China, in second place, with 26% and the United States, 
with 7% (Souza and Cardoso 2008). Note that these numbers, mathematically, 
are already quite expressive; however, relating them to the projection that, 
until the year 2034/ 2035 the peak of the world production of phosphate is 
reached, which will decrease from then on, existing phosphate reserves in 
Western Sahara grow in economic and strategic importance (Ferreira 2018).

In this scenario, it should be noted that Western Sahara has the 
largest conveyor belt system in the world, with more than 100 Km of exten-
sion, connecting the mines of Bou Craa to the port of Laayoune. In this way, 
Morocco controls and profits from this system, since all extracted phosphate 
is quickly and easily drained to the port and shipped for export (Ferreira 
2018). Thus, mineral exploitation in this region receives massive foreign 
investments, allocated to Moroccan state-owned enterprises, which domi-
nate most of the exploitation, maintaining partnerships with various private 
actors around the world, mainly with the US and Europe (Menezes, Morais 
and Carvalho 2018).

In addition to fishing and phosphate, it is speculated that both the 
interior of the territory and the Sahrawi continental shelf can hold important 
oil and natural gas reserves. Therefore, there are foreign companies that have 
settled in the territory and carry out studies in search of such reservation 
(Menezes, Morais and Carvalho 2018 apud ONHYM 2020).

Once again, the understanding is ratified that the presence of foreign 
companies in the Sahrawi territory, such as the French company Total and 
the US company Kosmos, which have oil exploration contracts with Morocco, 
in addition to the granting of licenses by the Moroccan state oil company, 
ONHYM, for oil research and exploration in Western Sahara, they end up in 
a way legitimizing the Moroccan presence in the Sahrawi territory. Since the 
beginning of the Sahrawi conflict, it has been apparent that the strategic and 
geopolitical interests of important external actors, mainly with the Kingdom 
of Morocco, have been decisive in the emergence and maintenance of the 
impasse regarding the self-determination of Western Sahara (Estrada 2014). 
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At the regional level, Algeria stands out as an important external 
player in the Western Sahara question. Since the beginning of the conflict, the 
Algerians have always been in favor of the Sahrawi people’s self-determina-
tion, and are the main supporters of the POLISARIO Front, also sheltering the 
thousands of Sahrawi refugees who are concentrated in the Tindouf region. It 
should be noted that Algeria has a historical rivalry with Morocco, especially 
related to territorial disputes, such as the one that motivated the Sand War 
in 1963, in addition to the dispute for political hegemony in the Maghreb 
region. As such, the integration of Western Sahara by Morocco represents a 
dangerous precedent for the question of the inviolability of borders, and may 
even affect the integrity of Algerian territory. Another important geostrategic 
factor for Algeria is the exit to the Atlantic Ocean, which would be possible 
with the independence of Western Sahara, facilitated through the Saharan 
territory (Ferreira and Migon 2015).

Spain, a power that theoretically still manages Western Sahara, is 
another prominent player in the Saharan question. The signing of the Madrid 
Agreement in 1975 marked a change in the stance of the Spanish Govern-
ment, which until then was in favor of holding a referendum on the self-deter-
mination of the Sahrawi people (Smolarek 2013). However, in general, Spain 
maintains a rather ambiguous stance towards the Western Sahara conflict. 
If on the one hand, in the early 70’s, it was in favor of Sahrawi self-determi-
nation, on the other, it tries to maintain a good relationship with Morocco 
and the international community, since the Spanish-Moroccan relationship 
involves economic and geostrategic issues19 (Miyares 2006). 

From an economic point of view, the fisheries agreements signed 
by the EU with Morocco are of great importance for the Spanish fishing 
industry. On the other hand, Morocco’s own geographical location qualifies 
it as an important state in controlling immigration, terrorism and drug traf-
ficking from North Africa. Consequently, good relations with Morocco are a 
relevant factor for both Spain and the EU20 (Estrada 2014; Miyares 2006). In 
addition, Morocco uses its claims on Ceuta and Melila, territories of Spain 
located in northern Morocco, to pressure the Spaniards to support the Moroc-
can demand on Western Sahara. Thus, despite the constant pressure from 
public opinion to support Sahrawi self-determination, Spain refrains from 
putting pressure on the Kingdom of Morocco, as it could trigger a period of 
instability, which would result in serious consequences for the interests of 
Spain (Menezes, Morais and Carvalho 2018).

19	 Our translation.

20	Our translation.



120 Western Sahara: history, U.N acting and foreign interests

Brazilian Journal of African Studies | Porto Alegre | v. 5, n. 10, Jul./Dec. 2020 | p. 103-126

Throughout the conflict, France has presented itself as Morocco’s 
main ally in the Western Sahara issue. From the moment Moroccan king-
dom first claimed the Sahrawi territory in 1963, immediately after the UN 
included it in the list of Non-self-Governing Territories and decolonization 
pending, France supported the Moroccan demand, even after the ICJ decision 
in 197521 (Fuentes 2014).

In this context, French support is not just a rhetoric, since it involves 
concrete actions in the military and economic field. The referendum in West-
ern Sahara could unbalance the internal politics of Morocco, France’s largest 
ally in the Maghreb, reflecting the loss of French influence in that region. 
For this reason, in the course of the conflict, France provided substantial 
military support to Morocco, with the supply of armaments and even with the 
sending of French troops to fight against the POLISARIO Front (Menezes, 
Morais and Carvalho 2018).

In the economic field, in addition to the increase of Morocco’s mil-
itary and financial dependence on the French, it should be noted that the 
most important companies in France have numerous trade agreements with 
Morocco, especially those operating in the area of strategic resources in the 
Sahrawi territory, such as oil and phosphate, which demonstrates that an 
independent Western Sahara is contrary to France’s economic interests in 
the region22 (Fuentes 2014).

However, the greatest French support for Moroccan demand in rela-
tion to Western Sahara is in its work with the UN Security Council. Since 
the implementation of MINURSO in 1991, France has used its position as a 
permanent member of the SC to influence the decisions and resolutions of 
that organization in favor of Moroccan interests (Ferreira and Migon 2015). 
As an example of this influence are the French vetoes on the inclusion of 
MINURSO competence for the protection of human rights in Western Sahara, 
making it the only UN mission not operating in this area (Duarte 2016).

Another important external actor in the Western Sahara issue is the 
US. From a historical point of view, it should be noted that Morocco was the 
first country to recognize the independence of the USA, being therefore one 
of its oldest allies23 (Solà-Martín 2019). Furthermore, it is important to note 
that the conflict in Western Sahara was born at a very peculiar geopolitical 
moment: the Cold War. During this ideological conflict, the US guided its 
action in agreements of mutual security and military assistance with states 

21		 Our translation.

22	Our translation.

23	 Our translation.
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geopolitically relevant to its interests, trying to contain the expansion of com-
munism and the area of influence of the USSR (Barata 2012).

In this way, Morocco’s privileged strategic location at the entrance 
to the Mediterranean Sea, giving access to one of the most important mar-
itime routes in the world, became an extension of American influence in 
the Maghreb region. Thus, during the Cold War, Morocco received massive 
investments in the military and economic fields from the US. As an example, 
in the 1950s, the Americans installed, on Moroccan soil, missile launch bases 
aimed at the USSR24 (Solà-Martin 2009).

In the economic field, it should be noted that, between 1975 and 
1990, Morocco received more than 1/5 of the total US aid to Africa, being 
more than 1 billion dollars in military assistance and 1.3 billion dollars in 
economic aid (Road 2014 apud Zoubir 2009). In this scenario, the USSR was, 
even indirectly, another external actor in the conflict, since all the weapons 
used by the POLISARIO Front were of Soviet origin, purchased by Algeria 
and Libya and then ceded to the Sahrawis, allowing the POLISARIO Front 
to have a considerable arsenal of weapons at no cost (Ferreira 2012).

For this reason, the US strongly supported the Moroccan army during 
the confrontation against the POLISARIO Front, offering training for the 
military and making it possible to sell weapons to equip Moroccan troops, 
since, in the Cold War scenario, it was important for the US that Morocco 
maintained its stable monarchy, in addition to ensuring that Western Sahara, 
closely linked to Algeria and Libya, did not become independent due to the 
threat of communist expansion that would be characterized (Road 2014). 
Furthermore, the instability of the Moroccan government, and of the region 
as a whole, could hamper transit through the Mediterranean Sea, preventing 
US access to the Persian Gulf, including by air (López 2012).

With the end of the Cold War, the securitization of Western Sahara did 
not cease to exist, however, a new approach emerged, inserted in the context 
of the US-led Global War on Terror, since the attacks of 11 September 2001. 
Therefore, according to Estrada (2014) apud Zoubir (2008), the new Ameri-
can interests in the Maghreb region are due to two reasons: 1) economic and 
political interests, related to the demand for energy (oil and natural gas) and 
the regionalization of the Maghreb as a potential market for US corporations; 
and 2) military and security interests, related to the need to monitor/ control 
issues such as Islam, terrorism and democratization.

At this juncture of the Global War on Terror, Morocco sought to 
associate the POLISARIO Front with some international terrorist organiza-

24	Our translation.
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tions, such as Al-Qaeda Maghreb, a “branch” of the known terrorist group 
operating in North Africa. This Moroccan attitude aims to consolidate, in a 
more intense way, the American opposition to any Sahrawi claim (Ferreira 
and Migon 2015). Finally, from the analysis of the actions of the main external 
actors that influence the solution of the conflict, it can be seen that realpolitik 
permeates all the dynamics in the question of Western Sahara. 

Conclusion

This article sought to address the dynamics surrounding the Sah-
rawi question, seeking to answer the following question: What are the main 
reasons that allow the deadlock for the resolution of the Western Sahara’s 
conflict, which began in the 1970s, to endure until the present day, even with 
the establishment of MINURSO in 1991?

In response to this question, it was found that the conflict in Sahrawi 
territory actually started in 1976, after the signing of the Madrid Agreement. 
This agreement was in practice an affront to the principle of self-determi-
nation of peoples, established by the UN Charter in 1945. Furthermore, it is 
noted that there was a clear disregard for the ICJ opinion drawn up in 1975. 

Since the beginning of the conflict, it has been observed that the 
economic, strategic and geopolitical interests of important external actors in 
the region, especially Spain, France and the United States, have underpinned 
the dynamics surrounding the Sahrawi question.

In addition to the territorial issue that initiated the Moroccan claim to 
control the area, the formation of the “Greater Morocco”, it can be observed 
that Western Sahara possesses numerous natural resources, which, by them-
selves, materialize the interest of Moroccan and other states in the region. 
Therefore, the establishment of a good relationship with the Kingdom of 
Morocco is a sine qua non for the maintenance of the interests of major 
world powers in the Maghreb region. 

Regarding the diplomacy undertaken by the UN, especially after 
the implementation of MINURSO, it can be seen that the performance of 
external players contributed to the perpetuation of the impasse. As pointed 
out by Barata (2012, 151), the support of important geopolitical actors to 
the Moroccan cause, such as France and the United States, two permanent 
members of the UN SC, allowed the conflict to be treated from the outset 
only as a deadlock on self-determination, which Morocco opposes because 
of its territorial integrity, based on historical rights, that is, the conflict was 
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not treated as a matter of aggressive territorial expansion. This implies that, 
in practice, the issue of Western Sahara referred to Chapter VI of the UN 
Charter - “Peaceful Settlement of Disputes”, based on the consensus between 
the parties - not Chapter VII - “Action in the Case of Threat to Peace, Break 
of Peace and Act of Aggression” -, which would require more energetic and 
effective action by the SC, including the imposition, through sanctions or 
coercion, of a solution to the impasse.

Thus, although the UN has been involved in the issue since 1991, up 
to the present moment, it is evident the inability of the SC resolutions and 
the MINURSO action to put into practice the holding of the referendum on 
self-determination, which should have been conducted in 1992, due to the 
constant deadlocks in the negotiations. However, the actions of MINURSO 
have some positive aspects, especially in the military component of the mis-
sion, which has delayed the consolidation of Moroccan sovereignty in Western 
Sahara. In this context, it can currently be stated that MINURSO is limited 
to actions to monitor the ceasefire, to reduce threats caused by mines and 
failed devices and to support confidence-building measures between the 
parties and the UN, all of which are implemented, effectively, by the Military 
Observers of the mission.

Finally, it is concluded that, in the dynamics of the Western Sahara 
question, economic, strategic and geopolitical interests continue to prevail 
over respect for the principle of self-determination of peoples. Thus, the 
solution to the impasse remains quite distant. 
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ABSTRACT
This article aims to answer the following question: What are the main reasons that 
allow the impasse for the resolution of the conflict in Western Sahara, which began 
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in the 1970s, to last until the present day, even with the establishment of MINURSO, 
in 1991? The hypothesis considered is that the impasse in the resolution of the con-
flict in Western Sahara persists to the present day due to political-economic interests 
and the interference/ interest of important global geopolitical actors, preventing 
diplomacy brokered by the UN, through MINURSO, achieve the desired success and 
solution. In order to find the answer to the proposed problem, through a qualitative 
bibliographic research, an analysis of the history of the conflict was initially carried 
out until the implementation of MINURSO, followed by the detailing of that mission 
and, finally, the economic, strategic and geopolitical interests of the main global actors 
involved in the Sahrawi question were addressed. In conclusion, it is observed that, 
since the beginning of the conflict, the involvement of important geopolitical actors 
contributed to the beginning and to the maintenance of the impasse over the years, 
motivated mainly by economic, strategic and geopolitical interests. 
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DEBATING LAND IN AFRICA:  
AN ANALYSIS OF THE IMPACTS  
OF COLONIALISM AND NEOLIBERALISM  
IN GUINEA-BISSAU’S AGRARIAN  
TRANSITION

Rubilson Velho Delcano1

Introduction

This study examines que agrarian question in the African conti-
nent in general – relating it to Guinea-Bissau’s specific experience since the 
neoliberal period. The main objective is to provide the underlying historical 
panorama of land debate in the continent by using authors from several Afri-
can regions and confronting them with Cabral’s perspectives (Cabral 1966) 
on how agriculture and industry should mutually stimulate each other, in a 
balanced and harmonized way, while considering the question of gender/
labour, in order to promote African farmers.

In its first part, the article shortly investigates, without losing den-
sity, the academic debate among social scientists on agrarian transition in 
Africa. Special attention will be given to the farmers-land relation in colonial, 
post-independence and neoliberal times. In the second part of the study, 
we shall thoroughly approach current contradictions emerging from the 
African agrarian issue (gender and labour, food security and monoculture), 
articulating them with a closer look into Guinea-Bissau (our main object).

1	 Universidade Federal do ABC. Santo André, Brazil. E-mail: rubilson23@gmail.com
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African post-liberation government’s failures in the agrar-
ian/land question

It is estimated that around 60% of African population lived in the 
countryside (ECA 2015). Since families are usually distributed among both 
urban and rural areas, people in the city don’t completely break their ties 
with the countryside (Moyo and Yeros 2011). This intrinsic rural-urban rela-
tionship which characterizes African societies is constantly under scrutiny, 
and the land issue, specially access to land for various means (agriculture 
above all) and agrarian reform have emerged as a priority of current debates. 
This “effective” involvement of African social scientists (but not solely) with 
the agrarian question/transition in the continent is also due to the fact that 
liberation movements, which had formerly found a significant base among 
African farmers to assert their claims and ideological discourse pro-eman-
cipation, were not  able (after taking control of the state structure in most 
African countries) of actually accomplishing the unifying principle of liber-
tarian Pan-Africanism – which emphasized that revolutionary struggle was 
“only” the first step and the means to reach the second stage, which would 
be complete economic, cultural and psychological emancipation (Kodjo and 
Chanaiwa 2010). Characterized by Amílcar Cabral (1975) as the “Largest 
Program for the Reafricanization of Spirit and subsequent development of 
the continent”, its main purpose  was to create the environment for agrarian 
reform and for the promotion of agriculture, which would, in turn, harmonize 
income in urban and rural areas (cities and countryside), thus maintaining 
a proper balance between consumption and accumulation by investing in 
African small-scale agriculture, which, as this article suggests, still remains 
as a challenge nowadays.

Instead of channeling resources towards fully employing the con-
tinent’s potential in terms of agriculture and democratizing access to land 
(by internally perfecting the already existing traditional lineages system 
responsible for the distribution of land in autochthonous African societies), 
most independent African states went in the opposite direction. The agrarian 
question and the promotion of agriculture as primary/priority sector, capable 
of boosting endogenous development, which had been promised during the 
struggle for independence, were substituted by the adoption of ambiguous 
strategies which have so far only resulted in some kind of “failed progress” 
(Amin 1981; KI-Zerbo 2006; Kabou 1991).

However, it is important to highlight that this is not only a challenge 
for Africa; this has also happened in many other countries considered “under-
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developed”. My point here is to refer specifically to a growing uncritical import 
of the Western model of development to other contexts, distinct from the 
Western reality, which disconsiders the pluralities and cultural specificities 
of the place of adaptation. Moreover, in the case of Africa, this uncritical 
import of exogenous development models contributes, as stated by S. Amin 
(1972), to the acceleration of the disarticulation process  of the traditional 
lineage structures that guarantee access to land (despite having their internal 
contradictions, above all that of largely not recognizing and not responding 
to power disparities in terms of gender/labour) and also perpetuates insuf-
ficient agricultural and craft production on the countryside. This means that 
“underdeveloped” or “Third World” countries, specially African, have fallen 
into what Carlos Cardoso (1991, 6) characterized as “the entrails of modern 
development theories with an evolutionary and mimetic perspective”. In this 
case, the mimicked model is that of hegemonic West.

Due to the fact that the “modern world system was formed and 
expanded based on recurrent fundamental restructuring, led and governed 
by successive hegemonic states” (Arrighi 2002, 23) it is hard not to follow 
another way other than that of the “restructuring” processes imposed by the 
aforementioned dominant forces through international cooperation agencies. 
Moreover, as S. Amin (1981) wrote, these dominant forces are dominant 
because they are able to unjustly impose their language to their victims. 
This can be verified when “specialists in conventional economics” persuade 
“Third World”, “underdeveloped” countries to adopt an “imaginary/unreal-
istic economic strategy” (Amin 1981). In terms of Africa, and Guinea-Bissau 
in particular, the neoliberal period imposed to the continent from the 1980s 
(as shall be analyzed further in this text) seems like an example worthy of 
citation. A period marked by the adoption of imaginary/unrealistic economic 
strategies which have mixed concepts and “mistaken progress for capitalist 
expansion, market for capitalism” (Amin 2001, 74).

Furthermore, during the neoliberal period, African countries were 
submitted to a series of “reform” policies, and it is important to note that 
although their objective was to overcome the cyclic crises that the continent 
was facing, as a result they had the “necessary function to accelerate poverty, 
which urges, until today, that government officials and citizens of affected 
states continuously seek their re-entry to the world division of labour in con-
ditions favorable to the state in its organic nucleus” (Arrighi 2002, 76). This 
is a result of the “African power elite” buying the discourse, itself part of the 
Western dominance maneuver, that African poverty derives from their econo-
mies not being sufficiently integrated to the global system (Amin 1981). That 
is, there is always something congenital that prevents Africa from developing 
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– not the fact that its “elite in power” could not  understand the real problems 
of the continent and offer concrete and endogenous solutions, specially in the 
agrarian domain and in terms of agricultural financing, but rather it could 
never effectively implement the recipes imported from Western countries.

Consequently, African government officers’ lack of endogenous abil-
ity to create favorable conditions for an agrarian reform in the continent 
(except for Zimbabwe2), along with international market rules which prescribe 
what type of production is sustained in the periphery,  keep most African 
agriculture inert and make it completely dependent on natural conditions 
(Mafeje 1991). This means that, on the one hand, both state and private sector 
haven’t been able, for example, to guarantee artificial irrigation of agricultural 
fields. Thus, if there is too much rain, farmers lose their yield, and if there is  
no rain, they suffer as well (Mafeje 1991; Moyo and Yeros 2011). On the other 
hand, the aforementioned state inertia and pre-established rules of the global 
value chain have also led farmers to adhere to non-developed subsistence 
farming, through which, sometimes, they can provide local markets, but 
which is mostly unable to achieve larger scale in terms of production, due 
to its material conditions and lack of investment (Amin 1972).

It must also be noted that this lack of investment in African agrarian 
sector has obliged small farmers to look for submarkets, which generally 
promote monoculture (Cardoso 1991). In the case of Guinea-Bissau, our 
object of study as shall be further discussed, there was a dependency on the 
monoexport of mancarra/peanuts, criticized by A. Cabral (1953) during the 
colonial times, and later there was the monoculture and, consequently, mon-
oexport of cashew nuts. The ideological program of development through 
a diversified agriculture, advocated by A. Cabral (1966), has still not been 
implemented in contemporary Guinea-Bissau. The faithful support for the 
alliance forged during the fight for independence in Guinea-Bissau and Cabo 
Verde, comprising small farmers, workers and petite bourgeoisie in order 
to allow a “constant (re)evaluation of our own conduct in fighting our weak-
nesses”, as stated by A. Cabral (1975, 8), has been put aside.

The improvement of living conditions among rural farming popula-
tion has been dismissed and priority was given to a type of urban industrializa-
tion involving the creation of industrial complexes and assembly plants which 
had little integration with national agriculture (Koudawo 1994; Mendy1994; 
Jao 1999). To this process, centered in the capital of the country (Bissau), was 
added a lack of rural intervention policies by the Guinean state to minimize 
hardship among its people, specially farm laborers, which caused an accel-

2	 Further reading: Sam Moyo (2005; 2008), Paris Yeros (2005; 2010)
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erated flow of rural flight (Jao 1999). A significant part of farmers, who now 
had no means to reinvent themselves in order to assure their subsistence in 
the rural area, were forced to abandon their villages in order to search for a 
decent life in recently inaugurated urban factories. This was due to the fact 
that, among other difficulties, there was a lack of means to conserve and 
guarantee the durability of their scarce agricultural products and thus no way 
to prevent hunger in between harvests (Monteiro 1992). Besides, transpor-
tation difficulties hinder a viable flow of these products to the capital or to 
other countries, at the same time that the already mentioned lack of artificial 
irrigation limits farming to Guinea-Bissau’s rainy season. The situation is 
even more challenging when the farming calendar is less productive due to 
reasons such as lack of proper material, calamities or natural disasters. For 
instance, when there is too much rain (Guinea-Bissau has a 6-month period 
of heavy rain) and the large quantity of water spoils cultivation (Monteiro 
1992; Jao 1999).

With these material and symbolic demands, people substituted their 
“endogenous development” euphoria, translated by Amílcar Cabral as “walk-
ing with your own feet and guided by your own head” (Cabral 1975a, 3), for 
a disenchantment phase (Mkandawire 2005). It is worth noting that during 
the same time Guinea-Bissau was being regarded as a failed state, a platform 
for international drug trafficking, presenting itself in the agenda of interna-
tional organizations and multinational or bilateral cooperation agencies as 
permanent client of loans and donations, of external debt renegotiations, 
and of planning commissions pushing more indebtedness, without which 
it seems impracticable (Augel 2016). By the way, these were the conditions 
which made Guinea-Bissau to be restrained by the agenda of bilateral and 
multilateral cooperation agencies in terms of what to do in order to keep 
receiving external financing – which was done in a process without national 
engagement (Gomes 1996; Monteiro 1996). This particular case relates to 
the aforementioned neoliberal project, to which the African continent was 
subordinated by the Bretton Woods institutions, then by European Union (EU) 
and United Nations agencies, involving “political and economic reforms” 
with the imposition of a “structural adjustment” program.

In general, considering this scenario, it is noteworthy that actual 
results in terms of “development” (comprising the agrarian question) have 
been negative in most African countries due to an uncritical import of 
exogenous models, which tend to clash with local culture, as is the case in 
Guinea-Bissau. Most African societies or states have seen and experienced 
a progressive fall in food production, accelerated rural flight, uncontrollable 
external dependency, permanent threat of economic collapse and the expro-
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priation of land in the midst of intense demographic growth in the continent 
(Mighot and Adholla 1994; DFID 1999; Moyo 2018).

In order to better understand these land and development challenges 
that Africa is facing, the complex issues cited above must be further discussed. 
This demands a historical analysis to better understand the origins of the 
problem, which takes us back to the continent’s colonial history. As shall be 
further analysed and discussed, the debate around land in Africa has been 
explored for a long time by social scientists, evoking various interpretations. 
Nowadays, new questions have emerged – such as gender and labour, for 
instance – reframing and expanding this debate.

Debating land in Africa: an epistemic dispute among titans

We started this study by demonstrating the political, social and eco-
nomic challenges, especially related to land, which Africa has been facing. 
In order to further discuss the questions that have been raised previously 
in the text, this section will engage on a critical debate about land in Africa.

Neoliberalism has had particular (and continuous) impacts in the 
African continent, which have been  heavy. According to Hilger (2012): “in 
many countries, the second wave of neoliberal policies (political liberalization 
imposed by international institutions) has reinforced the paradox of an omni-
present and completely absent state” (Ossome 2018, 14). In terms of land, as 
Amin (1992) certifies, neoliberalism has subordinated family production and 
working processes and has extracted surplus-value through inequalities in 
trade and political dominance, undermining the relative “freedom” of rural 
families’ labour relations. However, Amin (2002) believed that if neoliberal-
ism had impacts on the disarticulation of African agriculture, or undermined 
its improvement, it was more a continuity of colonial politics than a neoliberal 
(re)invention. He defended that colonization had been successful in breaking 
with the customary laws of consuetudinary power which regulated access to 
land in rural-ethnic African societies (Amin 1972). The post-colonial state, 
as stated by Amin (1981), after its empowerment, accelerated the processes 
of transforming communal land into private properties. In the case of Guin-
ea-Bissau, as Nassum (1991) explains, it is from this moment on that the state 
will appropriate some of the land for state agriculture.

Following the steps of Amin (1972; 1981a; 2002), but with a sig-
nificant change, Mahmood Mamdani (1987) approaches the institutional 
problem which colonization has created and which has never been resolved 
in terms of the agrarian question. According to him, colonial administrative 
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laws institutionalized “a form of managing rural areas which fostered des-
potism and disarranged the lineage societies , allowing traditional chiefs to 
grab land and other local material goods”3 (Mamdani 1987, 24). According 
to Mamdani (1996), control of land by the indigenous themselves or by a 
communal rural system has paved the way for colonizers to manipulate and 
institutionalize the agrarian question for their benefit.

An author who has also offered a very substantial contribution to 
this critique of colonization in terms of African farm labourers, in fact before 
Amin (1972) and Mamdani (1996), was Amílcar Cabral (1953). After a prac-
tical involvement in the study of the old “Portuguese Guinea’s” agriculture4, 
and noticing that the average number of working units per cultivation and per 
ethnicity ranged from 3 to 7, while the  cultivated area represented 12,21% of 
the territory’s surface (that is, deducted  the net part), he defended that this 
number was very low if we effectively consider all arable area. A. Cabral (1953) 
stated that Portuguese colonization had maintained the “rudimentary quality” 
of the technique employed by local farmers (notably in terms of agricultural 
implement), instead of stimulating its development through the introduction 
of more sophisticated techniques. Also, he maintained that the technical, 
economic and social conditions of colonial Guinea’s agriculture prevented a 
substantial increase in arable land for national agricultural exploration (Cabral 
1975). Cabral criticized the fact that Portuguese colonization left Guinean 
peasantry at their own luck, since there were many economically viable lands 
in Guinea at that time (1953) which were not utilized to diversify national 
production, and only about 41% of this arable area was actually cultivated.

From this, emerged a crucial question for Cabral (1953), which con-
tained  the basis for national self-determination and whose main characters 
should be the “good sons of the land”. For Cabral, contrasting with Amin 
(1972) and Mamdani (1996), Portuguese colonization, for example, had not  
been able to dismantle the traditional consuetudinary structures that guar-
antee access to land in Africa (Cabral 1953), despite the formal apparatus 
created with this purpose. For Cabal (1953), the Portuguese colonial project 
of disordering traditional peasant structures failed due to a practical issue.

Our peasant can not  read or write and almost has no relationship with 
the colonial forces, except for the payment of taxes, which, even so, 

3	 It is important to highlight that it is also because of this interpretation that Mamdani has 
been accused of homogenizing rural African societies (as in Paris; Moyo 2005).

4	 Cabral, as an agricultural engineer and employee of the Portuguese colonial regime, coor-
dinated Guinea’s Agricultural Census (in mid-1953). The results of the Census are scattered 
along 471 charts in a report sent to the Portuguese colonial authority. 
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are not  paid directly; the working class does not exist as a well-defined 
class, it is but an embryo in development; finally, there is not among 
us an economically valid bourgeoisie, because imperialism did not 
allow it to form. However, there was the formation of a social stratum, 
in order to serve colonialism itself, which is today the only one capa-
ble of directing and using the instruments that the colonial state used 
against our people: African petite-bourgeoisie (Cabral 1969, 121).

Colonial governments could usually take some land by force as long 
as it was “justified” (for the construction of roads, highways etc), but the fact 
that most farmers didn’t have a relationship with colonial forces allowed for 
the normal functioning of this consuetudinary structure – advocates Cabral 
(1953). Specifically regarding  the  “Portuguese” Guinea, this was more pat-
ent, since the Portuguese colonial system did not grab a lot of lands, at least 
on a large scale, for state agriculture, construction of highways or anything 
like that – this can be noticed when we read Cabral’s (1966) critique of the  
Portuguese colonization on Guinea’s lack of infrastructure. It should also be 
taken into consideration that the Portuguese colonization was only able to 
capitalize Bijagós archipelago from 19365 and, even so, it was never able to 
directly interfere in the  structure of power of Guinean rural-ethnic society 
(Mendy 1991).

The “success” of Portuguese colonization in Guinea, states Cabral 
(1966), differently from Cape Verde, where a tiny minority of local petite-bour-
geoisie was financed to grab lands and create big farms, was that Guinean 
peasantry was scrapped – that is to say,  abandoned. That was the reason why, 
for Amílcar Cabral (1977), the independence struggle should be the symbol 
of a fight to guarantee the equal distribution of lands in Cape Verde (agrarian  
reform, among other social issues) and, in Guinea-Bissau, an advancement 
of agriculture (development through the peasants’ way or vía campesina) 
followed by the fight to overcome other social challenges.

For Cabral (1966), it was patent that there was an attempt by col-
onizers to institutionalize the management of rural areas in Africa with 
the purpose of disrupting the  lineage societies, as Amin (1972; 1981) and 
Mamdani (1987; 1996) also noted. However, this attempt was not  successful 

5	 Its is important to remember the many failed attempts of the Portuguese colonial govern-
ment against the Bijagó troops lead by fearsome Queen Bijagó, Okinka Pampa, until the last 
“peacemaking” campaign in 1936. 
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everywhere on the continent in practical terms, as was the case of Guinea, 
for example6.

As stated in the General Report about the national liberation struggle 
presented at the Conference of Nationalist Organizations of Guinea and Cape 
Verde Islands, which took place in Dakar (capital of Senegal) from July 12 to 
14, 1961, Cabral, in what he called “the absurdity of our situation”, showed 
that the peoples of Guinea, above all those characterized as “indigenous”, 
“enjoyed” a “special” legal status according to the Portuguese Constitution. 
By presenting the Organic Law of the Overseas and the well-known “Statute 
of the Portuguese Indigenous”, Cabral denounced a list of prohibitions that 
the “indigenous” was subject to, from a legal standpoint, which were:

b) in order to change residency within the same circumscription, 
the indigenous needs to obtain an authorization from the local 
administrative entity; any change to another circumscription will 
be dependent upon the authorization of “interested administra-
tors” (article 9, sole paragraph ibidem);

c) the election, investment, deposition or reintegration of traditional 
chiefs are dependent upon the approval of the administrative 
entity (articles 11 and 14, ibidem);

d) the indigenous has no political rights in relation to non-indigenous 
institutions which decide for his economic, political, social and 
cultural life (article 23, ibidem);

e) the indigenous has no freedom to follow his traditions and customs 
if they are considered incompatible with “the free exercise of Por-
tuguese sovereignty” (article 138 of the Portuguese Constitution);

f) the prison sentences to which the indigenous is subject “can always 
be substituted for compulsory labour” (article 26 of the Statute) 
(Cabral 1977, 100);

h) in order to be subject to common law in terms of family rela-
tions, inheritance, trade and real estate, it is mandatory that his 
“request is accepted by a municipal judge, after the guarantee, 
given by two respected citizens, that the indigenous has adopted, 
definitely, the presumed conduct for the application of such laws, 

6	There were legal mechanisms created to meddle in the social structures of rural-ethnic 
African societies aiming at breaking them apart. However, the resilience of many of them 
enabled them to resist this “legal” attempt of prohibitions and lack of freedom in the rural 
area.
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as well as other formalities that the judge might consider neces-
sary” (articles 27 and 28, Cabral 1977, 100);

i) the indigenous cannot individually acquire rights for private land 
property, except in very special conditions, such as “continuous, 
peaceful and public possession, in good faith, for at least ten 
years, of previously vacant or abandoned lands, where he can 
prove the existence of well maintained trees or permanent crops 
by the owner” (articles 38, 39 and respective paragraphs, Cabral 
1977, 100);

j) in exceptional cases in which the indigenous is the proprietor, 
he is “obliged to maintain the grounds always clean, to harvest 
the produce, to progressively transform primitive culture into 
orderly culture”. If this doesn’t happen and he moves away from 
his lands for longer than three months, “public obligations” will 
be imposed (article 41, Cabral 1977, 100);

l) the indigenous’ rural and urban properties, in general, cannot be 
committed, nor are susceptible to serve as guarantee for the 
obligation (article 46, Cabral 1977, 100);

m) in special cases, though vaguely defined, the indigenous can-
not sell his agricultural production freely, and the sale can be 
“conditioned, limited or forbidden by administrative authorities” 
(article 219, Cabral 1977, 100);

n) indigenous questions of judicial nature will not be judged by 
common courts and their “trial is appropriate to the municipal 
judge” (Base LXV of the Organic Law of the Overseas) (Cabral 
1977, 100-102).

In other words , Cabral presents us a series of prohibitions which 
used to be part of the apparatus that the Portuguese colonial government 
adopted as a strategy to dismantle and to dominate African rural-ethnic struc-
tures of power. According to him, despite these prohibitions having a certain 
concreteness, they didn’t have an impact to the point of eliminating any form 
of cultural organizational of the peoples of Guinea, for example. 

For this reason, in the case of Guinea, taking into consideration the 
abandonment the Guinean peasantry was suffering at the time, in which 
only 41% of economically arable land was used, and still in a rudimentary 
form, in the opinion of Cabral (1953) the main focus was not the rebuilding 
of rural-ethnic social structures (as would be perhaps the case of Cape Verde), 
but how to improve the resilience of the existing autochthonous structure. 
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The question here, for Cabral (1977), was how to enhance agriculture or 
create the conditions for artificial irrigation which provided sustainability to 
an ecological industrialization of peasantry. Thus, he inquired:

will it be viable to submit to farming the remaining 59% of effec-
tively arable land? [And he answers that] the viability fundamentally 
depends upon factors of technical and social nature. A technique 
based upon scientific knowledge of the means (physical and human 
means), supported by investigation and experimentation, which is 
concurrent with the progressive improvement of the living conditions 
of the ‘indigenous’ farmer” (Cabral 1977, 44).

Here, in general, Cabral was already pointing to the paths that should 
be taken in order to solve Guinea’s land problems after independence, above 
all in terms of agricultural exploration and substantial increase of the ara-
ble area, diverting from the colonial reality which was solely based on the 
instruments and arms available to national farmers (Cabral 1975).  For Cabral 
(1975), independence would serve to eliminate the scrapping of Guinean agri-
culture, a process that had been happening during the Portuguese colonial 
system, and whose intensity lead to the national economy’s dependence on 
monoculture and monoexport of mancarra/peanuts.

Now, almost 47 years after independence (September 24th 1973), 
it is important to ask : was the national policy to diversify the agricultural 
production, which had been defended by Cabral, actually implemented? Is 
the Guinean economy still a hostage of this monoexport policy or could 
it be overcome? Well, Guinea-Bissau’s current situation provides us with 
controversial answers to those questions. Apparently, the country remains a 
hostage of monoculture, though even more profoundly now. The economy 
moved from the monoexport of mancarra/peanuts, which characterizes the 
aforementioned colonial period criticized by Cabral (1953), to the a monocul-
ture and, consequently, monoexport, of cashew nuts (ECA 2015; FMI 2017; 
BM 2016). And if previously mancarra/peanuts – the first and, in fact, the 
most significant export product of “Portuguese Guinea” – had been respon-
sible for 70,78% of all exports (according to data from the agrarian study of 
Guinea, 1953), today cashew nuts respond for over 90% of the total national 
exports (ECA, 2017).

Thus, other products which had been secondarily explored during 
the colonial period and which, as Cabral (1977) argued, should have a larger 
share on Guinean post-independence agricultural production (such as cas-
sava, sweet potatoes, sugar cane, Brazilian maize, beans and other food crops), 
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unfortunately were not well-oriented from a technical, economic and social 
point of view by subsequent Bissau-Guinean governments (Galli 1989; Car-
doso 1991). Even today’s main crops (cashew nuts and rice) are still one-off 
and low-profit products7. Hence, one of the most urgent issues for Guinean 
peasantry is still that of diversifying and improving conditions for agricultural 
production. The increase of production, of diversification and of unitary prof-
its for selected agricultural products, as taught by Cabral (1977), remains as a 
necessary first step for the progress of national agriculture (more profitable 
crops, larger cultivated areas, more production, better living conditions in 
rural and urban areas).

In other words, the post-independence period was marked by growing 
disappointment (Mkandawire 2005). Moreover, it is important to remember 
that this period was also characterized by a sharp deceleration of global eco-
nomic growth, according to the World Bank report, and by poor agricultural 
production along with rapid demographic growth8 in the continent (BM 
1982), where, later in the 1970s, there was a decrease of 1,7% per year in the 
economies of the African Least Developed Countries (LDC) (Cardoso 1991).

Economic growth languished due to the persistence of the new Afri-
can governments in following colonial strategies, fundamented on the inertia 
that breaks up the peasantry. It might not have been intentional by this new 
governments formed after the independence struggle in the continent,  but, 
as the former president of the World Bank, A. W. Clausen, would implicitly 
recognize, “the [uncritical] import of the Western neoliberal model of devel-
opment experimented by European and North American countries, is what 
failed” (Cardoso 1991, 5). Thus, in the specific case of Guinea-Bissau

[...] the strategy for economic development implicit in all of A. 
Cabral’s works and in his leadership of the national liberation strug-
gle – whose theoretic legacy and historic legitimacy PAIGC, trans-
formed into state, claims to hold – pointed to the key role of popular 
production, based on the effort and initiative of farm laborers and 
on the socioeconomic tradition of community and cooperation in the 
tabancas [villages], which was ignored (Cardoso 1991, 5).

The African Party for the Independence of Guinea and Cape Verde 
(PAIGC) tried to follow the development strategy advocated by A. Cabral 
(1966) by convening its III Congress (1977) to enunciate a development 

7	 In terms of the cashew monoculture which currently dominates exports, profits depend 
upon volatile international prices or global value chains.

8	 The World Bank report is called Le développement accéléré au Sud du Sahara, 1982, p.5.
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strategy which elected agriculture as primary/priority sector for investment 
as a step that would facilitate the country’s industrialization (Cardoso 1991). 
This strategic plan for national development regarded agriculture and indus-
try as the two main axis that should stimulate each other and which would 
tend to a balanced and harmonious relationship (Galli 1989). However, in 
practical terms,

[...] it could be called taking stances ad hoc, for they were not of assis-
tance for the enunciated strategy, instead, priority was given to large-
scale state-owned industrial projects, financed with long-term loans 
and which functioned at an average 25% of their capacity. A great part 
of external resources was used to improve equipment, which was not 
followed, to the same degree/rhythm, by an evolution in productive, 
management or maintenance capacity. The country’s new officials 
focused on Bissau to support the government’s initial self-organiz-
ing effort, and investments equally followed this concentration in the 
capital, in complete opposition to the official development strategy 
(Cardoso 1991, 6).

This case shows that Cabral’s teachings in terms of the permanent 
need for “discourse/theory to always follow practice and vice-versa” and for 
“thinking in order to better act and acting in order to better think [...] always 
involving the masses” were relegated to oblivion in the years following inde-
pendence. “On the contrary, there was an economic policy of starting great 
state-owned projects, financed by foreign capital, privileging the city instead 
of the countryside” (Cardoso 1991, 8). And the land problem has only grown 
since then and expanded its effects.

Back to the debate around land in Africa in general, to say that col-
onization was successful in breaking the customary laws of consuetudinary 
power which used to mediate access to land in African rural-ethnic societ-
ies, as Amin (1972) advocates, or to say that colonization institutionalized 
authoritarianism to the point of creating a class-based system in which the 
so-called traditional chiefs could grab various lands and other material goods, 
as Mamdani (1996) states, are two realities which cannot be generalized for 
the continent, in Cabral’s (1975a) opinion. He defends that colonization took 
different forms in the African continent (direct and indirect etc), therefore  
the way by which it interfered in the agrarian question was also different 
from place to place. For this reason, he proposes the study of the “concrete 
reality” of each case as a strategy to fully understand the continuities and 
ruptures of the aforementioned processes. Moreover, Cabral (1977) showed, 
as an example, the case of Cape Verde and Guinea, which were both subject 
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to the same type of colonization but with varying characteristics in terms 
of land. In the case of Guinea, he states that there was a significant and 
well-articulated attempt from the formal point of view, even fundamented in 
Portuguese Constitution (previously illustrated), by the Portuguese colonial 
regime with the purpose of disordering autochthonous ethnic-rural struc-
tures. However, the resilient capacity of these structures allowed them to be 
preserved (Cabral 1966).

Nonetheless, it is important to reiterate that the debate around land 
in Africa is not limited to Cabral (1953;1966), Amin (1972; 1981) and Mam-
dani (1987; 1996) as presented until his point. There are other and multiple 
contributions as interesting as the ones previously discussed.

Among them, we highlight another character who also contrasts the 
points made by S. Amin (1972) and Mamdani (1987), rather radically. We 
refer to the well-known South African thinker Archie Mafeje9 (1981; 1991) – 
who defends that lineage societies are so resilient, specially in terms of land 
issues, that not even colonization – and even less post-liberation African 
governments – have been able to alter the customary laws of the consuetu-
dinary code which guides the processes of distribution of land in rural areas.

As  Mafeje (1991) points out, the theoretical and empirical relevance 
of Western European epistemologies for the study of Africa’s agrarian tran-
sition are highly questionable. He rejected the assumption that the ideas of 
classical agrarian transition and capitalism could be applied to the trans-
formation of African social formations (Mafeje 1981). His initial effort, as 
stated by Moyo (2018), was to specifically negate the “misleading dominant 
conceptions regarding Africa’s land tenure system”, pointing to the genealogy 
of land rights and elucidating its systemic basis, fundamented on resilient and 
autochthonous systems of lineage which control the land access procedures 
and its use for work (Mafeje 1991).

From Mafeje’s (1991) point of view, it was the antagonism between, 
on the one hand, the reactionary petite-bourgeoisie and the dominant classes 
of the power elite, and small farmers on the other, which allowed for monop-
oly capital to excessively extract surplus value from domestic producers, 
preventing internal accumulation of capital and averting the perspective of 
investing in technological advancements. His critique is directed to African 
petite-bourgeoisie, which failed to take advantage of the state in order to 

9	Archie Mafeje dedicated an important part of his writings to the study of the evolution of 
agrarian work relations in Africa, including the differences between the colonization and 
post-colonization periods. He influenced the works of many other African thinkers, among 
which we highlight Sam Moyo (2005, 2008, 2011) and Thandika Mkandawire (2004, 2005).
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promote a national development project, “as the Africaner nationalism, for 
instance, had made rather controversially, while the absence of a developed 
proletariat anticipated social demand for an inward-looking development” 
(Moyo 2018, 214). Mafeje (1991) refuses the idea that deficits in land pos-
session restricted the growth of agricultural productivity. He defends that in 
the old colonies, where there was a large-scale alienation of lands, capitalist 
agriculture based on the exploration of cheap labour generated an increase 
in agricultural productivity  and accumulation to a certain degree, though at 
huge social cost (Mafeje 2003).

For Mafeje (1991), low agricultural productivity in post-colonial or 
independent Africa is more related to political and economic processes than 
to the system of property of land per se. Due to the fact that colonization was 
not able to destroy the system of lineage which had administered a more or 
less egalitarian access to land, he concludes that there was no land problem 
in former colonies, at least not in the magnitude that Amin (1972; 1981) and 
Mamdani (1996) defended. Mafeje’s main contribution to the debate around 
land possession in Africa, as Moyo (2008) explains, is the claim that the trib-
utary mode of production was absent in most pre-capitalist social formations 
of non-colonial Africa. Thus, small-scale family production from African 
lineages and their tributary regimes didn’t lead to a social stratification based 
on concentration and work-related relationships (or leasing), as the experience 
of agrarian transformation in other places had demonstrated (Mafeje 1981).

We should remember that, for Amin (1972), capitalism subjected 
small-scale family production and work processes, and extracted surplus 
value by unequal change and political dominance, undermining the relative 
“freedom” of rural families’ work relations. For Mafeje (1991), although some 
African social formations had developed tributary modes of production, this 
development didn’t, as a rule, lead to significant processes of social stratifica-
tion, not to mention class formation based on capitalist property and on the 
exploitation of  land and labour. Instead, despite its broader political control 
of agenda  and resources, kings, chiefs and other bureaucratic elites received 
a limited tribute of active “perishable” goods and services, which didn’t form 
any basis for capital accumulation (Mafeje 1991). That means that there was 
not significant grabbing of lands by “traditional chiefs”, at least not in the 
magnitude that Mamdani (1987; 1996) argues. Mafeje (1991) explains that

[...] colonial capitalism failed to impose class-based land properties 
and work relations in Africa, even in cases such as Buganda, where 
it was wrongly assumed that there was feudalism before colonization 
and that after colonization the “owners” became “capitalist” produc-
ers, as Mamdani shows (Mafeje 1991, 92).
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According to Mafeje (1991), the reason behind Africa’s agrarian prob-
lem is in the lack of “surplus” to invest in the intensification of the use of 
land through enhanced agricultural techniques and processes.

Consequently, African farmers remained as autonomous producers, 
who used mainly family labour in lands which they controlled through a 
“redistributive land tenure system”, based on the system of clans of autoch-
thonous lineages (Mafeje 2003). 

Although social formations in non-colonial Africa had undergone 
some adaptation during and after colonization, their basic social 
structures or modes of rural organization and agricultural production 
hadn’t been substantially reestructured, particularly in terms of land 
tenure and family work relations (Moyo 2018, 221).

However, Mafeje will only later admit that exploitative land-work 
relations, such as leasing and partnership agreements, were emerging in var-
ious parts of the continent before independence, especially in some Western 
African countries, such as Ghana (Mafeje 2003). As stated by Moyo (2008), 
Mafeje still believed that this had not  substantially harmed the lineage-based 
mode of social organization and production, or had led to the extensive for-
mation of a capitalist agricultural class.

While Mafeje conceptualizes the genealogy of most land tenure sys-
tems in post-colonial Africa with conviction, stating that the concentration 
of land and the formation of agrarian classes based on capitalist relations of 
property and the exploration of labour were limited before and during col-
onization, Sam Moyo (2005; 2008; 2011) tries to empirically prove that he 
had underestimated the processes of land expropriation, concentration and 
mercantilization which were being consolidated after independence – partic-
ularly when neoliberalism took root in Africa since the 1980s (Moyo 2018).

In turn, Moyo (2008) points to what was characterized as a change 
in land relations in Africa, stating that the increasing expropriation, con-
centration and commercialization of land that emerged since the 1980s 
demonstrated that the legal basis for the creation of private property and 
new systems for the allocation and administration of land had already been 
established during the last decade of colonialism, leading to a partial deposi-
tion of the family system of land tenure, which had been relatively egalitarian 
and socially fundamented. Back to the case of Guinea-Bissau at that time, 
Nassum (1991) writes that the structural adjustment imposed by international 
cooperation agencies would give incentives to the creation and  formal reg-
istration of private properties, although there had been no legislation which 
regulated these relations until then.
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Moyo proved to Mafeje that new notions and forms of land use and 
property, as well as the rights and responsibilities related to the administra-
tion of land and natural resources were emerging (Moyo 2008). Contrary 
to the ethnic-rural customary laws that  give access to lands, Africans who 
lived under systems of land tenure would now occupy these lands with a legal 
permission issued by the state, which had became the final owner or radical 
holder of land titles (URT 1992, Moyo 2018).

Sam Moyo (2008) defends that autochthonous farmers kept using 
in their relations the consuetudinary laws that had ruled land issues, but 
every time that the state wished to occupy and use lands, it could issue an 
administrative decree to take them away, including actions such as removal. 
Still, only those who possessed a legal title issued by the state were considered 
the owners of that land. Thus, Moyo (2008) stated that, during the 1980s 
in “independent Africa” an increase in the number of “informal” sales and 
rentals of land was observed. Such formal and informal markets of land and 
non-mercantile transfers initially tended to be associated to growing popu-
lation pressures and to a larger agricultural commercialization (André and 
Plateau 1995; Moyo 2018).

The purchases of lands were considered to have a positive impact in 
each family’s individual capacities to assemble food for their survival, 
although evidence also showed that the families which didn’t sell 
lands were eventually absorbed by the labour market and could not 
sustain their subsistence. Empirical evidence also suggested that the 
privatization of land did not necessarily result in greater productivity 
or investment in agriculture (Mighot and Adholla 1994; Moyo 2018, 
229).

In other words, since the state in independent Africa assumed greater 
power in terms of land property and other rights, allowing the sale and leasing 
of lands, the customary laws regarding land tenure became unsafe and less 
recognized. This means that Africa is now facing socially significant ques-
tions of unequal access and shortage of land, polarized both by demographic 
changes and by the expropriation of land.

As a result, Dzodzi Tshikata asserts that the resilience of unequal 
structures of social power based on patriarchy and on domestic structures of 
lineage-clan also proves that gender-based land inequality is increasing at the 
same time that the rights of young migrants become hazy, especially since 
the 1990s  (Tsikata 2015). In this scenario, women generally find themselves 
in a peripheral position in terms of control and access to agricultural lands, 
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while being responsible for key tasks in agriculture, as well as the reproduc-
tion and maintenance of families in rural and urban areas (Tsikata 2015).

Besides that, the shortage of land and inequality of access to land also 
arise from other factors, such as natural calamities (droughts, floods) and 
displacements caused by civil wars and other growing conflicts (Moyo 2008).

Conclusion

This study presented and discussed the agrarian question in the Afri-
can continent in general, relating it to the specific experience of Guinea-Bis-
sau since its neoliberal period. It attempted to show a historic radiography 
of the land debate in the continent, which, until today, engages authors from 
Africa’s various regions, and then confront this debate with the perspectives 
of Amílcar Cabral on how agriculture and industry should mutually support 
each other, in balance and harmony, while also taking into consideration the 
gender/labour issue, in order to develop African peasantry.

Since this is a research in progress, some of the authors brought to 
the debate in this study have not been exhaustively discussed. Our analyti-
cal option was to adopt an introductory and less complex approach, taking 
responsibility for all the risks implied in this methodological strategy. Nev-
ertheless, we hope to have offered subsidies for a better understanding of 
the land debate in Africa.
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ABSTRACT
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debate on land in Africa.
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LEADERSHIP AND DECISION MAKING 
PROCESSES IN MOZAMBIQUE:  
GOVERNANCE OF SAMORA  
MACHEL – 1975/19861

António Hama Thay2

Introduction

The Republic of Mozambique is located in the southern hemisphere 
between the latitudes of 10 degrees, 27 minutes South and 26 degrees, 52 
minutes South, and it also belongs to the Eastern Hemisphere between the 
meridians of 30 degrees and 12 minutes East and 40 degrees and 51 minutes 
East. The Mozambican state is an integral part of the territory of Mozam-
bique whose independence was proclaimed on June 25, 1975 as The People’s 
Republic of  Mozambique and later, in 1990, the Republic of Mozambique 
(Dos Muchangos  1999).

Inspired by the impact of the measures taken by the maximum direc-
tion of the Frente de Libertação de Moçambique (FRELIMO), while in charge 
of the Mozambican government after independence, this thesis describes 
the impact of leadership in strategic decisions discussed here in the form 
of case studies. One of the most prominent topics of interest currently in 
the country is the political leadership and strategic decision processes. This 
is due, not only to the significant implications of the measures taken in 
the post-independence period, but also to the controversy generated as the 
result of its impact on the present scenario and prevailing situations, such as 

1	 This article is part of a doctoral thesis submitted as a partial fulfillment of the PhD Degree 
on Business Administration (Management) at Commonwealth Open University, in 2016.

2	 Faculty of Economics, Universidade Eduardo Mondlane. Maputo, Mozambique. E-mail: 
ahtpoli2013@yahoo.com.br 
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economic dependence, insufficient qualified human resources and incipient 
public policies.

Thus, the role of leadership in decision-making and its impact is 
the main subject of this study, which is carried out based on qualitative and 
descriptive researches, involving seven case studies and further analyses 
of the processes of privatization of three companies engaged in processing 
(cashew industry) and services (Mozambique Railways). The research seeks 
to determine, also, the role of the leadership in the implementation of gov-
ernment management processes arising from the socio-economic, business 
and political-military dynamics, as well as from regional and international 
contexts, that occurred in the post-independence period of Mozambique, 
namely: nationalizations, closure of the border with Southern Rhodesia, 
now Zimbabwe, communal villages, Prospective Indicative Plan (PPI), and 
privatizations.

Profile Framework and Leadership in the Governance  
of Samora Machel: 1975-1986

The government of Samora Machel, which covered the period of 
1975-1986, is considered by many to be a decade of intense political leader-
ship. His personal profile and the resulting mode of action emerge as key 
factors in assessing the type of interaction between different moments that 
dictated his unique experience as head of state and of Mozambican society. 
Ribeiro (1995) confirms that Samora’s personal characteristics and modes of 
action, as a ruler, include more repercussions of his personality rather than of 
ideological references enshrined in literature, such as marxism, capitalism, 
democracy, or liberalism, to evaluate the governance during that period.

Samora Machel’s approach to leadership and governance has become 
one of the main focuses in the organization of political and social thought 
in Mozambique. In this regard, Ribeiro (1995) clarifies that, lately, the com-
mon sense discourses tend to attribute to Samora Machel the creation of a 
unique sense of political legitimacy in Mozambique, as if he ought to have 
opened the eyes and the heads of Mozambicans to what was their dignity as 
a community with the right to live independently.

In an effort to analyze governance, Christie (1996) chose to split the 
analysis between internal and external dynamics. According to the author, the 
first internal dynamic was characterized by an autocratic and populist policy. 
In this aspect, the author observed in urban areas (towns and cities) the use 
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of guerrilla’s methods and the commitment to promote the country’s devel-
opment on a socialist basis, suppressing any internal dissent. To that end, 
Machel adopted measures such as the nationalization of health, education, 
justice, and rented houses. For rural areas, he conducted programs aimed at 
rural socialization, personally getting involved in a rice harvesting campaign.

According to Christie (1996), other domestic actions which had popu-
lar support and were considered to be important and of profound impact were 
the population census in 1980, and the substitution of the colonial currency 
for a new one, the Metical. Other popular policies were the “offensives” in 
favor of increased productivity and against corruption, often advertised in 
large rallies, with great participation.

It should also be noted that few of these campaigns were successful 
and, in part, caused the abandonment of the country by large numbers of 
residents of foreign origin, which led to the temporary shutdown of many 
companies, and later, for lack of management capacity, to the collapse of 
many industries, such as the textile, metallurgical, and chemical. The list 
also includes measures that were considered unpopular, such as the incar-
ceration in “re-education camps” of Jehovah’s Witnesses, the “unproductive” 
and prostitutes, as well as the placement in remote locations of young people 
with higher education with the stated objective of developing scarcely pop-
ulated regions.

In the external dynamic, Samora’s governance performance is con-
sidered relatively successful with respect to his ability to use politics to gar-
ner friendships and support for Mozambique. The search for partnerships 
included not only traditional “friends” of Mozambique, but also the countries 
of the Soviet bloc; the neighbors in a regional integration front (SADCC), 
extending even to “enemies”, including the leaders of Britain, Margaret 
Thatcher; of the USA, Ronald Reagan, and of South Africa, Pieter Botha 
with the Nkomati Accord (Veloso 2013). Despite the efforts made in order to 
reverse the situation by trying to slow the centralized policy, Samora’s gov-
ernment failed to sustain the war, and the failure of the socialization of policy 
and war itself led the government of Samora Machel to an economic collapse.

Ribeiro (1995), through the employment of social representations, 
studied the leadership and governance of Samora Machel on the basis of a 
model with three categories: (i) personality and capabilities; (ii) the exercise 
of authority; and (iii) social concerns. The category called personality and 
capabilities has to do with the personal attributes conferred upon the great 
leaders that have limited (or that limit) his political action. The second, exer-
cise of authority, relates to the expressions to which the social actors resorted 
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to evaluate the way that the head of state interacts (or interacted) with soci-
eties, with reference to a dialectic that oscillates between the approach to a 
more authoritarian model or to a more contractual model. The third category, 
refers to the social concerns, and results from common sense assessments 
that allow to check to what extent the exercise of power by a certain leader 
benefited or harmed, or is likely to benefit or could harm, people’s lives, 
particularly the lives of the most vulnerable communities.

In Max Weber (Bennis 2004) conceptual approach, the personality 
profile of Samora Machel seems to identify the exercise of the charismatic 
type of power legitimacy. However, it is possible to find identitarian char-
acteristics of leaders, according to Paul Hersey and Kenneth Blanchard’s 
(2012) Situational Leadership theory, that show that the maturity of each 
manager is related to his ability and willingness to accomplish something. 
It is a management and leadership model ideal for times of crisis, where the 
difficulties are minimized and the objectives of the corporation are achieved. 
That is, the dimension of leadership effectiveness is directly linked to the 
leader’s ability to adapt according to his maturity level, and thus offers the 
environment and adequate resources for the leader to develop and carry out 
the proposed tasks.

Nationalization of the Rented Houses in Mozambique: 
Decision Process

The nationalization of the houses is a milestone in the history of inde-
pendent Mozambique. The goal was to change ownership of the housing stock 
(housing for accommodation, trade, industry and services) and, consequently, 
the economic activities of the private sector and the social composition of the 
population living in urban areas. The decision to nationalize the houses was 
announced to the public on February 3, 1976. According to the speech made 
by Samora Machel, the date of the announcement of policy decisions for the 
benefit of the masses was purposeful. Such decisions have been described 
by the President as “[...] important revolutionary measures” (Tempo 1976).

Citing some parts of the speech of the first President of the Republic, 
published in the magazine Tempo (1976, 19) as concerns the symbolism of 
the date, as can be observed:

We would say that February 3rd is the day that summarizes the sacri-
fice of the whole people. Through the sacrifice of President Eduardo 
Mondlane, we evoke the sacrifices of the thousands and thousands 
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who fell in prisons, under torture, under bombardment, the soldiers 
who fell while carrying out various tasks, to be what we are today.[...] 
On February 3, the colonialist enemy, allied with international impe-
rialism, stabbed us in the back… It was as if we ripped out the heart 
from behind ... The 3rd of February is the day that the enemy has laid 
the stone of great size that sustained and symbolized our determi-
nation. [...] February the 3rd was both an important time ... point of 
cleavage ... It is after February 3 that we finished with false alliances, 
artificial and superficial friendships, friendships through secondary 
and petty things. We have deepened our line and we say: only, only 
united by a correct line, by an ideology totally at the service of the 
people, at the service of the Revolution, we will be able to defeat the 
enemy no matter how strong he is.

The Communal Villages

The human geography of Mozambique, within the colonial repres-
sion model, is of a scattered population, living as far as possible from the 
center of decision. This phenomenon is exacerbated by low population den-
sity. This is the economic justification for the communal village, for the 
better organization of the Party, as well as for schools, hospitals, energy, and 
economic systems. The communal villages were created by reasons related to 
the development of the countryside. Several theorists like Medeiros (1989), 
the “project” and the activities to build and concentrate the population in 
villages took place, mainly, between 1976 and mid-1986.

According to documents of the Second National Conference of Ideo-
logical Work (DTIP – II National Conference of the Ideological Work 1978, 
27), the communal villages are defined as “[...] the core of the rural social-
ization, are an essential element for building the material and ideological 
bases necessary for the transition to a socialist society”. Citing documents 
of the 8th Session of the Central Committee of FRELIMO (1976, 88), about 
the plan of communal villages to be implemented:

So, if initially the communal village consists mainly of a production 
sector and a politically organized habitational sector, it would grad-
ually organize appropriate places for various activities, in particular 
for administration tasks and production control, people’s shop or 
consumer cooperative, school, health post, child day care/nursery, 
tree-lined streets in the communal village and roads leading to other 
villages, places for storage of goods and collective instruments, craft 
center and small industries, cultural and Gimnodesportivo sector, gar-
dens and green spaces.
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The Prospective Indicative Plan describes the following aspects 
related to the plan of communal villages: communal village as one of the key 
tasks in agricultural development and in the component of rural socialization; 
and provision of support and assurance to water supply and self-help housing 
as a component of social development, thus increasing the standard of living 
of the people. It would allow a territorial organization of the population in the 
countryside to improve housing conditions – housing structure and water 
supply (FRELIMO 1976).

According to Mosca (2011), the communal villages were a respon-
sibility of local authorities, with resources being allocated in the budgets of 
provincial governments for the construction of such villages. The organiza-
tion of collective production in the communal village (economic basis) was 
carried out through cooperative or state enterprises. Shortly after the start 
of its implementation, it was necessary to create a National Commission of 
Communal Villages (CNAC), subordinated directly to the President of the 
Republic. This decision was supported by the Economic and Social Direc-
tives of the Third Congress of FRELIMO. The following quote describes the 
reasons for the commission’s creation, according to the Presidential Decree 
1/78 of March 2nd (Mozambique 1978, 439): “However, detect errors and 
weaknesses that are manifested in particular by the dispersion and duplica-
tion of efforts, in the absence of structures at various levels, the blurring of 
powers, in the absence of an instrument to ensure the centralized direction 
of the process”.

The CNAC had as an objective the management (direction, planning 
and control) of economic and social development of communal villages and 
should “[...] coordinate the activities of the state apparatus as such for the 
communal villages” (Article 3, Presidential Decree 1/78 March 2nd). The 
creation of the Commission was supported by the President’s office. It had 
some privileges, such as: close collaboration with the National Planning Com-
mission; the director of the CNAC had full powers to define the needs of the 
newly created organism, including the staffing (staff appointments authority), 
material and financial resources; a Budget Allocation Authorization for the 
commission’s functioning, to be secured by the Minister of Finance; and 
direct subordination to the President of the Republic.

After the creation of communal villages, in 1979 the Office for the 
Organization and Development of Agricultural Cooperatives was created 
directly under the Ministry of Agriculture. This office had the duty to support 
the realization of the economic performance of communal villages as a way 
of contributing to economic independence. Selecting the location of a village 
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was always a challenge because it required checking the habitable natural 
conditions. According to the magazine Tempo (1977, 42-47), some essential 
conditions to determine the sites to implement communal villages are: 

Fertile soil for agricultural activities; access to surface water (example: 
rivers, lakes etc.) or groundwater; an expansion zone (this refers to a 
vast land with the possibility for the expansion of the village); prox-
imity to major roads for the transport of “marketable” produce; and 
the need to connect the communal villages to the main roads through 
“feeding roads”.

Privatizations’ Decision-Making Process in Mozambique

The creation of the National Cashew Company of Mozambique (EE) 
was done in accordance with decisions taken at the 3rd Congress of FRE-
LIMO. They aimed at successfully establishing a strong state sector, through 
the domination of “key” industries, as was the case of the cashew industry. 
With the creation of the State Enterprise of Cashew, the activities of seven 
companies were “liquidated” through the integration of their employees 
and the transfer of their assets’ values to the State Company. The following 
cashew companies were nationalized by Decree 8/79 of June 30th: INCA-
BEL – Indústrias de Caju da Beira, Limitada; CAJUCA – Sociedade Industrial 
de Caju e Derivados, S.A.R.L - Caju Industrial de Moçambique, S.A.R.L; PRO-
CAJU – Produtos de Caju, Limitada; Indústria de Castanha de Caju (Manjacaze) 
Limitada; Spence & Peirce (Indústrias de Caju), S.A.R.L; and SACOOR & 
TAVARES, Limitada.

The privatizations decision-making process in Mozambique pro-
ceeded taking into account the sequence of events in 1978 related with the 
creation of the Commission to Reorganize the Cashew Industry; in 1979, with 
the extinction of the Commission to Reorganize the Cashew Industry and 
creation of the National Cashew Company of Mozambique, State Enterprise 
(E.E.), and in 1994 with appointment of a Commission to Implement the 
Privatization of the National Cashew Company of Mozambique.

Due to the low performance of the economy, registered since 1981, 
the privatization of the cashew industry and other companies occurred under 
the enterprise restructuring program. This restructuring was part of the Eco-
nomic Rehabilitation Programme. As part of the program, state intervention, 
regarding the economic component, would be “resized” in order to improve 
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the functioning of markets. The privatization of this sector, and of much of 
the economic activity, included increased participation of the private sector, 
increased quality of products and services, increased and diversification of 
supply, job creation, and incentives to foreign investment.

Citing the former Minister, Pascoal Mocumbi (Mocumbi 2013), in an 
interview published in the weekly newspaper Canal de Moçambique, referring 
to the pressure from foreign institutions regarding national policies: “As 
prime minister, I remember taking decisions, for example, that would be 
better if I was aware of how the World Bank works. You have a useful period 
to negotiate with those institutions. But there it is, how long can I survive 
without money? Because it is the money that I need to implement programs”.

Citing another high-level official at the time, Machungo (2013), in an 
interview in April 2009, spoke about the lack of independence of the country 
with respect to political decisions at national level: “there were great pres-
sures for an accelerated privatization with the threat of reducing or cutting 
off external resources”.

The World Bank (WB) forced the privatization of the cashew industry 
because it believed that the liberalization of the cashew nut marketing would 
benefit the peasant producers with the income increase and consequent 
incentive to raise the production of the nut, which did not occur. The main 
argument of the WB was the assumption that the processing industry was 
being inefficient regarding the added value of the almond/kernel, and that 
raw cashew nut exports to India accounted for the largest gains in terms of 
foreign currency against the processed product (kernel). Under these condi-
tions, it was stated that traders/exporters could pay better. The consequences 
of the liberalization of trade of raw cashew nuts were contrary to World Bank’s 
forecasts, as there were drastic reductions in prices to producers. According 
to Kanji et. al (2003), the World Bank expected to achieve the following gains 
with trade liberalization: the reduction of export tariffs on raw nuts, which 
would increase demand and competition among exporters, and the price to 
the producer; increase in the number of traders raw of cashew nut by elim-
inating trade licensing; encourage competition among traders, who would 
pay higher prices to small producers; and higher price to the producer farmer 
would increase the incentive to trade and their income.

Leite (1999) states that the trade of cashew nuts represented an 
important source of foreign currency during the 1970s, reaching around 
21.3% of total exports. According to the graphic below, Mozambique occupied 
the first place in global production of cashew nuts between 1963 and 1977, 
even supplying around 63% of the global market in 1970.
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Graphic 1: Production of cashew nuts of Mozambique as a percentage 
of global production

Source: Leite (1999).

Closure of the Border with Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe)

Another decision whose process is analyzed here is the closure of 
the border with Southern Rhodesia, now Zimbabwe on March 3rd, 1976. 
Southern Rhodesia comprises part of the territory known as the Confedera-
tion of Rhodesia whose territories were Nyasaland (now Malawi), Northern 
Rhodesia (now Zambia) and Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe). Through 
UN’s Resolution 1514 (UN 1960), Malawi and Zambia acceded to indepen-
dence. It happens that Rhodesia was kept under British domination. Ian 
Smith, Prime Minister of this territory at the time, decided to proclaim uni-
lateral independence in 1965, forming a government of the white minority. 
It was under this government that the United Nations enacted economic 
sanctions against the country, during the struggle for national liberation 
of Mozambique, Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU) and others 
nationalist movements in the Southern Africa Region, were fighting for the 
independence of their territories.

With the end of this struggle and the conquest of independence on 
June 25, 1975, Mozambique studied forms to support the Committee for the 
Liberation of Africa, and thereby Rhodesia (Zimbabwe). The closure of the 
border with Southern Rhodesia is the focus of the present approach, and 
distinct individuals were interviewed during the field work. The key issues 
regarded the reasons that led Mozambique to take the decision to close the 
border.

After Rhodesia’s unilateral declaration of independence, the United 
Nations enacted UN Resolution nr 232/1965 (UN 1965). Mozambique, follow-
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ing its principles, for example those in UN Resolution nr 234, adhered to this 
resolution imposing sanctions against that territory which implied precisely 
the closure of the border with that country. With this decision, Mozambique 
experienced severe economic difficulties. According to the interviewees, this 
decision was preceded by an analysis of the organs of the party and the 
government. It was noted that Mozambique could not be indifferent after 
having benefited from the solidarity and support of other peoples during its 
own struggle for independence.

The sanctions produced an estimated loss of 510 million US Dollars. 
Respondents say that the United Nations had pledged substantial assistance 
to alleviate the burden of sanctions; however, this promise was never ful-
filled. Merchandise and other goods that were in Mozambican ports bound 
to that territory were confiscated and traded. Such property, according to the 
respondents, was traded somewhere in Europe, where a bank account was 
opened to serve for commercial purposes. That trade yielded 40 million 
dollars, meaning those goods were mostly exported. An enigma remains to 
be solved: firstly, why did the United Nations not fulfill its promise?; and, 
secondly, what became of the 40 million USD deposited in a foreign bank 
by instruction of the Central Bank?

It is estimated that close to a hundred thousand Mozambicans lost 
their jobs as a result of sanctions. The third enigma is: how did Mozambicans 
survive such deprivation of jobs? This time deteriorated relations with that 
country, having Ian Smith’s forces carried out airstrikes against Mozambique, 
notably the Nhazonia massacre in Manica province, in August 1976, where 
Zimbabwean refugees were living. Around 1,600 citizens were slaughtered 
on August 11, 1976 and the bridge on the Pungwe River in the same province 
was destroyed. 

This was not the only massacre. There is another known massacre 
in Tete province, made by aerial bombardment which had a balance of 1,030 
fatalities on November 23, 1977. So, on one hand, the sanctions may be 
seen as a measure to adhere to the Resolution of the United Nations (UN 
1965), on the other, it can be said that it seems to have hardened the degree 
of relationship between Mozambique and Rhodesian territory, in particular 
with Ian Smith’s regime.
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Dynamics of Economic and Social Development in the 
Period 1975-1982

Samora Machel took the decision to close the border with Zimbabwe, 
but Zimbabwe’s Independence, on April 18th, 1980, brought about a peace 
spectrum. In order to better celebrate this period, which came to respond to 
the concerns of the Mozambican people, he sought to create the economic 
bases for development. It is within this context that the government prepared 
the Prospective Indicative Plan (PPI). This strategic plan intended to improve 
the standard of living of the population. Between 1977 and 1981 the coun-
try’s Global Social Product increased by 11.6%, a growth that is expressed as 
follows: the increase in Gross Agricultural Production of 8.8%; the increase 
in Gross Industrial Production of 13.7%; the increase in Gross Production 
of transport and communications of 15.4%; and the increase in Gross Pro-
duction of construction of 25% (FRELIMO 1983).

It was during this period that central planning was introduced as a 
system that was intended to regulate and drive the whole process of economic 
and social development of Mozambique. In this way, about 85% of the total 
market production was included in the centralized planning. Through the 
planning system, the Mozambican workers began to participate in the man-
agement of the economy. The state sector of the economy grew and devel-
oped during this period. From 1975 to 1977 dozens of agricultural, livestock, 
industrial, commercial, and other enterprises were recovered, after having 
been abandoned and sabotaged by the colonialists in their flight in disarray 
(FRELIMO 1983).

All empirical factors need a theoretical framework. The multifaceted 
profile of Samora Moisés Machel, regarding his way of being (leadership), 
fits the following theoretical approaches: a) Theory of personality styles; b) 
Theory of leadership styles: and c) Contingence. Machel’s image was a set of 
several characters, each of which acted depending on the context. Therefore, 
all decisions taken by him reflected, in fact, that multifaceted character. Each 
character was influential in a decision taken by him. Decisions relating to 
the nationalization, the communal villages, the distribution of weapons to 
the population (November 5, 1982 at the Independence Square in the city 
of Maputo) and the closure of the border with Southern Rhodesia reflected 
Samora Machel’s form of being.

Therefore, the leadership theories mentioned above and their conver-
gence frame perfectly Samora Machel’s profile. Samora Machel was a leader 
who exercised his leadership with a view to the good of the people, hence 
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the reason for systematic interaction with the masses in order to raise issues 
that affected the people (communicative attitude). The governance form he 
adopted was based on a centrally-planned economy (emergence of state farms, 
cooperatives, people’s shops, dynamizing groups, travel credentials etc.).

When deciding to distribute weapons to the population, it is noted 
that it was a leader’s decision, drawing guidelines to be obeyed, character-
izing an autocratic and rational leadership. The decision to nationalize the 
buildings was taken collectively by the cabinet, under the influence of Samora 
Machel, and announced by himself. The closure of the border with Southern 
Rhodesia fit democratic leadership, in which the leader debates and decides 
together with his direct collaborators.

The relationship between the leader and the people he led was clear 
and one of obedience, due to the degree of trust the people had in relation 
to Samora Machel. This aspect is visible regarding the crowds at the rallies 
he directed, where the population took the commitment to get organized 
according to the guidelines set at the level of neighborhoods (block lead-
ers, dynamizing groups) vigilant groups etc. Samora Machel was a leader 
guided by the principle of social equality. Regarding his leadership style, he 
was democratic and participatory, which is corroborated by interviews with 
Hélder Martins (2014), Sérgio Vieira (2013), Óscar Monteiro (2013) and Julio 
Carrilho (2013), since all of them share the fact that they took part in consul-
tation meetings, firstly in the party, because they were in the Politburo, the 
Party’s highest body ruling between sessions of the Central Committee, and, 
secondly, in the government, the decision executor.

The bodies consulted discussed the proposals, evaluating the pros 
and cons, and then decided. Thus, in this literature, this methodology of 
action underlies a situational leadership. Therefore, the decision on the 
nationalization of buildings characterizes Samora Machel as being a situ-
ational leader because he was in a post-independence context, but the state 
had no power on land yet, nor on the entire infrastructure generated by the 
colonial system.

The newly independent people (previously not entitled to benefit 
from the products of their labor) and the abandoned property generated 
urgency in decision-making about what to do with that infrastructure. In this 
perspective, it can be considered that Samora Machel’s leadership fits the 
Blanchard (2012) perspective of top-level leadership, that is, it is considered 
a leadership at that level where the decision-maker decides in favor of others, 
in the case of Samora Machel those “others” were the Mozambican people.
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Table 1: Comparing the Leadership of Samora  
and Theories of Leadership

Governance  
Decisions Characterization Role of the leader Theory  

of leadership

Nacionalizations State had the power 
over land, infra-
structure, buildings 
and services

Leadership at the 
higher level, unify-
ing the decisions

Situational and 
contigencial Theory

Communal Villages Provision of ser-
vices to the popula-
tion, infrastructure, 
territory planning

Debate, unifying the 
decisions

Democratic and 
participatory Lead-
ership

Distributions  
of weapons

Distribution of 
weapons to the 
population to 
defend against 
enemy aggression

Decision taken by 
the leader as com-
manding chief

Autocratic and 
rational Leadership 

Closure  
of the border

Aggression from 
South Rhodesia 
demanded the clo-
sure of the border

Debate, unifying the 
decisions

Democratic and 
participatory Lead-
ership

Massive  
participation 
 at Rallies

Communication Mobilization Charismatic Lead-
ership 

Sending students 
to the Republic 
of Cuba

Guarantee the edu-
cation and opportu-
nity to all and rep-
resentation from all 
country’s districts 
was required

Ensure national 
unity

Geo-leadership

Source: Created by the author.

Mazula (2014) says that Mozambique did not invent the nationaliza-
tions, since other countries like the US and Germany had already done that 
much earlier. And, for him, it was inconceivable that a new country would 
not have its own infrastructure. In addition, the state itself did not benefit 
from nationalization, having given everything to the people, which embodies 
the above. But for Máximo Dias (2014) the decision “was as independence’s 
mishap”, that is, he argues that nationalization should not have taken place. 
According to Carrilho (2013), the idea of nationalization was intended only 
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for buildings of cemented areas, which were inhabited by the Portuguese by 
then. However, realizing the existence in suburban areas of houses rented 
as private homes by the black population, and being Samora Machel against 
the “exploitation of man by man”, it was decided to include them as well.

In conclusion it is considered that the leadership of Samora Machel 
was democratic, participatory, charismatic, situational, and contingencial. 
This decision also fits the thought of Thucydides, quoted by Châtelet et al. 
(2000, 17), which states: “Democracy - the best of political regimes, for ensur-
ing equality and private freedoms - requires constant attention of all citizens. 
It only exists if the leaders that the people choose do not stop, ever, to calculate 
and to think about its decisions”. He further adds that, being democracy a 
“regime of freedom that leads to large enterprises, it collapses when these 
are not driven solely by the principle of intelligence, the calculator intellect 
who, not only prepares prudent strategies, but also aims to not damage or 
favor any of the constituent groups of the community”.

Thus, this decision had a positive economic impact for Mozambicans, 
as all beneficiaries now have an asset, balancing rural and urban areas, in 
spite of not everyone having been able to occupy the houses. Regarding the 
decision on the establishment of communal villages, it was intended to value 
the experience of freedoms areas and provide basic services to the population, 
creating infrastructure such as schools, hospitals, roads, and production, 
as well consumption cooperatives. In terms of organization of the territory, 
this decision, according to the literature on decision typologies, followed the 
rational and neo-rational theories, as it was preceded by a debate. From the 
discussions made, it was decided to create the CNAC, aimed at overseeing 
and implementing the strategy. So, the idea behind the creation of commu-
nal villages was to ensure the welfare of the population, the creation of basic 
infrastructure, that only existed in the city, around buildings, but not everyone 
lived in them. It was necessary to bring the infrastructure to the countryside.

Therefore, it was a delicate challenge because the population that had 
assets, such as cattle, and thought that by going to the communal villages 
these assets would be lost. On the other hand, the communal village was seen 
as an opportunity for many, it may be said that Samora had a Universalist 
vision of well-being for the entire people. Finally, regarding the decision 
to close the borders with Southern Rhodesia, the following is highlighted: 
FRELIMO, in its Bylaw and Program, approved in the first Congress in 1962, 
established as one of its duties to support the struggle of colonized peoples, 
that is, solidarity with those peoples; FRELIMO was supported by Tanzania 
and the Committee for the Liberation of Africa; the need for reciprocity to a 
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people who had previously supported  FRELIMO; UN’s Resolution 1514 of 
December 14, 1960, which determined the right to self-determination and 
independence of colonized peoples; and the Resolution 234 (UN 1965) of 
the United Nations, which imposed sanctions against Southern Rhodesia, in 
the face of the unilateral declaration of independence by the white minority, 
represented by its Prime Minister Ian Smith.

These may be the reasons that prompted this decision and the need 
to accelerate the process of independence of the black majority. The nature of 
this decision, in view of the literature, converges with the top-level decision, 
because Samora Machel and the people of Mozambique, did not benefit 
from the decision. That is to say that this decision covers the type presented 
by author Blanchard (2012), in the sense that it has combined evidence of 
rational and neo-rational types.

But the biggest disappointment is the fact that the United Nations 
promised to compensate the country for closing the border, which was never 
fulfilled. The repercussion of this process was the issue of the cashew sector, 
which was once state-owned, and was then privatized and later liberalized. 
This decision for liberalization, required by the WB and the International 
Monetary Fund, was a condition to receive funding. According to Patel (2013), 
it was not understandable that the Mozambican leadership accepted this 
demand, which implied the unemployment of 10,000 Mozambicans, and led 
to the closure of the cashew industry, which was one of the revenue sources 
for the rural population.

This decision to unemploy Mozambicans does not fit a level, since 
it is not entirely clear who were the beneficiaries from it. That is, in this 
literature there are signs of benefits to decision-makers, and signs of a low-
er-level leadership. With the industry paralyzed, producers could not meet 
the expectations created, which along with the destabilizing factor of war, led 
to the failure of the project.

Conclusion

Samora Machel’s leadership dynamics was multifaceted, with the 
main desideratum to meet the needs of the people, through the national-
izations and communal villages. Samora was the geo-leader and cultural 
leader. The Literature can conclude that Samora Machel’s leadership style 
and the features are studied by various scholars. Samora Machel played top-
level leadership that is verified by the decision of nationalization, creation 
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of communal villages, and closure of the border with Southern Rhodesia, 
from which there were no benefits, a fact revealed by the author’s experience.

In fact, he was a strategic leader for the nature of the decisions and 
their consequences. At some point Samora was a charismatic leader, in view 
of this literature and of the evidence collected where he appears in rallies 
to speak to crowds. Samora Machel can be considered a geo-leader in the 
perspective that he respected ethnic differences especially in the selection of 
guerrillas sent for training abroad, as well as in the post-independence when 
students were selected to go to Cuba, moments in which he would ensure 
representativeness of all the country’s districts. Next, the main ideological-po-
litical and economic motivations for decision-making are described, their 
origin considering the need to meet FRELIMO’s program expectations, as 
approved in 1962, that, in addition to the conquest of independence, included 
building one developed Mozambique, industrial and prosperous. The study 
considers this to be one of the reasons for those decisions.

Comparing the economic and social effects of Samora Machel’s lead-
ership’s decisions, it appears that the nationalizations were an important step 
in that it allowed Mozambicans to obtain an asset out of nowhere (indepen-
dence). However, to the national stakeholders this decision represented loss 
as they lost their livelihood sources. There are evidences that underlie the 
action of the Samora Machel leadership that all decision-making processes 
were preceded by a debate in the different organs, namely the Cabinet, the 
Political Bureau and Political Military Committee. In this respect it can be 
considered that these cases, according to this literature in this study, there 
was democratic leadership. The decisions were influenced, on one hand, by 
the process of the national liberation struggle that brought the leadership 
experience in the liberated zones, and, on the other hand, by the great expec-
tation and euphoria created by the conquest of independence after centuries 
of colonial domination. 

In the face of this study, it is recommended that a future study should: 
determine the fate of the 40 million dollars that resulted from transactions of 
confiscated property, when the borders with Southern Rhodesia were closed; 
investigate the reasons for the non-fulfillment by the United Nations of its 
promises; and know how the 100,000 Mozambicans who lost their jobs, 
due to the closure of borders, survived from the March 3, 1976, date of the 
border’s closure, to April 18, 1980, date of Zimbabwe’s independence and 
the consequent re-opening of the border.
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ABSTRACT
This article discusses the leadership and decision-making processes and it has 
Samora Machel, 1975-1986, as the reference. In the introduction, the questioning, 
motivation, and the structure of the chapters are presented. The article has a theo-
retical framework that addresses the aspects of the theory of leadership, including 
issues such as top-level leadership, situational, contingencies, group processes, and 
organizational systems. It also discusses personality traits of leadership and leader-
ship styles: charismatic leadership, transactional leadership, and transformational 
leadership. Concepts and approaches to decision making and decision-making types, 
such as model making, and the rational, bureaucratic, organized anarchy, and neo-ra-
tional models are presented. In this study, Samora Machel is seen as a charismatic 
leader, which is sustained by the massive presence of people in his rallies. He can 
also be considered as a dialoguing leader. The following are important decisions 
made by Samora Machel, which are considered in this study: the nationalization 
of buildings, the communal villages, the Prospective Indicative Plan (PPI) and the 
closure of the border with Southern Rhodesia, now Zimbabwe.
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THE WEB OF LEGAL PLURALISM  
AND TRADITIONAL AUTHORITIES  
IN MOZAMBIQUE

Jorge João Muchacona1

Introduction

Legal pluralism is seen as a theory that supports the coexistence of 
several legal systems within the same society. This is due to the existence of 
efficient legal systems, simultaneously in the same environment and space-
time. This coexistence of several legal systems in the same space and time 
has gained historical relevance due to several factors, such as the rupture of 
the Roman Empire, which resulted in the forced cultural exchange resulting 
from the barbarian invasions. Colonization also caused a situation in which 
several rules and customs of different peoples had to coexist, namely between 
colonized and colonizers. With decolonization, legal systems were created 
based on the rules of the colonizers, but with specificities and differences 
of their own. Globalization has also influenced the diversification of legal 
pluralisms, weakening the role of the state as the sole holder and creator of 
legal systems.

Legal pluralism, although it always exists in human society, is some-
times invisible to the holders of political power. Therefore, in the process of 
elaborating norms for the functioning of the State, political and administrative 
meanings of many cultures existing in the same space have been relegated to 
the background. In the Mozambican case, the traditional authority that, for a 
long time, was subordinated to colonial power, began to function in parallel 
to the legal power of the modern state until today, although it was relegated 
in the past immediately after independence, in 1975, and replaced by groups 

1	 Law Faculty, Universidade Rovuma. Nampula, Mozambique. E-mail: jorgemuchacona@gmail.com
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dynamizers, neighborhood secretaries and other structures, according to their 
alliances with the then party-state.

The first years of independence, traditional leaders were abandoned 
under the following arguments: they were puppets of the colonial regime 
chosen according to their willingness to collaborate; because they were placed 
on the basis of political confidence and their commitment to the current and 
oppressive regime, they were not original and, at that time, it was difficult 
to distinguish legitimate traditional authorities; all of them were usually 
chosen by old people against a society with a young majority; they were not 
elected, which was contrary to the popular democracy of the modern state 
under construction; they had their interests and agendas contrary to social-
ism under construction. The destruction of traditional authority created a 
conflict between modern power and so-called traditional power, which was 
only minimized with the approval of the 1990 Constitution. At that point, 
the post-colonial government would begin to recognize the role of traditional 
authorities, but with great caution and, some fundamental changes would 
happen ten years later, through the decree 15/2000, which institutionalized a 
series of local actors, although it had removed from the traditional chiefs the 
exclusivity of mediation between the state and the population at the local level.

The development of this article included a bibliographic review, con-
sultation of legislation and the search for primary information in archives on 
the subject. In this context, the work provides information on legal pluralism 
and traditional authority in Mozambique, seeking to show the space occupied 
by traditional authorities and their role in articulation with political power in 
the colonial and post-independence periods.

Legal pluralism and its identities

Sabadell (2005, 125) defines “legal pluralism as the theory that sup-
ports the coexistence of several legal systems within the same society”2. It 
is observed that when it comes to legal pluralism, it appears that it is due to 
two or more legal systems, endowed with effectiveness, existing in the same 
space-time environment, that is, legal systems that are used at the same time 
in a determined geographic space.

Legal pluralism has always existed in societies. Social dynamics has 
always produced norms or procedures for social regulation, regardless of 

2	 In the original: “o pluralismo jurídico como a teoria que sustenta a coexistência de vários 
sistemas jurídicos no seio da mesma sociedade” (Sabadell 2005, 125).
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who is drafting state laws or norms. According to Tamanaha (2007, 375), 
“legal pluralism is everywhere”3. In each social arena, the apparent plurality 
of legal orders is examined from the lowest local level to the broadest global 
level. There are several types of laws: municipal, state, district, regional, 
national, transnational and international. In addition to family laws, many 
societies have more exotic forms of law, such as customary Law, indigenous 
Law, religious Law, or Law associated with various ethnic or cultural groups 
in society. There is also an obvious increase in quasi-legal activity, from the 
private police and the judiciary to private prisons, until the continued creation 
of a new lex mercatoria, a combination of transnational commercial law that 
is almost entirely a product of private law.

What makes this pluralism worthy of attention is not only the exis-
tence of many inconsistent, coexisting or overlapping legal actors, but also 
the diversity between them. They can claim credibility; they can impose 
conflicting requirements or standards; they can have different styles and 
orientations. This potential conflict can create uncertainty or threat to individ-
uals and groups in society who cannot know in advance which legal regime 
will apply to their situation. This state of conflict also creates opportunities 
for individuals and groups in society that can opportunely choose between 
the coexisting legal bodies to achieve their goals. Furthermore, this state 
of conflict is a problem for the judicial bodies themselves, as this means 
that they have competitors. The law normally claims to govern everything to 
which it refers, but the fact of legal pluralism disputes that claim. Thus, it is 
because the law is seen as an ideological phenomenon, full of contradictions 
in constant conflict.

The Science of Law cannot overcome its own contradiction, because 
as a dogmatic “Science” it also becomes an ideology of concealment. This 
ideological character of Legal Science is linked to the assertion that it is 
committed to an illusory conception of the world that emerges from the 
concrete and antagonistic relations of the social. Law is the normative pro-
jection that instrumentalizes the ideological principles (certainty, security, 
completeness) and the forms of control of the power of a determined social 
group, (Wolkmer 2001, 151).

Law has always been seen as a set of legal rules developed by state 
agencies. However, legal sociology began to contradict this classic view. Some 
studies prove that the state is not the only source of the law in force, which 
makes it recognized that it no longer has a monopoly on creating legal norms 
that dictate life in society. Legal sociology has aroused interest in legal reality, 

3	 In the original: “o pluralismo jurídico está em toda parte” (Tamanaha 2007, 375).
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extending its object of study to other forms of regulation of social behavior 
that bind people, even though they are not official. From this point of view, 
it has been called legal pluralism or legal polycentrism, and it is a matter of 
debate to know whether there is a legal order in society or whether many 
systems of law operate in parallel, observing the existence of a multiple law. 
There may be not only contradictory legal systems (which lead to different 
solutions for the same situation), but also complementary systems, applicable 
to different situations (Sabadell 2005, 120-121).

The emergence of legal pluralism in modern societies precedes the 
Medieval State, in which pluralism (juridical-political) and monism (juridi-
cal-theological) were possible realities without a doubt and without the need 
to decide which would be more determining between them. Currently, the 
relationship between pluralism and legal monism is procedural, explained 
according to the effective degrees of modernity in society. It is clear that the 
state continues with its mission to restructure relations in society as a whole. 
However, its primacy over what is public does not give it exclusive recognition 
as a single entity to conceive normative principles, and there may be other 
actors capable of conceiving them in more integrating and generalizing ways 
in terms of legal and political achievement.

In peripheral societies, legal pluralism consists of two contradictory 
movements, one arising from secular endogenous factors that structurally 
impede and inhibit the realization of legal modernization and another that 
arises from the pressure of exogenous factors that, although autonomous, are 
collectivities that compel society to adopt new legalities. For example, law in 
colonized countries has suffered the same fate as culture in general. Thus, 
“the law as the culture of these countries, as a whole, was not the result of the 
gradual and millenary evolution of a group experience, as occurs with the law 
of the ancient peoples, such as the Greek, the Assyrian, the Germanic, the 
Celtic and the Slavic”4, (Wolkmer 2001, 333). Legal pluralism is not born as 
a negation of modernity, but as a necessary declaration of complementarity.

Legal pluralism emerges socially as a result of structural processes 
that are difficult to converge towards a legal rationalization in the modern 
terms that results from colonialism, dependence, and marginalization. We 
call this first characteristic of legal pluralism an example of pre-modernity 
in late capitalist modernization (Júnior 1997, 126-127). In the example given 

4	 In the original: “o Direito como a cultura destes países, em seu conjunto, não foi obra da 
evolução gradual e milenária de uma experiência grupal, como ocorre com o Direito dos 
povos antigos, tais como o grego, o assírio, o germânico, o celta e o eslavo” (Wolkmer 2001, 
333)
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before, in the colonies, the condition of the colonizers made everything seem 
imposed and not contracted in the day-to-day of social relations, in the late and 
constructive confrontation of divergent positions and thoughts, in short, the 
play of forces between the different segments formed from the social group.

The idea of legal pluralism, although it existed even before the forma-
tion of the modern state, was only taken up from the end of the 19th century 
and beginning of the 20th century, as a reaction to the dogma of state legal 
centralism. In the 19th century and the first decades of our century, the prob-
lem of legal pluralism was widely addressed in philosophy and law theory. It 
was then progressively suppressed by the action of a set of factors in which it 
must be distinguished: the transformations in the articulation of the modes 
of production within the central capitalist formations, which resulted in the 
increasing domination of the capitalist mode of production over the mode 
of pre-capitalist production; the consolidation of the political domination of 
the bourgeois state, namely through the progressive politicization of civil 
society; the concomitant advance of positivist jus-philosophical conceptions 
(Santos 1993, 16).

Subsequently, the theme of legal pluralism was taken up by the 
anthropology of Law. Boaventura de Sousa Santos identifies two possible 
origins for the emergence of pluralism: a colonial and a non-colonial ori-
gin. In the first case, pluralism developed in countries that were dominated 
economically and politically and where, therefore, the legal system of the 
colonizing state was in force alongside traditional law, as in the Mozambi-
can case. In the second case, the author identifies three different situations: 
the case of countries with their own culture and legal tradition, but which 
adopted European law as a way of modernizing and consolidating the power 
of the State (Turkey, Thailand and Ethiopia), and which eliminated, on the 
sociological level, traditional law; the case of countries that, after undergo-
ing a social revolution, continued to maintain traditional law, even though 
it came into conflict with revolutionary law (republics of Central Asia, of 
Islamic tradition, incorporated by the former USSR); and, finally, the case 
of indigenous or native populations that have been dominated by a metrop-
olis, but have permission, implicit or explicit, in certain areas, to maintain 
their traditional rights (indigenous peoples of North America, Oceania, etc.), 
(Santos 1993, 42-45).

Wolkmer (2001, 11) understands legal pluralism as the “multiplicity 
of manifestations or normative practices in the same socio-political space, 
interacted by conflicts or consensus, which may or may not be official and 
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have their raison d’être in material existential needs”5. Joaquim de Arruda 
Falcão (1984, 80), when carrying out an empirical study on urban conflicts 
over housing in the city of Recife, concluded that the direct cause of legal 
pluralism lies in the legality crisis that political power is going through. 
Arnaldo Vasconcelos (2006, 258), when discussing pluralism, emphasizes 
the aptitude that this doctrine has to satisfactorily address the problem of 
justice and legality.

Although sociology shows the existence of legal pluralism in today’s 
societies, for legal science itself, the existence of this pluralism presupposes 
an understanding of the concept of law. Thus, positivism denies the existence 
of legal pluralism, as it understands, among other things, that the difference 
between legal norms and social norms lies in the fact that they are imposed 
by the state, which also has a monopoly on sanctions in case of non-com-
pliance. In turn, social norms come from uses and customs and sometimes 
conflict with legal norms. As the individual is both a product and a producer 
of culture, the legal norms issued by the state are poorly understood by soci-
ety. Thus, in representative democratic regimes, it would be the mission of 
deputies to present the legal norms to the people. This conflict is due to the 
fact that in the same state several social norms can exist due, in part, to the 
existence of many cultures within the same territorial borders.

Traditional Authority

Traditional authorities are entities that incorporate and exercise power 
within their traditional political-community organization, in accordance with 
customary values and norms and with respect for the Constitution and the 
law. They receive competence, organization, control regime, responsibility 
and patrimony from the institutions of traditional power.

The term “traditional authorities” includes a group of individuals and 
institutions of political power that regulate the organization of the social pro-
duction model of traditional societies (Florêncio 1998, 2). Thus, the concept 
does not include individuals who have power or influence mainly informal in 
political power, as are the cases of diviners, rainmakers, healers and others, 
since they do not participate in the formal and institutional structure, in the 

5	 In the original: “multiplicidade de manifestações ou práticas normativas no mesmo espaço 
sociopolítico, interagidas por conflitos ou consensos, que podem ou não ser oficiais e ter sua 
razão de ser em necessidades existenciais materiais” (Wolkmer 2001, 11).
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formulation of rules and decisions about the social life of the community 
and its members. In analyzing this statement:

I agree that those we designate as “Traditional Authorities” should 
have received more respect and support from the modern state a long 
time ago […]. Being able to be privileged interlocutors for the knowl-
edge of the societies that preceded us and of which we are heirs, they 
are also holders of a symbolic capital that could well be better invested 
in the consolidation of our national unity. And in many cases, espe-
cially where the state is inoperative or almost non-existent, many or 
some of them are still the respected and considered legitimate author-
ity, with a capacity for intervention and social organization that cannot 
be neglected  or ignored (Neto 2002, 16)6.

This statement leads to the conclusion that the recognition of these 
by the state is not made by the individual, but by the institution it represents, 
that is, from the perspective of the administrative organization, the state 
recognizes the institution as “traditional authority”.

Local government and local government bodies

Local power
From an early age, it is essential to underline the consecration of 

Local Power in the Constitution of the Republic of Mozambique (Title XIV 
of the Constitution), stating that it aims to organize the participation of cit-
izens in solving the problems inherent in their community and promoting 
local development, deepening and the consolidation of democracy, within 
the framework of the unity of the Mozambican State. The constitution also 
states that Local Power is supported by the initiative and the capacity of the 
populations and works in close collaboration with citizen participation orga-
nizations (CRM 2004, Art. 271, paragraphs 1 and 2).

6	In the original: Concordo que aqueles que designamos “Autoridades Tradicionais” há 
muito deveriam ter recebido mais respeito e apoio do moderno Estado […]. Podendo ser 
interlocutores privilegiados para o conhecimento das sociedades que nos precederam e de 
que somos herdeiros, são também detentores de um capital simbólico que bem poderia ser 
melhor investido na consolidação da nossa unidade nacional. E em muitos casos, sobretudo 
lá onde o Estado é inoperante ou quase inexistente, muitos ou alguns deles são ainda a auto-
ridade respeitada e considerada legítima, detendo uma capacidade de intervenção e organi-
zação social que não pode ser desprezada nem ignorada (Neto 2002, 16).



176 The web of legal pluralism and traditional authorities in Mozambique

Brazilian Journal of African Studies | Porto Alegre | v. 5, n. 10, Jul./Dec. 2020 | p. 169-189

It is of great relevance that these principles are  established in the 
Mozambican constitution, because it is the great law that governs the entire 
functioning of the country. The way in which citizens will use and benefit 
from laws will have a lot to do with the legislation that they will regulate and 
make them enforceable. In territorial terms, the practical consequence of 
applying the principle of administrative decentralization is the recognition 
of local power and according to Art. 272, paragraph 1, of CRM 2004, local 
power includes the existence of local authorities.

Gouveia (2015) maintains that the constitutional principle that gov-
erns this sector of public administration is the principle of local autonomy, 
which also receives protection in terms of the material limits of constitutional 
review. The constitutional revision laws must respect: according to art. 292º, 
nº 1, CRM 2004, “the autonomy of local authorities”. The author adds that, 
from an institutional point of view, constitutionally defined local power is 
carried out by local authorities and also mentions that CRM has established 
a monist model of local power, which means that other types of institutions 
can not be established by law that they come from the nature of local power, 
albeit limited, because they cannot devitalize the essential organizational 
and functional nucleus reserved for these typical modalities of local power. 
He concludes that the constitutional consecration of the principle of local 
autonomy - which as a main guideline has a strong normative elasticity - 
does not fail to contemplate a political-participatory dimension, insofar as 
the country’s autarchization appears in a context of participatory democracy 
(Gouveia 2015, 613-614).

The satisfaction and participation of local communities, in the context 
mentioned above, are guaranteed at the popular level, as a way of putting 
participatory democracy into practice and also of solving local needs through 
the use of local power, but without interfering with the resulting legal lim-
itations of the Constitution of the Republic.

Local state agencies
Local state bodies have the role of representing the state at the local 

level for the administration and development of the respective territory and 
contribute to national integration and unity (CRM 2004, Art. 262).

The organization and functioning of state organs at the local level 
obey the principles of decentralization and deconcentration, without prejudice 
to the unity of action and the powers of the Government to direct. In its oper-
ation, the local organs of the state, promoting the use of available resources, 



177Jorge João Muchacona

Brazilian Journal of African Studies | Porto Alegre | v. 5, n. 10, Jul./Dec. 2020 | p. 169-189

guarantee the active participation of citizens and encourage local initiative 
in solving the problems of communities, in their performance, respect the 
attributions, competences and autonomy of local authorities. For the fulfill-
ment of its own attributions, the state guarantees its representation in each 
municipal district and the law determines the institutional mechanisms of 
articulation with the local communities, being able to delegate certain func-
tions specific to the state’s attributions (CRM 2004, Art. 263o, no 1-5).

State Power and Traditional Authority in Mozambique:  
Historical Construction

After the occupation of the territory that today is Mozambique, in a 
process that extended from 1498 until the 1890s, Portugal sought to impose 
a new administrative structure with the objective of transforming the terri-
tory conquered in its domain. This imposition was almost always in conflict, 
because it challenged pre-existing local structures and African leaders, in fear 
of losing their privileges and agendas, showed resistance.

After the military conquest and the installation of the Portuguese 
administration, regulates - later regency offices - were created, initially con-
ceived to coincide with the old kingdoms. Subsequently, according to the 
needs of the colonial administration, the regulated ones were subdivided 
into smaller and smaller ones. In the beginning, it was sought to make the 
régulo7 at the same time Mwene8, who was the territorial chief and gave his 
name to the lands (Rosário, Cafuquiza and Ivala 2011, 156).

This new administrative order created changes within the territo-
ries and made the old Mwene coincide with the new position instituted by 
the new administration and had to play a dual role: the first constituted by 
customary Law and the second based on European norms considered to be 
norms of modern power. In the past, Mwene owned the land and performed 
political-administrative and religious functions, serving as an intermediary 
between the living and the dead. But the new figure created by the colonial 
regime had been stripped of so much power and served only as an intermedi-
ary between colonial power and the population. The Mwene of the dominant 
family, if he was also a régulo, was subject to fulfilling the functions inherent 

7	 A new figure conferred by the colonial administration to play the role of Mwene destitute 
and he did not have absolute powers, he was only a mandate of the regime.

8	 Mwene was the name given to the head of the traditional community in the local language 
Emacua (meaning owner of the land), he had all the powers in the community.
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in both roles and, for this reason, his situation was very delicate. On the 
one hand, he was forced to impose the orders and decisions of the colonial 
authorities on the populations; on the other hand, he had to maintain the 
traditional ties that related him to the populations of his community and 
the norms that maintained the functioning of social life there. The régulos 
that did not play the role of Mwene were limited to fulfill the orders of the 
colonial administration and had to articulate with the Mwenes of the land 
and with the different Mwenes of the lineage families, because, otherwise, 
they could run the risk of orders that they transmitted not being respected 
by the populations (Rosário, Cafuquiza and Ivala 2011, 158).

The integration of African chiefs into local governance under a mod-
ern state modeled on European standards began with colonialism. In many 
national contexts, chiefs have been reduced to quasi-state puppets, allowing 
themselves to be used as administrative tools, weakening their traditional 
legitimacy. Thus, the institution itself could not continue to exhibit durability 
and flexibility, because, otherwise, it would not be in the interest of the state to 
instrumentalize it, if it were not for other roles assumed by chiefs of greater 
value for local populations on the periphery of the reach of the power of the 
state. For all intents and purposes, chiefs recognized as traditional authorities 
are intermediaries (Orre 2009, 4-5).

As an intermediary, there is an obvious conclusion, but one that has 
nevertheless remained hidden due to the incorrect application of a conceptual 
label: traditional authorities and modern power. Traditional authorities are 
also modern in the sense that they are recognized by the central state and, 
in many cases, lead administrative processes based on modern legal norms. 
They are not just traditional authorities whose legitimacy has been conferred 
by tradition or custom. They also enjoy the legitimacy that is granted to them 
by the people as intermediaries recognized by the state and, therefore, in 
Weberian terms - of the rational legal authority that administrative instru-
mentalization confers on them. What may interest us is to realize that the 
legitimacy of these authorities in this period of colonial domination has often 
been guaranteed by the state, a situation that continues to this day.

The modern colonial administration in Mozambique gradually 
imposed a unique view of history, in which modern science and bureau-
cracy came to have a character to explain and organize the world. This colo-
nial intervention brought with it new conflicts that marked the relationship 
between different experiences, knowledge and cultures. 
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The relations between colonial authority and other sources of polit-
ical power, not being symmetrical - because they are marked by an 
unequal power relationship -, point, in fact, to the presence of mutual 
dialogues, interferences and appropriations, which marked and struc-
tured the specificity of contemporary Mozambique. [...] The striking 
trend of the colonial period sought to build an administrative struc-
ture that ideologically justified colonial intervention in Mozambique 
(Meneses 2009, 11-13)9.

Similar to what happened in other African colonies, the divisions 
established by the Portuguese colonizers were based not only on what existed, 
but also on the interests of domination and economic exploitation, having 
been configured according to these. Larger chiefs, for example, were divided 
so as to be less threatening, chiefs less willing to collaborate were removed or 
killed and replaced by more malleable ones. “Also like other places, traditional 
authorities sought to balance the demands of the colonial government with 
the need to maintain legitimacy in the community, finding forms of passive 
or active resistance”10 (Araújo 2010, 5).

From 1975, with the end of the colonial state, the construction of a 
new state was observed in a socialist model in Mozambique, which was not 
identified by the traditional authorities. It is clear that, above all, after the III 
FRELIMO Congress (Mozambique Liberation Front), held in February 1977 
and established as a vanguard party, adopting for this purpose the ideological 
references of Marxism-Leninism, the party’s political guidelines regarding 
the participation of traditional authorities in the political arena in rural areas 
of the country has changed drastically, becoming very radical in this regard. 
The party accused the traditional authorities of having collaborated with the 
colonial regime and, therefore, a dissatisfied group with the independence 
achieved (Lourenço 2009, 19).

However, even with changes in relation to the traditional authorities, 
it did not remove their legitimacy from the populations. Specifically, this 
political crisis, which corresponds to FRELIMO crisis of legitimacy, reflects 

9	In the original: As relações entre a autoridade colonial e as outras fontes de poder político, 
não sendo simétricas - porque marcadas por uma relação de poder desigual -, apontam, de 
fato, para a presença de diálogos mútuos, interferências e apropriações, que marcaram e 
estruturaram a especificidade do Moçambique contemporâneo. [...] A tendência marcante do 
período colonial procurou construir uma estrutura administrativa que justificasse ideologi-
camente a intervenção colonial em Moçambique (Meneses 2009, 11-13).

10	 In the original: “Também à semelhança de outros lugares, as autoridades tradicionais pro-
curaram equilibrar as exigências do governo colonial com a necessidade de manter a legitimi-
dade na comunidade, encontrando formas de resistência passiva ou ativa” (Araújo 2010, 5).
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the implicit recognition that the homogenization of the political game in rural 
areas had not made the social position and political legitimacy of traditional 
authorities disappear for its population - as carriers of social knowledge and 
rituals about local traditions and as carriers of political relations established 
within these rural communities.

Some authors such as Newitt (1997), Geffray (1991), Lundin (2002) 
and others, approach that this posture imposed by FRELİMO made the tra-
ditional authorities seek to ally themselves with other actors to continue to 
exercise their functions “[...] the traditional authorities survived, maintained 
their legitimacy and came to fill a void so often left by the state, often working 
together with popular courts and even with the dynamic groups and finding 
in RENAMO (Mozambican National Resistance) an alternative to the recovery 
of their prestige”11 (Araújo 2010, 18). While the ruling party “rejected” the 
traditional authorities, RENAMO tried to accommodate them (José 2005, 17).

There are reports that during the period of the civil war both REN-
AMO and FRELİMO soldiers turned to traditional institutions to exercise 
their religious power, recognize their problems and the need to protect them-
selves against the enemy. Thus, it is possible to verify their importance for 
the sovereignty of the state that rejected them. However, RENAMO had dis-
covered that the once respected traditional authorities of rural communities 
spread across Mozambique were often pre-available for this new military 
revolt against FRELİMO, which had marginalized  and committed a series 
of political, cultural and social abuses on them (Lourenço 2009, 4).

Meanwhile, Geffray (1991) considered the post-independence 
Mozambican state to be an authoritarian, alien (deeply alienating) political 
force and unable to understand the social, ritual and cultural customs of its 
rural constituents. FRELİMO did not know how to take advantage of tradi-
tional power to establish itself in peace. For the marginalized traditional elites, 
the civil war induced by RENAMO was expressed as a political opportunity 
to recover the basic right to the free exercise of social life, here interpreted 
as a resumption of traditional culture and institutions against FRELİMO’s 
modernizing policies.

On the one hand, regarding the explicit political reference made at 
the VI FRELIMO Congress (1991) in the sense of valuing the socio-cultural 

11	 In the original: “[...] as autoridades tradicionais sobreviveram, mantiveram a legitimi-
dade e vieram a colmatar um vazio tantas vezes deixado pelo Estado, trabalhando frequen-
temente junto aos tribunais populares e até com os grupos dinamizadores e encontrando 
na RENAMO (Resistência Nacional Moçambicana) uma alternativa à recuperação do seu 
prestígio” (Araújo 2010, 18).
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management that traditional authorities exercised with rural communities, 
and on the other, the multiplicity of political-legal diplomas that the power 
formal legislation in the following years, with the objective of institutional-
izing openness to the political game to the various agents - traditional or not 
- formal and constitutional recognition would take place years later, within the 
scope of the administrative decentralization process, with the tacit decree-law 
nº 15/2000, and with the consequent constitutional review of 2004 (Lou-
renço 2009, 19). Decree 15/2000 of June 20, which establishes the forms of 
articulation between local state bodies and community authorities, underlines 
in its introduction: “Within the scope of the process of administrative decen-
tralization, enhancement of the social organization of local communities and 
improvement of conditions of their participation in public administration for 
the country’s socioeconomic and cultural development, it becomes necessary 
to establish the forms of articulation”12 (Forquilha 2009, 1).

Traditional authorities are called upon to fulfill a dual role in rela-
tion to these state bodies and rural populations. In a way, they have to act 
as representatives of both sides, or rather, as intermediaries. On the other 
hand, the state requires the services of traditional authorities, recognizing 
their difficulty in reaching rural populations with their bureaucracy, and has 
set up for the administrative instrumentalization of traditional authorities, 
recognized as community authorities under the law (Orre 2009).

Gradually, both FRELIMO and RENAMO sought more support 
during the electoral processes with the traditional authorities. Both political 
parties and traditional authorities took administrative control only as a means 
of exercising political control. For the large Mozambican parties - RENAMO 
and FRELİMO - the traditional authorities were and continue to be perceived 
as extensions of the state, in order to increase their administrative competence 
and their presence at the local level (Meneses 2009, 31).

In another point of view, Forquilha (2009, 13) makes the following 
conclusion: the electoral campaign for the 2004 general elections was marked 
by an active participation of the community authorities, that is, of the tradi-
tional chiefs, with whom the presidential candidates, each in his own way, 
sought to establish alliances. The presence of traditional chiefs at all rallies 
of the ruling party candidate was visible. On the RENAMO side, it was also 
possible to see a certain rapprochement between the presidential candidate 

12		 In the original: “No âmbito do processo da descentralização administrativa, valorização 
da organização social das comunidades locais e aperfeiçoamento das condições da sua parti-
cipação na administração pública para o desenvolvimento socioeconômico e cultural do país, 
torna-se necessário estabelecer as formas de articulação” (Forquilha 2009, 1).
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and some traditional chiefs. In a context marked by political pluralism and 
political competition, the institution of traditional leaders emerges as an 
important political resource, capable of being mobilized by parties and tra-
ditional leaders themselves.

Traditional Authority and Local Governance,  
before and after Decree 15/2000

With the conquest of independence in 1975, in view of the need to 
rapidly expand the presence of the government throughout the territory, 
FRELIMO did not seek to restore the local administrative apparatus using 
the old structures. Instead, it established new structures drawn from mass 
popular organizations, with an emphasis on dynamic groups, neighborhood 
secretaries, secret police officers (National Popular Security Service - SNASP, 
in portuguese) and other structures that suited them, given their political 
confidence, ignoring the legitimacy of traditional leaders who enjoyed a lot 
of trust in their communities.

The government that emerged from the independence process, in 
theory, did not want to identify with any of the colonial practices in the con-
struction of the new state. He tried to pretend that he could break away from 
the colonial structures that traditional authorities would be part of. FRELIMO 
considered the traditional authorities to be obscurantists and exploiters of 
the people, who collected taxes in the name of the colonial regime, imposed 
mandatory harvests and recruited men to carry out forced labor on large 
plantations. For FRELIMO leaders at the time, it was the role of traditional 
authorities, as intermediaries, to oppress populations, so it was necessary 
to break with them.

Art. 4 of the Constitution of the People’s Republic of Mozambique, 
1975, defines as fundamental objectives the elimination of oppressive colonial 
and traditional structures and the underlying mentalities, the extension and 
reinforcement of democratic popular power, the building of an independent 
economy and the promotion of cultural and social progress, and the building 
of popular democracy and the construction of the material and ideological 
bases of socialist society.

After a decade of political advancement in the guerrillas to expel 
Portuguese colonists, from 1977 onwards FRELİMO’s leadership came to 
portray traditional authorities as corrupt political opportunists who had hon-
ored their administrative role as tax controllers, recruiters of labor and local 
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policing agents in the Portuguese colonial political structure (Lourenço 2009, 
3). This break with traditional leaders was an element that the FRELIMO 
Government sought to implement a new structure from top to bottom in 
rural areas with the project of socializing the countryside. “In these terms, 
the traditional authorities by decree are replaced by local Party Committees, 
the dynamic groups”13 (Lalá 2003, 4).

The new government was unable to distinguish the role of the tra-
ditional chief and that of the régulo, as the two concepts are different. But 
this function sometimes falls on the same individual. The role played by the 
first is that of community management and it is invested in the election of 
the community based on customary Law. On the other hand, régulo should 
serve as an instrument of the colonizer. If these elements were taken into 
account before making the decision, the relationship between the state and 
these leaders would not be disturbing and care would be taken to verify who 
actually collaborated with the colonial authorities.

FRELIMO, by dethroning all traditional authority, eliminated one 
of the sources of legitimacy and the condemnation of religious worship and 
superstition made traditional ceremonies illegal and, on the surface, this 
seemed to break the links also with the other source of legitimacy. However, 
for the population, the legitimacy of the régulo’s role as a bearer of knowledge 
about local traditions does not disappear. This legitimacy continues with a 
strong current in all population groups (Abrahamsson and Nilsson 1994, 
256). But in its place, dynamic groups (DGs) were created, which constituted 
the administrative organization of the neighborhoods. “The DGs created 
after independence in order to mobilize the population to support the new 
government’s policy undoubtedly performed administrative functions. In 
many areas DGs have created a new legal system”14 (Newitt 1997, 467).

Lalá (2003, 5) argues that the application of the population recovery 
process, the almost inexistence of services provided by the state and the 
appreciation of traditional structures, eroded FRELIMO’s social reach. The 
marginalization of traditional authority led the local population to disinterest 
in the communal village program, so that when it was found that RENAMO’s 
war bands were in the region, entire sectors of the population, often led 
by the lineage chiefs, left villages moving to areas protected by RENAMO 
(Newitt 1997, 188).

13	 In the original: “Nestes termos as autoridades tradicionais por decreto são substituídas 
por Comitês locais do Partido, os grupos dinamizadores” (Lalá 2003, 4).

14	 In the original: “Os GDs criados após a independência com intuito de mobilizar a popu-
lação para apoiar a política do novo governo desempenharam, sem dúvida, funções adminis-
trativas. Em muitas zonas os GDs fizeram um novo sistema legal” (Newitt 1997, 467).
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The political transformations in Mozambique from 1984 to 1990, 
in addition to the economic and social ones that reduced the centralism of 
the state, were also registered in the legal-constitutional framework marked 
with the approval of a new constitution in 1990 for the country. The possi-
bility is introduced for the various actors to participate in political life and 
multipartyism. Neoliberal reforms were introduced to guarantee the granting 
of emergency aid due to hunger, and the aim was to end the war of destabi-
lization, sparked by RENAMO with the support of South Africa, negotiate 
debt rescheduling and access to new credits and break through diplomatic 
isolation with Western countries (Matsinhe 2011, 34).

The rise of democracy in Mozambique has strengthened traditional 
authorities. Mozambique needed to break diplomatic isolation to get closer 
to influential countries like the USA, the European Economic Community 
(EEC) - today’s European Union (EU) - subscribing to the Lomé treaty15. Giving 
up respecting traditional authorities was part of the demands of donors who 
defended more civil liberties as guarantees of the desired approach. “The 
approach to the West would allow the country to receive help to face the eco-
nomic crisis, the war, (...) and to receive foreign direct private investments”16 
(Abrahamsson and Nilsson 1994, 18).

The FRELIMO Government’s relationship with the Traditional 
Authorities has changed significantly, from a formal point of view, since the 
5th FRELIMO congress in 1987. At that time, relations between the state and 
the previously divergent traditional authorities experienced a new reality and 
the FRELIMO’s government began to realize the real importance of these 
traditional structures for the capitalization of the population’s discontent in 
rural areas (Florêncio 1998).

Decree 15/2000 institutionalizes a considerable group of local actors 
and removes from the traditional chiefs the exclusive mediation between 
the state and the populations at the local level, since within the community 
authorities there are at least three different categories of actors: chiefs tradi-
tional, secretaries of neighborhoods or villages and other leaders legitimized 
as such by the respective communities or social group. This decree does not 
bring new elements, because its interest was to recover or legitimize the 
traditional leaderships that were previously marginalized in the local gover-

15		 The Yaoundé and Lomé Conventions as the first cooperation agreements between the 
European and African continents. Center for Studies on Africa, Asia and Latin America, 
Lisbon. 2015.

16	 In the original: “A aproximação ao ocidente permitiria ao país receber ajuda para enfren-
tar a crise econômica, a guerra, [...] e receber investimentos privados estrangeiros diretos” 
(Abrahamsson e Nilsson 1994, 18).
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nance process, but it brings a new party political element for FRELIMO, as 
a party in power, as Orre says (2009, 8).

According to Forquilha (2009), with regard to traditional authorities, 
the law provides for their inclusion in the local administration process. In 
effect, Art. 8 establishes that the Ministry, which oversees the local admin-
istration in the civil service, will coordinate the policies of the framework of 
the traditional authorities and other forms of community organization by the 
municipal districts. In this way, the law aims to establish the mechanisms 
for their participation in the choice and implementation of policies aimed 
at satisfying the specific interests of the populations covered. For the author, 
it can be considered that Law 3/94 recognizes and formalizes the role of 
traditional authorities, within the scope of the decentralization reforms of 
the time. With these legal provisions, traditional leaders are called upon to 
fill a place in local governance and must act as representatives of the state 
in their communities.

According to Art. 118 of the CRM (2004), referring to the traditional 
authority in paragraph 1, it states that the state recognizes and values ​​the 
traditional authority legitimized by the populations and according to cus-
tomary Law and in paragraph 2, it stresses that the state defines the rela-
tionship of the traditional authority with the other institutions and frames 
their participation in the economic, social and cultural life of the country, 
under the terms of the law. For Orre (2009, 9), in a way, they have to act as 
representatives of both sides, or rather, as intermediaries. On the one hand, 
the state requires the services of traditional authorities, recognizing their 
difficulty in reaching rural populations with their bureaucracy, and has set up 
a system for the administrative instrumentalization of traditional authorities, 
recognized as community authorities under the terms of the Law. On the 
other hand, the state needs to treat traditional authorities as representatives 
of local populations, since other institutions of rural representation before 
the local government are fragile and non-existent.

Conclusion

The genesis of traditional authorities in Mozambique is embedded 
in the history of effective occupation and colonial administration that trans-
formed the leaders of pre-existing political institutions, then with absolute 
powers, into simple figures on whom the so-called modern orders would be 
imposed. To this end, the colonial regime intended to take its legal norms to 
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the population and facilitate the understanding of local habits and customs, 
in order to better manage them. Local authorities have become traditional 
in the face of the new colonial governance structure that was thought to be 
modern.

The national liberation struggle carried out by Mozambicans, led by 
FRELIMO, led to the achievement of national independence in 1975. This 
independence was preceded by the transfer of political power to the new 
Mozambican elite, which had received its ideological formation during the 
colonial regime. It was this elite that prevented the return of political power 
to traditional authorities who felt marginalized. These were considered col-
laborators of the colonial regime, and their framing in the revolutionary and 
socialist state under construction was not debated. For the new political elite, 
traditional authorities were obscurantists and exploiters of the people, who 
collected taxes in the name of the colonial regime, who imposed mandatory 
harvests and recruited men to carry out forced labor on large plantations. 
For this reason, they were not an example for the Mozambican people and, 
in their place, dynamic groups (DGs) were created with powers parallel to 
those of the administrators and the heads of the neighborhoods.

In short, the first Mozambican constitution ignored legal pluralism 
based on the unity of constitutional and judicial rules, as well as a one-party 
regime based on centralized administrative management. Traditional author-
ities, once marginalized, found refuge in RENAMO, a rebel movement that 
led the 16-year war in Mozambique, and became a political party after the 
1992 general peace agreements, accommodated by the opening of the 1990 
constitution. This constitution started the process of liberal democracy in 
Mozambique, opening space for the creation of social movements indepen-
dent of the party link and, later, through the decree 15/2000, the traditional 
authorities were allowed to exercise their power as a collaborative part of 
implementation of state administrative policies with other community struc-
tures. However, the two normative orders do not work in parallel. Customary 
Law is always subject to positive formal norms, because its materialization 
cannot contradict that of the latter. However, legal plurality is often over-
shadowed by not being legally effective, as traditional norms are not brought 
together in any written code that is not based solely on the interpretation of 
traditional chiefs.
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ABSTRACT
This article discusses legal pluralism and traditional authorities in Mozambique, 
their origin and operationalization, in relation to the customary norms linked to 
traditional authorities. It also seeks to analyze the origin of traditional authorities, 
their legitimacy and their framing in the various governance subsystems, from the 
colonial period to the present day. Traditional authorities, despite their usefulness, 
were often relegated to the background and rescued according to the needs of current 
government structures. Its existence has always depended on its importance for the 
community and in places where the materialization of state power was deficient. In 
this sense, three main moments of conflict between the traditional authorities and 
the administrative power of the state are identified: 1) the colonial period, when the 
traditional authorities are seen as an alternative to the materialization of the colo-
nizer’s objectives; 2) the post-independence period, marked by the conflict between 
traditional authorities and the Revolutionary State that decided to implement new 
structures at the local level; and 3) after decree 15/2000 that reestablishes the role 
of traditional authorities and, in addition, recognizes other actors as collaborators 
and facilitators in the implementation of state projects at the community level. The 
customary norms have always been considered subject to the formal norms imposed 
by the state, for this reason they are not binding and their interpretation is subject 
to the community that understands it.
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PROTECTION REGIME FOR ASYLUM  
APPLICANTS AND REFUGEES IN LAW 
10/15 OF JUNE 17, LAW ON THE RIGHT  
OF ASYLUM AND THE REFUGEE STATUS  
IN ANGOLA

Avelino Chico1

Introduction

Law 10/15 of June 17, the Law on the Right to Asylum and the Sta-
tus of Refugees in Angola, was approved in a context of peace and political, 
economic, and social stability. The law came into force at a time when the 
number of refugees and asylum seekers in the country was growing. Polit-
ical instability, war, and ethnic violence in neighboring countries such as 
the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) led to the flight of nationals of 
that country to Angola. In 2016, more than 40,000 Congolese refugees 
fled ethnic atrocities in Kasai and Central Kasai provinces to seek protection 
in Angola, joining others who were already welcomed in the country. The 
majority came from the Republic of theCongo, Rwanda, Burundi, the Ivory 
Coast, Sierra Leone, the Central African Republic, and Liberia. The reception 
of these individuals was, and still is, supported by the Angolan Constitution 
(CRA), which guarantees every foreign citizen or stateless person the right 
to asylum (CRA, art. 71).

To guarantee this constitutional right, the need to incorporate it into 
the national legal system arose, with Law 10/15 of June 17 being the result of 
this work. The law comprises four chapters totaling sixty-three articles. Law 
8/90 of May 26, the Refugee Status Law, predates Law 10/15 and was adopted 

1	 Universidade Católica de Angola. Luanda, Angola. E-mail: avelinochc621@gmail.com
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in 1990 in the context of the civil war. Law 8/90 did not contemplate the 
reality of “environmental refugees”; that is, people who left their traditional 
habitat as a result of a natural disaster. Nor did it respond to the drama of 
individuals who were forced to leave their place of origin because of their 
sexual orientation. Therefore, it was inadequate to the challenges that the 
country and the world faced after the armed conflict. Thus, the previous law 
was repealed and Law 10/15 was passed. In addition to being a supposed 
constitutional law, Law 10/15 derives from international agreements to which 
Angola is a party, namely the 1951 Geneva Convention — on refugee status 
— its additional protocol, the 1967 New York Protocol, and the 1969 African 
Convention regulating the specific aspects of refugee problems in Africa. 

Throughout this article we intend to identify the aspects relating to 
the protection of asylum seekers and refugees who fall under Law 10/15. Law 
10/15 presents itself as a regime that evokes the political, economic, social, and 
cultural rights of asylum seekers and refugees in Angola. The law also recalls 
their duties and obligations. As a first step, we will present an overview of the 
situation of asylum seekers and refugees in Angola. We will then move on 
to a brief and critical analysis of Law 10/15. In the last section, we will review 
the main issues regarding the protection of asylum seekers and refugees in 
Angolan legislation. To address these issues in detail and rigorously, we will 
use a methodology of document review in conjunction with the application 
of the participant observation technique and in-depth interview. Both are part 
of the qualitative methodology. The interviews were conducted from June to 
July 2018 with Angolan experts on asylum and refuge (Table 1). To preserve 
their identity, we have simplified their names.

Table 1: Experts interviewed for this work

Name Work Environment Interview Date

EC Social Worker 26/06/2018

BM Lawyer 10/07/2018

DS Lawyer 08/06/2018

L Refugee/Salesperson 28/06/2018

PZ Lawyer 08/06/2018

Source: Made by the Author.



193Avelino Chico

Brazilian Journal of African Studies | Porto Alegre | v. 5, n. 10, Jul./Dec. 2020 | p. 191-213

Situation of asylum seekers and refugees in Angola

The tradition of welcoming asylum seekers and refugees is not so recent 
in the Angolan panorama. During the civil war that ravaged Angola between 
1975 and 2002, the country welcomed a total of 92,200 refugees from neigh-
boring nations (United States Department of State 1985, 15). These were from 
Namibia (70,000), the DRC, at the time Zaïre (13,200), and South Africa (9,000) 
(United States Department of State 1985, 15). Congolese refugees were leaving 
the country because of political violence, corruption, and  human rights viola-
tions led by President Mobutu Sese Seko (Chazal 2016, 57). Among the refugees 
were the Katangese soldiers who fought for the independence of the Congolese 
region of Katanga. The Namibian refugees, including soldiers from the SWAPO 
movement fighting for independence from Namibia (Doria 2002, 20), as well as 
South African refugees were fleeing the atrocities of the apartheid regime (Cob-
ban 2007, 8). Like South Africa, Namibia was not exempt from the brutality of 
the apartheid regime. SWAPO supporters were among the most persecuted and 
tortured by the South African racial regime (Nghidinwa 2008, 83).

However, the numbers of asylum seekers and refugees that Angola was 
hosting were insignificant, as the country did not offer security to these indi-
viduals. In fact, at that time the Angolans themselves were forced to leave the 
country in search of protection. Among the closest nations that welcomed the 
more than 500,000 Angolan refugees are: the DRC, the Republic of the Congo, 
Zambia, and Namibia (Péclard 2012, 150). These countries, especially the first 
three, had already played a leading role in Angola’s war of independence by host-
ing the first military and guerrilla bases of the national liberation movements 
that fought against Portuguese colonial rule (Vega 2013, 75). However, Angolan 
asylum seekers and refugees also went as far as Europe and America (Table 2).

Table 2: Angolan refugees and asylum seekers (1995-2000)

Country Residents Asylum Seekers Refugees Total

Germany – – – 7.362

Austria 183 20 9 212

Belgium 3.216 50 132 3.398

Denmark 53 3 – 56

Finnland 319 60 379
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Country Residents Asylum Seekers Refugees Total

Greece 3 – – 3

Netherlands 116.819 55 116.874

Italy 1.631 – – 1.631

Latvia 1 1 – 2

Lithuania – 3 – 3

Malta 4 – –- 4

Norway 313 21 – 334

Portugal 32.728 – 32.728

United Kingdom 4.000 6.979 – 10.979

Sweden 661 19 – 680

Switzerland 2.439 130 1.820 4.389

USA 1.137 289 129 1.555

Source: Made by the Author based on Tinajero (2010, 87).

After the civil war, which culminated in 2002, Angola began to 
receive refugees and asylum seekers on a large scale (Table 3). The issue of 
granting asylum and refugee status, which was dormant, is once again on 
the State’s political agenda. In other words, according to lawyer PZ, “after 
adhering to international conventions, on June 23, 1981, the first national 
law regulating refugee status in Angola was passed in 1990”. This refers to 
Law 8/90 of May 26, and afterward to Law 10/15 of June 17. Both legislations 
express the Angolan State’s concern to answer the question of asylum seekers 
and refugees that the country was beginning to receive. The political instabil-
ity in neighboring countries and in others was the basis for this collective’s 
flight to Angola. In 2013, Angola welcomed 23,783 refugees and 30,143 asy-
lum seekers (UNHCR 2015). Over the years, these numbers have increased. 
The largest group of refugees comes from the DRC with 35,345 individuals. 
Others come from the Ivory Coast (4,183), Guinea Conakry (4,562), Rwanda 
(458), Somalia (1,353), Sudan (1,555), Mauritania (2,257), Liberia (184), Sierra 
Leone (446), the Congo (241), and Sudan (281). The country also welcomes 
refugees from Burundi, Mali, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Guinea Bissau, Equatorial 
Guinea, Syria, and Zambia.
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Table 3: First waves of asylum seekers and refugees in Angola

2007 2008 2009 2010

Asylum seekers 3.515 3.936 3.034 5.568

Refugees 12.343 10.537 10.696 10.618

Source: Made by the Author based on Milagres and Lutina (2018, 97-105).

As political tension in the DRC, especially in the provinces of Kasai 
and Central Kasai, intensified between 2015 and 2016, some 40,000 refugees 
crossed Angola’s borders. Among these were women and children who made 
up to 75% of the group. These refugees were based in the Lóvua camp, located 
in Lunda Norte province. Among the difficulties they faced, and continue to 
face, were the problem of basic sanitation, the lack of a medical post, ade-
quate food for the children, and their educational insertion. Given the poor 
conditions the camp was facing, and other adverse situations, in 2019 many 
were calling for a return to the DRC. By February 2020, more than 14,000 
refugees had returned to the Congo, supported by the Voluntary Return 
Program (UN News 2019). A similar situation is experienced by Rwandan, 
Liberian, and Sierra Leonean refugees, whose status is in the final stages. In 
addition to the voluntary return, this group is contemplating the passage to 
the general regime of foreigners to those who wish to settle in Angola. But 
since that decision was made, no significant progress has been made. Thus, 
Angola welcomes 95,600 refugees and asylum seekers (UNHCR 2020). To 
this figure must be added the 22,000 Congolese refugees who are still in the 
Lóvua camp (UNHCR 2019).

Unlike the ‘confined’ refugees in Lóvua camp, the reception sys-
tem for asylum seekers and refugees happens “out of camp”. Law 8/90 of 
May 26 endorsed this paradigm. However, the new law, Law 10/15 of June 
17, as we will see later, does the opposite. The legislator contemplates the 
creation of a Reception Center for Refugees and Asylum Seekers (CARRA) 
(art. 13). CARRA is a kind of “cloistered camp” where the right to mobility 
and economic and social independence of asylum seekers and refugees are 
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systematically vulnerable2. Uganda, the African country that hosts the largest 
number of refugees on the continent, around 1.4 million (UNHCR 2020), 
profiles itself as a leader in the adoption of the “out-of-camp”3 system. Thanks 
to this, it has achieved significant results in integrating these individuals. 
Uganda grants portions of land to the refugee population so that they can 
work and support themselves economically and socially (Kaiser 2006, 599). 
This paradigm or approach allows for the integration of refugees and facili-
tates their coexistence with the local population.

However, in practical terms, Angola continues to apply the “out of 
camp” method, since CARRA has not yet been created. As a result, 95% of 
refugees and asylum seekers live in their own homes or their families’ in 
urban areas (Soares 2015, 299). At the global level, about 60% of the cur-
rent 26 million refugees live in urban areas and 73% sought protection in a 
neighboring country (UNHCR 2020). Unlike other realities, where refugees 
settle in several cities in the country, Angola is concentrated in Luanda. Some 
73% of refugees and asylum seekers are “entrenched” in the capital city. This 
scenario extends to nationals who also prefer to settle in Luanda: the latest 
census indicates that Luanda province has 6,945,386 inhabitants (INE 2016, 
32). This figure corresponds to 27% of Angola’s total population. The reasons 

2	 In the era of Covid-19, settlement camps can become foci for the spread of the virus. That 
is why, on April 2, 2020, 20 positive cases of Covid-19 were diagnosed among Syrian refu-
gees settled in the Ritsona camp in Greece. The hygiene conditions, lack of sanitation and 
social distance, as well as overcrowding are among the causes of the infections. In Angola, 
the Lóvua refugee camp also calls for basic services, health care, hygiene, and adequate food 
for children. The agglomeration is another difficulty the camp faces. For this reason, the 
UNHCR has just created the conditions in the camp so that the refugees can observe the 
quarantine, keep the proper distances and thus prevent Covid-19 from taking over the settle-
ment. It is also training community workers to prevent and screen cases that may arise in 
the camp. At the government level, more forceful measures have been taken that extend to 
the entire population living in Angola. First, by means of a Provisional Presidential Decree 
1/20 of March 18, all borders were closed, school activities suspended, and travel between 
provinces and interprovincials prohibited. Second, the Presidential Decree 81/20 of March 
25 reinforces these measures, since in its first article it declares a State of Emergency. With 
this decision, the confinement of the entire population is approved. Staying at home is on the 
agenda. Finally, to ease social and economic constraints, by Presidential Decree 142/20 of 
May 25, a situation of public calamity was declared throughout the country. This legislation, 
which is in force until now, allows the reopening of shops, bars and restaurants and street 
sales on Mondays, Tuesdays, and Saturdays. Moreover, with the exception of Luanda and the 
municipality of Cazengo (Province of Kwanza Norte), which are under sanitary isolation, 
interprovincial mobility for commercial purposes is already allowed. 

3	 Em Uganda, a população refugiada foi-se sediando não só na cidade de Kampala, mas tam-
bém em Arua, Kyaka II, Kyriandongo, Kyangwali, Moyo, Nakivale, Oruchinga, Rwamanja, 
Yumbe e Adjumani. 
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for choosing Luanda are obvious: (i) Luanda offers a better context of respect 
to constitutional freedoms; (ii) the services refugees and asylum seekers need 
are carried out in Luanda; (iii) civil society organizations dedicated to asylum 
and refuge issues have their headquarters in Luanda; (iv) work opportunities 
are in Luanda; (v) diplomatic services, including the coordination of refugees, 
operate in Luanda, in the Bairro Popular. The contact maintained with the 
state authorities is best done in Luanda.

We have already alluded to the fact that most asylum seekers and 
refugees settle in the informal sector. Although they enjoy the same rights 
as nationals in accessing work, in practice there are many obstacles to exer-
cising this right. One of them has to do with language, prejudice, and dis-
crimination. There are refugees who take more than twenty years in Angola 
and cannot find a formal job. The refugee card also shows them little help. 
On the contrary, it serves to discriminate against them. As lawyer DS posits: 

There are many refugees with abilities; however, circumstances do 
not allow them. In fact, we have had doctors and other highly quali-
fied refugees who would have contributed to the growth of the coun-
try’s economy. The difficulty lies in giving them the opportunity to get 
involved in the formal sector. The refugee card does not help them 
much when it comes to accessing the labor market. They never tire 
of looking for work. Among them are those who have completed uni-
versity education, doctors, and economists. But they don’t find any 
opportunities.

As a consequence, most asylum seekers and refugees are concen-
trated in the informal sector (Table 4). The presence of refugees, especially 
immigrants from West Africa, has led to a proliferation of canteens. They are 
similar to the so-called “empas” (people’s stores), which in the 1980s were 
scattered in the country’s main cities and municipalities. These stores were 
controlled by the state and sold the products of the basic basket (Tvedten 
1997, 73). However, they disappeared after the Bicesse peace agreements 
(1991)4. Nevertheless, as the flow of migrants to Angola increased, the can-
teens reappeared. Many Angolans, especially women, also seek to support 

4	 These agreements were signed in Portugal, in the village of Bicesse, between the Angolan 
government, led by the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA), and the 
National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA). Sixteen years had passed 
since the beginning of the civil war, so these agreements represented a huge gain. Neverthe-
less, a year later, Angola plunged back into a bloody civil war that culminated in 2002. For 
more information on the Bicesse agreements, read: Issau Agostinho. 2018. “Angola: forma-
tion and democratization of the state”. Rome: Edizioni Nuova Cultura; Fernando Emídio. 
2012. “Jonas Savimbi: on the wrong side of history”. Alfragide: Don Quixote Publications.
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their families in the informal sector. This is not only generating competition, 
but also rivalry. The strategies that native “zungueiras” use to frighten away 
or marginalize their foreign rivals consist of: (i) arguing with them, with 
no reason to do so; (ii) asking them to raise the prices of their products and 
goods; (iii) encouraging them to seek another space where they can sell; (iv) 
and expelling them from the markets or place of sale. The Angolan State does 
little or nothing to avoid these situations. In reality, its greatest pretension 
is to put an end to the “zunga”; that is, the street sales (Chico 2019, 234).

Table 4: Main activities performed by refugees

Activity Characterization

Canteen Food sales & school kit

Beauty salon Aesthetic and haircut “Clinics”

Zunga Street sales

Kínguila Informal exchange of foreign currency

Candongueiro Passenger transport

Mechanics Automobile and motorcycle repair

Mobile phone rental Phone calls

Gastronomy Open air food sales (cabrité)

Informatics Copying, scanning, and binding 

Mortuary agency Sale of coffins and urns 

Source: Made by the Author.

The integration of asylum seekers and refugees in Angola has not 
been successful. Besides the difficulty of access to work and arbitrary deten-
tion and expulsion, they do not enjoy the rights that the Angolan norm 
establishes for them. In 2017, when the country was at the peak of refugee 
influx, due to the deterioration of the political situation in the DRC, 8,414 
refugees from the Congolese province of Kasai were expelled (UN 2017). 
This and other problems are shared by the refugees themselves and by the 
UN Special Envoy for the Human Rights of Migrants, François Crépeau. The 
words of L, a refugee from Guinea Bissau whom we had the opportunity to 
interview, are more than revealing: “I find myself well in Angola, without any 
problems. I do my business. However, the problem I face has to do with the 
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lack of documents. The government does not respect the right of refugees 
to an identification document”. Crépeau visited Angola from May 03 to 10, 
2016 at the invitation of the Angolan State. At the end of his stay, the UN 
representative reiterated:

I have been informed that asylum seekers and refugees are very often 
the target of harassment and intimidation by the police. I have been 
informed that asylum seekers are regularly arrested and detained in 
large numbers, including pregnant women and children, and that 
police use this as an opportunity to bribe undocumented migrants. 
Undocumented migrants are then arrested without access to legal 
information. I have also received information that those who defend 
the rights of irregular migrants may also be intimidated by police.

Crépeau’s statements are very serious and should be investigated. 
The same goes for the situation evoked by the Guinean refugee that we inter-
viewed for this work. Associated with the problem of issuing identification 
documents is the lack of statistics5. We have provided some data, but, as 
indicated by the lawyer DS,

It is very difficult to know the number of refugees who have arrived 
in recent years, since no documents are being issued. We have sent 
several asylum applications based on the reasons why people have left 
their countries of origin; however, we have  had no response from the 
competent body so far. The applications reflect the reasons why refu-
gee status is granted. Thus, we are creating a huge vacuum. 

This situation raises a question in us: what does the norm for the 
protection of asylum seekers and refugees say about their rights, duties, and 

5	 The Coordination of Refugees, an association founded on June 10, 2010 that brings toge-
ther all refugees in Angola, has developed cards for identification of its members. Besides 
personal data, the cards contain national symbols (flag), as well as logos of the UNHCR, the 
Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS) and the Episcopal Commission for Migration (CEPAMI). Both 
JRS and CEPAMI are confessional organizations that assist refugees. With the cards, some 
refugees were able to open bank accounts and carry out operations through legal channels. 
However, the Criminal Investigation Service (SIC) has just become aware of the cards and an 
investigation process is underway. More than an attitude that can be typified as a crime, the 
development of these cards aims at identifying the members of the Coordination. Moreover, 
the Coordination responds to a blatant situation that the Angolan State seems to ignore. This 
situation consists in assigning identification documents to refugees and asylum seekers. If 
this matter is to be brought to an end, the State must fulfill its obligation to assign a valid 
document for the identification of refugees and asylum seekers. The document must enable 
them to carry out activities that contribute to their economic and financial independence.
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obligations? The analysis of Law 10/15 of June 17 and other standards will 
help us to answer that question. Indeed, that is the purpose of this article.

Law 10/15 of June 17, Law on the Right to Asylum and the 
Refugee Status

The first chapter of Law 10/15 of June 17 contains the general provi-
sions. It defines the application of the law and some terms. The definition 
of a child and the migration authority are highlighted. A child is one who 
is under the age of eighteen, and the migration authority is responsible for 
implementing the country’s migration policy. This refers to the Migration 
and Foreigners Service (SME), a body linked to the Ministry of the Interior. 
The SME was created in 1976 and since its creation has adopted different 
nomenclatures. The purpose of these changes was to adapt to the new migra-
tory environments of the country and the world. The scope of application of 
Law 10/15 is described as follows:

The provisions of this Law shall apply to foreign citizens or stateless 
persons who request asylum and to refugees, without distinction of 
race, religion, nationality, affiliation to a certain social group or polit-
ical opinion, in accordance with the provisions of international legal 
instruments relating to refugees to which the Republic of Angola has 
adhered or will adhere (Law 10/15, art. 2).

The second chapter presents the requirements for granting the right 
to asylum. Only a foreign citizen who has one or more nationalities or a 
stateless person persecuted or threatened on account of race, sex, religion, 
nationality, membership of a special social group or political opinion is enti-
tled to apply for asylum (art. 5.b). However, the individual must be outside 
the country of which he/she is a national or in which he/she resides. People 
with more than one nationality may also apply for asylum when persecution 
or threat occurs in all countries of which they are nationals. The require-
ments - race, religion, nationality, social group or political opinion - are also 
covered by the texts of the Geneva Convention (art. 1) and the 1969 OAU. 
However, the difference between the Geneva text and the OAU, the novelty 
of the Angolan norm, which we will delve into later, is that it contemplates 
situations of natural calamities (art. 32), human rights violations, and foreign 
domination. It also includes persecution due to sex. Thus, to the traditional 
reasons of race, religion, nationality, social group or political opinion, Law 
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10/15 adds natural calamities and sex. People fleeing persecution by their 
countries of origin on the grounds of sex can be protected in Angolan law. 
But, in concrete terms, to what collective does the legislator refer?

The collective persecuted for their sexual choices or gender identity 
are gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and intersex (LGBTI). Both the 1951 
Geneva Convention and the 1967 New York Protocol, which profile them-
selves as classic instruments in refugee protection, do not contemplate this 
reality. For this reason, there is a gap in the international protection of LGB-
TIs. Several countries, especially in Africa and the Middle East, criminalize 
same-sex relations. Others go further by punishing them with the death 
penalty6. Although there are already individuals belonging to the LGBTI 
collective, Angola’s norms do not recognize these relations. The countries 
with which Angola shares a border do not endorse them as well. Beyond 
prejudice, there are no reports of institutional persecution of these people, 
either in Angola or in neighboring countries. Most of the asylum seekers 
and refugees that Angola receives come from these countries and have fled 
because of war and ethnic violence. Thus, Angola puts its name among the 
nations dealing with the humanitarian protection of LGBTIs. Brazil is among 
the countries that most receive people who leave their homelands due to 
sex or sexual orientation. From 2010 to 2016, the National Committee for 
Refugees received 369 requests (Fisher 2019, 281). Nevertheless, Brazil also 
stands out as one of the most violent countries against the LGTBI collective, 
particularly transsexuals and homosexuals (Allen 2015, 45).

The places of reception of asylum applications, which can be verbal 
or written, are the border posts, diplomatic representations, and within the 
country (art. 7). At the borders, the application is addressed to the migration 
authority. Within the country, the request is addressed to any police or migra-
tion authority. The police authority that receives the request has forty-eight 
hours to channel it to the migration authority. The latter, in turn, calls the 
petitioner within eight days for the interview. The request must state the 
identity of the applicant and the facts supporting the asylum claim. The inves-
tigation phase lasts thirty days and it ends with a report that is channeled to 
the National Council of Refugees (CNR). The report contains the proposal to 

6	According to the report of the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex 
Association (ILGA), there are 70 countries that criminalize same-sex relations. Of these 
countries, 11 punish with the death penalty, 26 with penalties ranging from ten years to 
life imprisonment, 31 with penalties of up to eight years, and 2 criminalize any type of this 
practice. Countries that criminalize same-sex relations include: Afghanistan, Burundi, Uni-
ted Arab Emirates, Guinea, Iran, Mauritania, Pakistan, Syria, and Zimbabwe (ILGA 2019, 
347-523). 
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grant or deny asylum. The NRC has fifteen days to suggest to the migration 
authority said proposal of approval or denial. In turn, the migration authority 
has another fifteen days to grant or deny the asylum application.

How long does one contemplate for the granting of refugee status? 
Looking at the maximum terms, Law 10/15 establishes a period of 70 days. 
The police authority has 2 days to refer the application to the migration 
authority, which has 8 days to summon the applicant. The instruction phase 
is 30 days. Then the request is channeled to the CNR, which will have 15 
days to analyze it. Finally, the request is sent back to the migration authority, 
which has another 15 days to study the proposal of the NRC. In total, we will 
have just over two months. Two months does not seem too long, since there 
are documents that take longer. The issuance of passports, documents of 
recognition or homologation of studies issued by the National Institute of 
Evaluation, Accreditation and Recognition of Studies of Higher Education 
(INAAREES) are just an example of procedures that take more time.

But in practical terms, the time limits that we have added together 
for the decision to grant or deny the asylum application are never met. There 
are requests made since the year 2016 that have not been decided up to the 
present. This situation extends to renewal processes, which also seem costly. 
As a consequence, many refugees and asylum seekers do not have identifi-
cation documents and therefore do not have access to basic services such as 
education and health. Some are often arrested during police raids and taken 
to the Center for the Detention of Illegal Aliens (CDEI). Wellington Carneiro, 
UNHCR’s head of protection in Angola, makes these observations: “the lack 
of documentation is one of the main problems faced by refugees in Angola. 
For this reason, many people seeking shelter in the country do not have 
access to basic services. The Angolan authorities recently arrested about 20 
refugees from the Ivory Coast, Somalia, Sierra Leone, the Democratic Repub-
lic of Congo, Guinea Bissau, and Guinea Conakry, for allegedly presenting 
‘expired documents’, which they had not been able to renew” (Cf. Ndomba, 
2017). EC, asocial worker of an NGO working with refugees, reiterates the 
same regarding the lack of documents:

refugees go through difficult situations. Many cannot obtain docu-
ments to travel and take care of their health. They do not have access 
to a passport or another document that allows them to treat them-
selves abroad. The health system in Angola is weak. Despite the vio-
lence, many prefer to return to their homelands.
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According to the lawyer PZ, this situation was already felt in the 
previous law; therefore, there was no improvement. The lawyer’s words are 
more than forceful:

from the moment the asylum application was filed, the previous law 
established a period not exceeding three months for obtaining the 
first document. Between the reception of the first document and the 
determination of refugee status, Law 8/90 provided for a period of six 
months, that is, 180 days. However, in practical terms, things were 
different, as the person could wait five or ten years for the determina-
tion of refugee status. No one met the legal deadlines. 

Law 10/15 grants some rights and duties to the asylum seeker. These 
rights are (art. 24-27): to stay in the country temporarily; have an interpreter; 
receive legal assistance; preserve family unit; enjoy medical care; lodge in 
the Refugee and Asylum Seeker Reception Center (CARRA); and file an 
appeal if the application is denied. The law gives special attention to the 
most vulnerable applicants, such as children, pregnant women, the elderly, 
victims of torture or abuse, and persons with disabilities. Individuals whose 
applications are approved are entitled to an identity document and tempo-
rary stay permit (art. 20.1). In return, the asylum seeker is obliged to respect 
the CRA and other national standards. Likewise, they are prohibited from 
interfering in Angola’s political life and promoting activities that endan-
ger national security and Angola’s relations with other states. Finally, if the 
asylum request is denied, after the appeal is filed, the applicant has thirty 
days to leave the country (art. 20.2). Therefore, Law 10/15 covers the rights, 
duties, and obligations of asylum seekers. But the difficulty lies in putting 
these terms into practice.

We have already alluded to the difficulties of access to identification 
documents, basic services and arbitrary arrests. In this regard, the UN Spe-
cial Envoy for the Human Rights of Migrants recommends: “to register all 
asylum seekers living in Angola, to conclude and implement the regulation 
on the issuance of quality identification documents for asylum seekers and 
refugees, and to commit to issuing documents for asylum seekers and refu-
gees” (Crépeau 2016). On the “confinement” of asylum seekers in CARRA, 
François Crépeau stresses that “the Angolan authorities define a strategy by 
organizing and facilitating mobility rather than trying to resist it. Thus, the 
rights that Law 10/15 grants to asylum seekers still need legs to walk.

The third chapter is about the refugee status. Unlike the asylum 
seeker, who is still waiting for his petition to be resolved, the refugee has 
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already resolved and been granted it. As we have said before, in addition to 
political or ideological persecution, the law grants the refugee status to a group 
of people who are victims of natural disasters (art. 32.1). This is one of the 
great novelties of Law 10/15, since neither the texts of the 1951 Geneva Con-
vention nor those of the 1969 OAU contemplate this reality. Many national 
laws also fail to recognize fugitive people due to environmental disasters. 
Worldwide, some 25 million people have left their homelands for ecological 
reasons (Myers 2002, 609). Of these, 9 million are in sub-Saharan Africa. 
For this reason, Law 10/15 takes a giant step forward in protecting these indi-
viduals. However, it only applies to victims of environmental disasters from 
countries bordering Angola. Thus, for the legislator, the country of origin 
is decisive and serves as a criterion for granting refugee status to victims of 
natural disasters.

While large-scale refugees are welcomed in camps or tents near the 
border and far from the common area of the country from which they come, 
others can be welcomed in the CARRA. Those who have secured economic 
conditions can live outside the CARRA. However, they are obliged to provide 
the migration authority with information regarding their home. In addition, 
they must present themselves periodically to said authority. Those residing in 
the CARRA cannot be absent without authorization. The rights of a refugee 
are: to have an identity document; to travel and move freely throughout the 
national territory; to have a temporary residence permit; to enjoy the educa-
tion system; to have access to justice and housing; to engage in paid work 
and family reunification. Like the asylum seeker, the refugee must respect 
the CRA, administrative rules, and not interfere in the political life of the 
country. Failure to comply with these and other regulations will result in loss 
of the refugee status.

Among the rights of refugees that Law 10/15 highlights, we would 
like to examine the right to engage in paid employment. This has been one of 
the most violated and controversial rights. There is an executive decree from 
the Ministry of Commerce that has served as a pretext for police authorities 
to prohibit refugees from carrying out economic activities. Executive Decree 
273/13 of August 26 states that “it is forbidden to grant a commercial license 
to citizens with refugee or asylum status” (art. 4.4). Although it predates Law 
10/15, this Executive Decree has not been repealed and is therefore often 
invoked to ban refugees from engaging in economic activities for their live-
lihood. Those who conduct small retail businesses are also not spared by the 
authorities. The account of one of the lawyers we interviewed for this work 
supports our statements and, in the same way, highlights the alternatives 
that refugees seek in the face of this difficulty.
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Angolan law decrees that these small businesses, i.e. canteens, should 
only be conducted by national citizens. What is happening is that lack 
of experience, lack of knowledge, and lack of mastery of financial tools 
is leading nationals to lose ground in this informal sector to refugees, 
including migrants. In fact, Angolans are the holders of commercial 
licenses. In this, the law is very objective. Nationals end up ceding 
their commercial rights to foreigners. If you go through the canteens, 
you can see that it is the foreigners who are involved in this activity. 
Nationals therefore earn their dividends by renting out their business 
licenses (BM).

EC, a social worker who deals with this reality in their day-to-day life, 
states that the situation is even worse when it comes to accessing a formal job.

I hope I don’t run away from the issue, refugees don’t have access to 
employment. There is no guarantee of employment for this group. 
Moreover, not all refugees inspire confidence in Angolans. There are 
cases of police officers hardening the lives of these gentlemen [ref-
ugees] who work in canteens. They have refugee cards, they are not 
in an irregular situation; however, they live difficult situations. It is 
very difficult. You talk to a refugee, he tells you, ‘I’m from the DRC, 
I used to work in a company. But they fired me because they told me 
that they only hire nationals, not foreigners’. That saddens me. ‘They 
[employers] say no foreigners, because they have refugee cards. 

With regard to Executive Decree 273/13 of August 26, of the Minis-
try of Commerce, the lawyer PZ comments that this is an unconstitutional 
document, since it concerns one of the essential aspects of human life: eco-
nomic rights. Therefore, its discussion should be comprehensive, involving 
the National Assembly. In his words:

From the constitutional point of view, this Decree is unconstitutional. 
Why is it unconstitutional? Because it is not up to the President of 
the Republic to impose such a ban, since it concerns economic rights. 
The country’s constitution states that the revocation of an economic 
right is reserved to the National Assembly. Why is that? Because it is a 
fundamental right. Article 57 of the Constitution states that the mod-
ification of any fundamental right is the responsibility of the National 
Assembly, not any other body. So if a body other than the National 
Assembly takes the initiative to amend or modify it, then it is a ques-
tion that calls us to reflection. I don’t think there was any need to do 
that. Why is that? Because the refugee who arrives in the country and 
dedicates himself to trade pays taxes and creates jobs that benefit the 
national citizens. Many national citizens who are unemployed work 
in warehouses run by refugees. In this way, the decree also ends up 
harming the nationals. It is necessary to review this measure.



206 Protection regime for asylum applicants and refugees in law 10/15...

Brazilian Journal of African Studies | Porto Alegre | v. 5, n. 10, Jul./Dec. 2020 | p. 191-213

Another aspect that the law determines, which we have already com-
mented on at some point, has to do with access to the identity document. We 
emphasize the difficulties that refugees encounter at the moment of enjoying 
this right. However, the children of refugees born in Angola are also not 
exempt from the difficulties related to this issue. Many of these children face 
enormous problems at the time of registration. The civil registry offices do 
not seem to have a clear orientation in this regard7. As a result, in addition to 
running the risk of being stateless, a status which applies globally to between 
3.2 and 4.2 million people per year (UNHCR 2020), these children will have 
difficulties, as they already have, in studying and accessing other basic ser-
vices. The words of EC are illuminating for the understanding of this theme.

When we go to register a child born to refugee parents, they think 
that registration is equivalent to taking away Angola’s wealth. I fol-
low some cases, unfortunately that’s the feeling you get. We have to 
write many letters, do this, do that...; we have to do many things just 
to register a child born in Angola. Angola has assumed the eleven 
commitments, has adhered to international conventions. Children 
are not guilty of having ‘undocumented’ parents. Even if the parents 
don’t have documents, there are neighbors to testify. The vaccination 
card provided at the maternity ward also serves as a witness. So many 
barriers are created, so many difficulties.

The registration of a child of foreign parents born in Angola does 
not imply obtaining Angolan nationality. The Law 2/16 of April 15, Nation-
ality Law, is clear in this respect. This rule is governed by the principle of 
ius sanguinis (right of blood), not by ius soli (right of land or soil). In other 
words, only children born in Angola or outside Angola are Angolan if one 
of their parents is an Angolan citizen. The child of foreign parents born 
in Angola (ius soli) is not per se Angolan. The registration of birth of such 
child or acquisition of a personal ballot does not imply obtaining nationality. 
However, there are strong possibilities that this child will become Angolan: 
at the age of 18 he or she may manifest the will to acquire nationality (art. 
9). Therefore, according to the Legal Regime of Foreigners in Angola, these 
“Angolan foreigners” cannot be expelled from the country (Law 13/19, art. 36). 
The Nationality Law contemplates other modalities for obtaining Angolan 

7	 With efforts undertaken by UNHCR and the Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS), an organization 
committed to free legal assistance for refugees and asylum seekers, the Ministry of Justice 
and Human Rights issued a document indicating to civil registry offices that they should 
register children whose parents were refugees. But the situation has not been completely 
resolved, as some difficulties have arisen.
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citizenship: nationality acquired through filiation, adoption, marriage, and 
naturalization (art. 11-14).

Finally, the last chapter of Law 10/15 refers to the final and transitional 
provisions. The reference to registration, the principle of confidentiality, and 
the speed or urgency of the procedures for recognition of the right to asylum 
and the granting of refugee status are highlighted. As far as registration is 
concerned, the law provides for the creation of a computerized and manual 
file containing “all facts relating to the processes of recognition and loss 
of refugee status” (art. 58.1). This information is confidential. In a country 
where the practice of bribery and ‘gasosa’ is recurrent, the law clarifies that 
“the procedures for recognizing the right to asylum, granting refugee status 
and deportation, are free of charge and urgent” (art. 59). With this assump-
tion, the practice of ‘gasosa’ is discarded. This practice consists of bribing or 
giving some money in exchange for a favor or having a problem solved in 
record time. Finally, the law states that decisions regarding the granting of 
asylum and the loss of refugee status must be published in the Diário da 
República (art. 60).

Despite the difficulties that Law 10/15 brings to the lives of asylum 
seekers and refugees, residential neighborhoods and living with nationals 
become platforms for integration and social cohesion. This manifests itself 
through mixed marriages, friendly welcoming, and the growing awareness 
of belonging to the human family. Proof of this is that there is no record 
of conflict or organized violence against the refugee population as in other 
countries. L, a Guinean refugee, confirms this: “With my neighbors I have 
no problem. They are good. I already feel like an Angolan. If someone comes 
to offend or insult me, the neighbors come out to defend me”. EC, social 
worker, shares the same position:

Many marriages take place between young Angolans and foreigners. 
In this respect, Angolans have no problems. Except for some who are 
confronted with the cultural issue. But in general I don’t see any kind 
of discrimination.

In this way, integration policies will come from “below”, that is, from 
neighborhoods and residences, because that is where the patterns of adap-
tation, coexistence, inclusion, incorporation, and management of diversity 
manifest themselves.
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Conclusion

Law 10/15 has the merit of addressing situations to which the pre-
vious rule, Law 8/90 of May 26, could no longer answer. Law 8/90 was 
approved in a context of war and, therefore, of fragile refugee protection. The 
country was in civil war, which is why it was not the ideal place for individuals 
seeking a safe and stable environment. As a result, there were few applica-
tions for asylum during this period. In contrast, Law 10/15 already reflects 
the current context of peace, characterized by immense flows of migrants, 
asylum seekers, refugees, and cross-border workers. Among the strengths of 
Law 10/15 in its focus on protecting the rights of asylum seekers and refugees 
is the principle of non-refoulement. No one should be deported, expelled or 
repatriated to a country where their life or freedom is in danger. Angola shares 
more than 2,500 km of border with the DRC. The principle of non-return 
seems important to safeguard the lives of Congolese fleeing the conflicts 
affecting this country. The approximately 22,000 Congolese refugees from 
the Kasai and Central Kasai region that the country continues to host in the 
Lóvua camp were covered by this principle. Law 10/15 also has the merit of 
privileging the protection of vulnerable people: children, pregnant women, 
the elderly, and the disabled.

However, in its concern to protect asylum seekers and refugees, Law 
10/15 poses several challenges in their lives. Although freedom of mobility 
is highlighted, the law seems to restrict it. It encourages the creation of the 
CARRA instead of implementing the “out-of-camp” policy as it used to. This 
policy involves keeping refugees out of camps so that they can integrate into 
the ordinary life of the country. Those who live in the CARRA, whether they 
are asylum seekers or refugees, must communicate and request permission 
whenever they want to leave. On the other hand, those who live outside the 
CARRA must report periodically. Thus, there seems to be a retrograde step 
in relation to Law 8/90 which, besides not contemplating the creation of 
the CARRA, granted ipso facto the temporary residence permit to asylum 
seekers, and the right to exercise remunerated economic activity to refugees 
(Law 8/90, art. 13). 

If, in the previous legislation, the asylum seeker enjoyed tempo-
rary residence, the refugee obtained permanent residence (Law 8/90, art. 
19.1). Thus, it seems that Law 10/15 has a defensive character and seeks to 
avoid the “invitation effect”. Therefore, approved applications are limited to 
being granted sixty days, extendable for thirty more days, to asylum seekers, 
and temporary residence permits to refugees. But, as has been made clear 
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throughout this article, since 2015, when the new law was passed, asylum 
applications as well as the renewal of the refugee ID card are pending. In 
other words, since its passing, Law 10/15 of June 17 has never been applied. 
Many asylum seekers have their applications pending, and refugees are still 
waiting for renewal of their identity documents.

The right to work is another issue that Law 10/15 seems to be careful 
and safeguarded. The asylum seeker and refugee have the right to work. The 
previous rule, Law 8/90, also provided for this right (art. 13). The refugee has 
the right to work and to access the social security system under the same con-
ditions as the national citizen. However, Executive Decree 273/13 of August 26 
forbids refugees and asylum seekers from obtaining a business license. This 
is the document that allows them to carry out an economic activity. According 
to this decree, “it is forbidden to grant a commercial license to citizens with 
refugee or asylum status” (art. 4.4). This measure affects the subsistence of 
those concerned. As a consequence, many asylum seekers and refugees are 
confining themselves to the informal sector. For this reason, Executive Decree 
273/13 does not help these people achieve economic autonomy.

The involvement of other authors who defend and remind the author-
ities of the application of the terms of Law 10/15 would be of great help. 
Among the points to be reminded are: (i) encouraging the State to keep alive 
its responsibility to respect the rights of asylum seekers and refugees, with 
emphasis on the right to work and social security; (ii) ensuring that these 
individuals enjoy these rights under the same conditions as nationals, as 
stipulated by the standards of the country; (iii) obliging the State to promote 
initiatives that help the population to refrain from discriminatory behaviour; 
(iv) establishing mechanisms to help the children of parents of asylum seekers 
and refugees have access to the rights set forth in Law 10/15: civil registra-
tion, education, healthcare, and adequate nourishment; (v) preventing the 
State from promoting social inclusion as well as actions that reduce the pov-
erty line among refugee families; (vi) ensure compliance with the principle 
of non-refoulement and pay greater attention to situations that lead to the 
exploitation of asylum seekers and refugees. However, it is necessary that 
these authors are organized.

There are already initiatives to bring together national and inter-
national civil society organizations. It is intended that these organizations 
use the same language that ensures the protection of the rights of asylum 
seekers and refugees in national legislation. In 2016, with the unconditional 
impulse of the Episcopal Commission for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and 
Itinerants from Angola and São Tomé (CEPAMI), the Migrant and Refugee 
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Protection Network was created. The network integrates different civil society 
organizations: CEPAMI, Caritas of Angola, Jesuit Service to Refugees (JRS), 
Law Research Center (CID/FDUCAN), Episcopal Commission for Justice 
and Peace, International Volunteer for Development (VIS), Salesians of Don 
Bosco (SDB), UNHCR, Episcopal Commission for Social Communication 
of CEAST, Scalabrinian Missionary Sisters, International Organization for 
Migration (IOM), OMUNGA Association, Society of the Divine Word, and 
Radio Ecclesia. Thus, the foundations are in place and it is up to them to 
assume the commitment to ensure the protection of asylum seekers and 
refugees.
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ABSTRACT
After the civil war, Angola has welcomed asylum seekers and refugees from various 
parts of Africa. To protect these individuals, a number of laws have been passed. 
Among them is the constitution (CRA 2010) which emphasizes the principle of equal 
treatment and the enjoyment of the same rights between nationals and foreigners 
who are in Angola. Law 10/15 of 17 June is also outlined. This standard was analyzed 
in this article. Law 10/15, the law on asylum and refugee status, assigns rights and 
duties to asylum seekers and refugees: the right to education, identity document, 
interpreter, justice, work and accommodation. In turn, they have an obligation to 
respect the rules of Angola and not to meddle in the country’s political affairs. But, 
many of these rights are not respected. Asylum seekers and refugees do not need an 
identification document and therefore cannot access work. As a result, many are in 
the informal sector, others are systematically violated. Hence, the protection regime 
needs to be implemented.
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POST-NIGERIAN CIVIL WAR COMMUNITY 
RECONSTRUCTION STRATEGIES  
IN (ANIOMA) WESTERN IGBOLAND,  
1970-1991
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Introduction

The post-civil war reconstruction programme was promulgated by 
the Federal Military Government under General Yakubu Gowon at the end of 
the Nigerian Civil War for the reconstruction and rehabilitation of damaged 
infrastructure and reintegration of the Igbo into the matrix of the Nigerian 
state. The post-war policy of the Midwest State Government in its attempts 
at reconstructing Anioma (Western Igboland) at the end of the civil war was 
half-hearted and not genuine. The efforts pursued by both the Federal and 
Midwest State governments in assisting people to rehabilitate themselves 
and rebuild their social and economic infrastructure were marginal. 

The post-civil war reconstruction programmes were laudable and 
noble, but their implementation was half-hearted, and subtly packaged to 
disempower and marginalize the lgbo. It fell short of people’s expectations 
being reintegrated into the political and economic mainstream of the country. 
People adopted different communal self-help strategies to rehabilitate them-
selves after the Federal and State governments lost interest. After the war, the 
displaced Western Igbo people returned, rebuilt their residences, and when 
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humanitarian aid stopped, they were left on their own. This propelled various 
communities in Western Igboland to rely on communal self-help efforts by 
mobilizing their socio-economic resources to rehabilitate their homelands.  

At the end of the Nigerian Civil War in January 1970, the pressing 
needs of the people were food, medication and shelter. Col. Ogbemudia, the 
Governor of the Midwest State, announced after the war that the Midwest 
State’s needs for rehabilitation were more than its financial capacity and he 
urged people to initiate measures to rehabilitate themselves (Daily Times 
1970, 28).  He further reiterated that the Midwest State Government could 
not provide all the social and economic services unless people were willing 
to perform their civic duties, and that rehabilitation work would be carried 
out by the government in collaboration with the people (Uchendu 2007, 173-
174). The declaration of the Midwest State Military Governor, Ogbemudia, 
aptly typified the dire development needs of the people and the immense 
role the government expected from their self-help activities in complement-
ing its efforts. During the reconstruction period, the dismal performances 
of both the Federal and Midwest State governments in restoring damaged 
infrastructure in Western Igboland created a lacuna which compelled people 
to embark on massive community and individual reconstruction work. This 
development aroused a revival of the spirit of self-help, which is deeply rooted 
in their tradition. This paper contends that the post-war reconstruction in 
Western Igboland was predominantly a communal and individual endeavour 
in which people’s pragmatic efforts were only augmented by the assistance 
they received from the Midwest State and Federal governments as well as 
the humanitarian aid from local and international voluntary aid agencies 
and organizations.

Despite the historical relevance of the post-civil-war reconstruction 
programme in reintegrating the Igbo into Nigeria’s fold after the war, there’s 
a lack in literature exploring post-civil war reconstruction of Igboland. In 
Alex Harneit-Sievers, Jones Ahazuem and Sydney Emezue’s work titled: A 
Social History of the Nigerian Civil War: Perspectives from Below (Harneit-Siev-
ers, Ahazuem and Emezue 1998), they focus on the impact of the Nigerian 
Civil War on the masses comprising the old, women and children. They 
maintain that these categories of people were the most vulnerable group 
who suffered greatly during the war. Edmund Egboh’s work (1987) examines 
the contributions of town unions in the development of Igboland in the area 
of education, health care, electrification, water supply and other projects. 
It explores how town unions, social clubs, women associations and age-
grades had served as agents of development in reconstructing their war-torn 
communities and social infrastructure damaged during the war. However, 
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these works concentrated on the Igbo east of the Niger without making any 
reference to the Western Igbo people who suffered massive devastations and 
losses during the war. 

The post-civil war reconstruction programme of Igboland cannot be 
studied without considering the prodigious works of Paul Obi-ani (2002) and 
Daniel Iweze (2014). Obi-ani’s work concentrates overly on the post-civil war 
reconstruction of social and economic infrastructure in Igboland east of the 
Niger while leaving the Western Igboland understudied. This tendency has 
made some scholars to believe, though erroneously, that Western Igboland 
is not part of Igboland. Iweze’s work (2014) focuses on the Midwest State 
Government under Col. Samuel Ogbemudia post-civil war reconstruction of 
Western Igboland. Apart from these works, until recently, there is no schol-
arly work that has been devoted exclusively to the study of the post-civil war 
community self-help strategies in Anioma (Western Igboland). It is given 
this historiographic gap that this paper explores the communal self-help 
strategies adopted by the people in reconstructing their homelands. It looks 
at the deplorable and unbearable conditions in Western Igboland during and 
after the war which made the population either stay at home or emigrate to 
other parts of the country and abroad. This paper assesses the successes and 
otherwise of the people’s communal self-help efforts in rehabilitating them-
selves vis-a-vis the Federal and Midwest State government’s reconstruction 
programmes.

Geography and People of Western Igboland

Geographically, Anioma comprised the then Asaba and Aboh Divi-
sions of colonial Western Nigeria (Onyekpe 2002, 296).  In the pre-colonial 
period, the people were variously called ndi Aniocha, ndi Ukwuani, ndi lka, 
ndi Odiani, ndi Oshimili, and Umu Ezechima, probably because they spoke 
lgbo language and occupied the western part of Igboland. Anioma people 
speak a distinct Igbo language with little dialectical and sub-cultural differ-
ences. The area was formerly administered as lka, Aniocha, Oshimili and 
Ndokwa local government areas (Ohadike 1993).  In the colonial period, it 
was called Western Igboland by the British ostensibly to differentiate them 
from the Igbo east of the River Niger and in the post-colonial period, it was 
called the lka Igbo in other parts of the Midwest region until the outbreak of 
the war. From the attainment of independence in 1960 to 1970s, the  West-
ern Igbo people, like other ethnic groups, in Nigeria developed a new form 
of consciousness aimed at seeking and redefining their identity. The name 
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Anioma, literally means “people who live on the good and prosperous land” 
(Uchendu 2007, 16).

 Anioma is an Igbo-speaking territory which belongs to the Kwa 
sub-group of the Niger-Congo language classification or family (Greenberg 
1991, 304), who are ethnically homogenous. Anioma is made up of nine local 
government areas of Delta State, which occupy the northeast part of Delta 
State. It is bounded on the east by the river Niger; on the south by the Ijaw, 
on the west by the Urhobo, Isoko, and on the north by Benin and Ishan in 
Edo State. According to the 1991 population census, Anioma had a population 
of 785,777 people (National Population Commission 2006 as cited in The 
Proposal for the Creation of Anioma State 2006, 4).  With the creation of Delta 
State in 1991, the population has doubled due to the huge influx of people to 
Asaba, the capital, Agbor, Ogwuashi-Uku, Ibusa, Isselle-Uku and other cities. 

Map 1: Western Igboland

Source: Ohadike (1993, 76).
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The Post-Civil War Reconstruction Programme  
by the Midwest State Government 

The post-civil war reconstruction programme of the Midwest State 
Government is examined under the social and economic rubrics. In the 
economic sphere, agricultural production was adversely affected by the war 
due to military movements. At the end of the civil war, the Midwest State 
Government urged the people to embark on agricultural production to ensure 
the success of the reconstruction programme. The Midwest State Govern-
ment resuscitated the state-owned mechanized farms at Attache near Agbor 
and installed rubber processing equipment at Mbiri and Utagba-Uno farm 
settlements. The increase in agricultural yield helped in stabilizing the local 
economy. Asaba Textile Mill was reconstructed in 1970 by the government in 
partnership with Messers Coutinho Caro of Hamburg (Okocha 1994, 159).

The Federal and Midwest State governments prioritized the rehabil-
itation of transportation infrastructure by allocating funds to the sector. The 
Niger Bridge and Asaba-Benin-Lagos highway were reconstructed by the 
Federal Government based on the post-civil war National Development Plan 
of 1970-1974 (National Development Plan of 1973-1974, Programme of Post-
War Reconstruction and Development.1973-1974,86). The state government 
reconstructed damaged roads and transport infrastructure, including the 
Oboshi Bridge linking Ibusa and Ogwuashi-Uku. However, many state and 
local roads and bridges were neglected and only rehabilitated by Col. George 
Ininh in 1974. From 1976, Western Igboland began to have fairly good roads 
and transport businesses recovered from the devastations of the war. To 
mitigate the problem of road transportation, the Midwest State Government 
established the City Bus Service in Benin-City and later the Delta Bus Service 
in 1971. Township bus service was running in Agbor, Asaba, Sapele and other 
Divisional headquarters and Ogwuashi Uku, Warri and Auchi. The Midwest 
Line was later renamed Bendel Line (Ogbemudia 1991, 223-233). However, 
the setting up of the state-owned transport companies was inadequate to the 
transportation demands of the people.

Education received priority attention from the state government. The 
Midwest State Rehabilitation Committee in partnership with the international 
humanitarian aid agencies, such as the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID), the American Friends Service Committee and the 
Quaker services rehabilitated many schools. In 1971, schools were reopened 
in Asaba, Ibusa, Okwe, Achalla-Ibusa and Ogwuashi-Uku. The Midwest State 
Scholarship Board endowed scholarships to indigent students and orphans 
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up to secondary school level (Okocha 1994, 163). The Midwest Institute of 
Technology was established in November 1970 to solve the problem of dis-
placed students and high demands for higher education in the state after 
the war (Ogbemudia 1991, 206-207). It was later upgraded and renamed 
the University of Benin in 1972. 

To revamp the poor state of the health sector, the government built 
new hospitals in Akwukwu-Igbo, Ibusa and Olue-Olgbo in Isoko Division 
in 1970. The Midwest State Health Management Board that was established 
in 1971 built new hospitals and renovated existing ones (Ogbemudia 1991, 
217-218). Several residential houses in Asaba, Ibusa, Ogwuashi-Uku, Oko, 
Ossisa and Isheagu were destroyed during the war. The government did 
not build new residential houses for the people, but only partnered with the 
United States Agency for International Development in the rehabilitation of 
houses in Asaba and Ibusa at the cost of €315,000. The government partnered 
with international aid agencies to distribute building materials to the people 
in Asaba, Ogwuashi-Uku, Ibusa, and Agbor (Uchendu 2007, 180-181). But 
these measures proved inadequate in meeting the housing needs of many 
communities. 

The power supply that was disconnected by the Biafran forces in 
1967 in Asaba and neighbouring towns when they invaded the Midwest 
State was restored between 1971 and 1972 (Ukpong 1979, 83). Water supply 
equipment damaged during the war were restored in 1977 during Colonel 
Hussaini Abdullahi’s regime (Asenime 2005, 322).  The damaged post office 
and telecommunication facilities were not restored by the Midwest State and 
Federal governments. The Ibusa people’s appeal to the Federal Government 
in August 1970 for the rehabilitation of telecommunication and post office 
facilities was turned down. The Federal Government only released a paltry 
sum of €5,000 for the re-wiring of telephone lines in Agbor, Asaba, Ibusa 
and Ogwuashi-Uku (Daily Times 1970, 6 as cited in Uchendu 2007, 179).  
The Western Igbo people, faced with grim despondency of the Midwest and 
Federal authorities, resorted to communal self-help in rebuilding their social 
and economic infrastructure.

Western Igbo Post-Civil War Community Reconstruction 
Strategies

The concept of community development encompasses strategies, 
interventions or coordinated activities at community level aimed at bringing 
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about social and economic development (Idode 1989). Before the advent 
of colonialism in Nigeria, many communities adopted communalism as a 
means for mobilizing community resources to provide functional facilities 
in aspects of their social, political and economic lives (Uchendu 1965).  They 
engaged in communal self-help in constructing their homes, clearing of 
farmlands, pathways, construction of bridges, the building of community 
halls and execution of other social infrastructural facilities. 

Before the advent of Western-style development, Western Igbo com-
munities like other Igbo societies lived by communal self-help and network-
ing. Self-help, a relevant strategy for community development in Nigeria, is 
rooted in the rich tradition of the people. Most communities realized that the 
only way for immediate reconstruction of the war-ravaged homes and facil-
ities was through self-help. The challenges of post-civil war situations were 
complex and multifaceted. The strategies used to address these challenges 
and effectively support the communities on a path of recovery and develop-
ment were diverse. The period marked the revitalization and resuscitation 
of a multiplicity of town unions, associations and social clubs with aims 
and objectives that were consonant with the social insurance and self-help. 
Being the main strategy for community development in Nigeria, post-war 
community self-help concentrated on the provision of social amenities such 
as postal agencies, maternity centres, pipe-borne water, health and care. In 
effect, self-help succeeded where politics failed, due to the active participation, 
commitment and initiative of the people. 

The most common institutional strategy was the town union, which 
combined social, economic, political and sometimes kinship ties. Each town 
union was based in a town or village in Igboland in which men and unmar-
ried women joined with others from their home area, while married women 
affiliated with their husband’s unions. Each union participated in two par-
allel networks, one that tied it to the hometown and another that tied it to 
migrant’s place of residence. The hometown union was the headquarters 
which linked the branches across the migrant’s place of residence and con-
nected with branches in other migrant communities. As members of their 
hometown unions, migrant members could contribute to the development of 
their home communities. Town unions performed various functions by acting 
as resource and agency for social control for members and their families in 
times of need, emergencies and conflicts (For details see Isichei 1976). The 
Midwest State Government’s appeal for people to adopt self-help community 
development initiatives in reconstructing themselves helped them to revive 
various town unions, associations and social clubs. The aims and goals of 
these town unions and associations were to provide companionship, social 
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security, preservation of the town’s unity and culture and raise money to 
provide infrastructural facilities in the communities.

In Asaba, a town that was most ravaged by the civil war, the Asaba 
Urban District Council, (AUDC) and the Midwest State Government jointly 
reconstructed the Ogbe-Ogonogo and Ogbe-Olie markets in 1970. Building 
materials were procured by the government, the A.U.D.C. paid for the labour 
(Okocha 1994, 162). The Asaba Development Association, an offshoot of 
Asaba Urban District Council (AUDC) was established in 1974 with Asagba 
of Asaba as its President. It set the pace for self-help community development 
initiatives with the following aims and objectives: 

I.	 to promote and encourage the spirit of self-help in Asaba town;

II.	 to plan for the development of Asaba;

III.	 to raise and administer funds for the development and improve-
ment of Asaba;

IV.	 to cooperate with organizations, unions or associations with 
identical aims and objectives to foster the welfare, development 
and progress of Asaba. (Asaba History and Development 1978, 55).

One of the significant achievements of ADA was the building of 
Asaba Township Stadium, at the cost of N50,000, before it was taken over by 
the Bendel State Sports Council and later Delta State Sports Council. Another 
notable achievement was the reconstruction of Asagba`s Palace, damaged 
during the war, at the cost of N300,000 and N1,000 for the furnishing. ADA 
also built the Ogwa Uku Ahaba, its national secretariat at Ogbeilo quarters 
and reconstructed Ogbe-Eke Square, the venue where the Second Division of 
Nigerian army under the command of Col. Murtala Mohammed massacred 
Asaba people in October 1967. To ease the transportation problem in Asaba, 
ADA ran municipal bus service to alleviate the local transportation problem 
of the people (Asaba History and Development 1978, 48-54). It also founded 
the Niger Secondary School (Unoka 2008, Interview). 

Social clubs were vital post-war community development centres with 
great social welfare potential. They evolved initially as a defensive mechanism 
for fostering the spirit of oneness and togetherness among the exclusive Igbo 
elites but later extended several welfare benefits to all categories of people. 
Like the town unions, social clubs performed social and utilitarian functions. 
Despite their marked elitist posture and negative class implications, they 
embraced a wider spectrum of Asaba population. These social clubs tran-
scended merely guaranteeing organizational security, psychological support 
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and financial relief to their respective members; they also made financial 
contributions to child care and war victims (Eteng 2002, 204). 

Prominent among these social clubs was the Asaba Falcon Club 
whose membership comprised Asaba elites residing at home and abroad. It 
was founded in the mid-1970s to address development issues in Asaba. It 
executed many development projects and promoted sports and youth empow-
erment in Asaba. The feats of Asaba Development Association and Asaba 
Falcon Club encouraged Asaba womenfolk to form the Asaba Ladies League 
(ALL) in 1977 to provide development projects in Asaba and to mobilize funds 
for the welfare needs of its members. It was an inclusive association which 
embraced all categories of Asaba women. The Asaba Ladies League built a 
library in 1977 and donated it to Oshimili Local Government Council. The 
library was later taken over by the Bendel State Government and renamed 
the Bendel State Library (Okolo 2020, Interview).

In the wake of the creation of Delta State in 1991, when there was 
a dire need for office spaces, Delta State Government used its secretariat 
at Nnebisi Road for some years until it completed its secretariat for civil 
servants. (Unoka 2008, Interview; Uchendu 2007, 205). The Asaba Elegant 
Ladies Club was founded in the mid-1970s and its membership was open 
only to elite women in Asaba. It contributed its quota in empowering the 
womenfolk through the disbursement of loans, credit facilities and other 
welfare packages to its members.

In Ibusa, a neighbouring town west of Asaba, the Ibusa Community 
Development Union was founded in 1942 with Obuzor of lbusa, Obi (Profes-
sor) Chiluno Nwaoboshi as chairman. It conducted people-oriented self-help 
projects in the town, among which was the building of Diokpa’s Palace, the 
town’s assembly hall where Obi Obuzor of lbusa and other traditional chiefs 
held meetings to deliberate issues affecting the town (Esedebe 2010, Inter-
view). The ICDU built the Ibusa town hall that served as an auxiliary clinic 
for the treatment of the sick and those that were wounded during the war 
(Nwaokocha 2019, Interview). After the civil war; the town hall was converted 
to a secretariat for the Ibusa community vigilante group. The ICDU recon-
structed the Ibusa post office which served towns and other communities in 
the defunct Asaba Division. It also renovated the Federal Government Girls’ 
College Hall, at the cost of N2.5 million; constructed the Ogbe Atakpo Bridge, 
and built the St. Augustine’s Grammar School, later renamed St. Augustine’s 
College (Esogbue 2020, 137, 144 and 214).

The lbusa Premier Club and Ibusa People’s Club branch were 
founded in the 1960s to bring development projects to the town. In the post-
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war era, they focused on the reconstruction of schools, hospitals and other 
projects that were damaged during the war. The role of women organization 
was significant in the town. The Ibusa Women League, like its counterpart in 
Asaba, renovated some secondary schools and hospitals and carried out other 
community-based projects (Esedebe 2010, Interview). These social clubs and 
organizations helped significantly to improve the living conditions of lbusa 
people, who struggled for survival after the civil war.

In Ogwuashi-Uku, the town’s development association contributed 
immensely in lifting the town from the civil war devastations. The Ogwuashi-
Uku Beacon Club was the nucleus of the town’s educated elite, comprised of 
Federal and State governments’ civil servants, legal dignitaries, diplomats, 
and individuals in the academia, medical profession and private sector. Prom-
inent members included Ambassador Ralph Uwaechue, Patrick Ozieh, Justice 
George Uwaechue (SAN), Prof. Emmanuel Osamor, the former Minister 
of Police Affairs, and (Obi) Professor Chukwuka Okonjo, the immediate 
past paramount traditional ruler of Ogwuashi-Uku kingdom (HRH Okonjo, 
2010). The communal self-help activities of the womenfolk were also con-
siderable in Ogwushi-Uku. In 1972, a female monarch, Omu was installed 
and she carried out many self-help projects which included the building of 
new stalls at Ogwuashi-Uku market. She and her cabinet members organized 
and supervised the activities of the town’s market, set prices of foodstuffs 
and other items and enforced the rules and regulations in the market in the 
immediate post-war period. (Okonjo Mrs. 2010, Interview).

In Oko, a neighbouring town south of Asaba, residential houses that 
were razed down during the civil war were reconstructed through commu-
nity self-help efforts without any government intervention. Oko town, ten 
kilometres south of Asaba comprising the seven communities of Oko-Ama-
kom, Oko-Anala, Oko-Ogbele, Oko-Umuoko, Aika-Ezeolu, Oko-Obiofu and 
Oko-Odifulu were devastated during the war. To attend to the educational 
demands of its people, the communities built two secondary schools in the 
1980s, named Oko Secondary School, located between Oko-Amakom and 
Oko-Anala, and Ekeanya Secondary School, built by Oko-Ogbele and Umu-
Oko (Researcher`s observations). The two community secondary schools 
founded to meet people’s demands for secondary education were later taken 
over by the Bendel Government and later Delta State Government. Due to 
age-long utter neglect of the community by successive governments in the 
provision of vital social infrastructures, Oko-Amakom and Oko-Anala villages 
executed electrification of their respective communities in the 1980s. The 
two Oko communities raised funds to purchase big generators to provide 
electricity for them. Oko town was connected to the national grid through 
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the efforts of the Oko Development Union with support from the Delta State 
Government. After the civil war, modern physical structures and infrastruc-
tural facilities at Oko town were built through communal and individual 
self-help efforts. 

In Okpanam, north of Asaba, the town’s community development 
interventions were immense. The people revived the Okpanam Community 
Development Union, which executed projects such as electricity, water supply 
and a post office. The London branch of OCGU donated books and other 
educational material to Okpalani Secondary School and erected the Major 
Chukwuma Kaduna Nzeogwu Statute at the centre of the town (Azubuogwu 
Augustine 2010, Interview). The women’s wing of OCDU reconstructed the 
Okpanam Health Centre and Emu-Ntoka road that links the town with the 
Asaba-Benin highway. The role of the female leader Omu of Okpanam, Her 
Royal Highness, Martha Dunkwu was considerable. She rebuilt the town mar-
ket and constructed new stalls. The Okpanam community, in collaboration 
with Oshimili Local Government Council, built a new market at Okpanam at 
Asaba-Agbor-Benin-City highway (Ashibuogwu Elizabeth 2010, Interview). 
Iselle Mkpitime community built a maternity home and got an award of 
£50 aid from the Midwest State Government towards their self-help project. 
The Midwest State Government also disbursed a grant of £50 to Umu-Ekeke 
quarters in Akwukwu-lgbo for the completion of the building of fishing ponds 
(Uchendu 2007, 201-203). 

The Ubulu-Uku Development Union assisted immeasurably in the 
reconstruction of the damaged health centre, Ekumeku Grammar School 
and Iyi-Agor Grammar School and other projects in the town. The adop-
tion of communal self-help efforts in Western Igboland during the recon-
struction period was significant in other communities such as Iselle-Uku, 
Onicha-Olona, Isheagu, Ejeme-Aniogor, Agbor, Owa, lgbodo, Obior, Ubu-
lu-Uku, Obiaruku amongst others. The palm oil industry was established at 
Akwukwu-Igbo, Ubulu-Uku and Nsukwa. Rubber Development Agency was 
established at Egbudu-Akah, Utagba-Uno and Kwale. 

Western lgbo sons and daughters in diaspora, groups and organiza-
tions were the greatest offshore asset of their various communities because of 
their considerable human and financial capital potential, which they used for 
the benefit of their people. The diasporas comprised those that resided abroad 
before the war and those that migrated at the end of the war to escape the 
severe economic conditions that characterized the immediate post-civil war 
years, which offered them little or limited opportunities in terms of employ-
ment, social security and improvement in their general welfare. Examples 
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are the Asaba Development Association, Ibusa Community Development 
Union, Okpanam Community Development Union, Ubulu-Uku Develop-
ment Union and other community associations’ branches in the United 
States of America, United Kingdom, Canada, Germany and others. They 
used their strategic positions in Europe, in the Americas and elsewhere to 
build up social and economic networks through which they channelled their 
wealth to their respective communities. Branches of town unions and clubs 
in Lagos, Ibadan, Abeokuta, Akure, Kano and others supported their towns 
through financial remittances after the war. 

The diasporic town unions provided community-oriented projects, 
investment in the local enterprises, building and facilitating of transnational 
contact and networks with those at home and through the transfer of social 
capital badly needed in rebuilding the war-torn communities. Some of the 
diasporic associations endowed scholarships at home and contributed to the 
building and equipping local schools, hospitals and clinics, as well as in the 
construction of local roads in their respective communities. For example, 
Emma Okocha, one of the survivors of the killings in Asaba, was one of the 
beneficiaries of this scholarship and became trained as a journalist. The 
massive injection of financial capital by Western lgbo sons and daughters in 
the diaspora helped greatly in the reconstruction of both physical and social 
infrastructures. In this way, the diasporic communities acted as alternative 
agents for bolstering socio-economic development of their war-ravaged com-
munities. 

The establishment of the infrastructural projects served as veritable 
strategies used in addressing and/or overcoming the deficit in the restoration 
of infrastructure in Western Igboland by both the Federal and Midwest State 
governments. These infrastructural amenities effectively supported the com-
munities and towns on the path of recovery and stimulated development 
in critical sectors of the economy. The success of the community self-help 
efforts was due to the active participation, commitment and initiative of the 
people who embarked on communal interventions in rebuilding key social 
infrastructure. The reliance of the people on community self-help efforts in 
improving their social and economic conditions with minimal interventions 
from the Federal and Midwest State governments shows that communal 
solidarity was encouraged when the state authorities abdicated their role in 
attending to the welfare needs of their citizens. The diminished government 
interventions had led to the rejuvenation of the spirit of self-help, as many 
communities tended to build on their local capabilities. This fostered a spirit 
of attachment, value and respect for projects, which constituted the need, 
yearning and aspiration of the people. 
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Many communities in Western Igboland distinguished themselves 
in their enthusiasm for community development through self-help efforts. 
Alhaji Shehu Shagari, the post-war time Federal Commissioner for Economic 
Development, Rehabilitation and Reconstruction after an extensive tour of 
the war-affected areas commended the shared communal efforts of the peo-
ple in self-help and posited that he was “impressed by the industry and the 
vigour of the people themselves, their towns and villages irrespective of the 
assistance from government and aid agencies. Public utilities were quickly 
reactivated as were other services and numerous forms of economic activities. 
Within a few years, what was once a desolate and seemingly hopeless case for 
development had witnessed an enormous transformation. The rapidity of the 
recovery would have been impossible without “the efforts of the community 
leaders in the war-affected areas” (Shagari 2001, 164).  Reinforcing this view 
further, Chief Emmanuel Iwuanyawu posited that “the lgbo reconstructed 
their environment after the war when they could not get help from the appro-
priate quarters. They also rehabilitated themselves by turning to menial jobs 
and trade for survival after the war” (Okpaleke and Maduemesi 2011, 25).  

Community welfare service constituted one of the strategies adopted by the 
people through representative voluntary associations, unions, social clubs 
and individuals interested in community development projects (Anthony 
1996, 199-205 and 2002).

Although any state that emerges from armed conflict usually faces 
the difficult challenge of transitioning from war-weakened economies and 
highly polarized political and social relations to a revived economy capable 
of providing the basic needs of all citizens and political groups, the fact 
remains that without proper reconstruction of physical infrastructure and 
economic revitalization, the war-torn areas tend to remain handicapped. The 
government’s failure in adequately addressing the needs of the people made 
them look inwards and search for solutions to their development problems 
through the mobilization of local resources. The Western Igbo people, like 
Igbo east of the River Niger, came out of the post-civil war programme of 
reconstruction rehabilitation and reintegration, otherwise tagged as the 3Rs, 
impoverished, embittered and encumbered with debts.

The socio-economic conditions of various communities in the imme-
diate post-war years were horrible, and therefore, a quick reminder of the 
plights of the Germans at the end of the Thirty Years War of 1648. The 
Federal Government’s claim of “no victor, no vanquished” was calculated to 
impress the people. Despite the adoption of various communal strategies 
by the population in improving their welfare and cushioning the effects of 
the Nigerian Civil War, the conditions at home were unbearable. Some, for 
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various reasons such as the phobia of the 1966 crisis in the north, and the 
subsequent horrible experiences during the civil war, decided to stay home 
and ventured into farming and other informal jobs to make a living. Others, 
who could not adapt to the post-war conditions at home, went back to their 
pre-war place of residence, while others went to Lagos, Ibadan, Kano, Jos, 
Kaduna and other cities.    

Conclusion

This paper has explored the dynamics of community self-help recon-
struction strategies adopted by the people in the post-civil war era. It has 
established that the survival instinct of the people motivated the adoption of 
communal self-help activities. These community development approaches in 
collaboration with governments and international agencies helped to improve 
their post-war conditions. Western lgbo people were disenchanted with the 
Midwest State and Federal governments’ reconstruction programmes and 
decided to look inward, by adopting self-help strategies to rehabilitate them-
selves. To this end, the population’s communal efforts were paramount for 
the restoration of physical infrastructure. Although both Federal and State 
governments reconstructed some damaged infrastructure, many communi-
ties were neglected. The post-civil war reconstruction programme in Nigeria 
under General Gowon has generated a lot of controversies and debates among 
scholars in academia and analysts outside the academic circles. Scholars who 
share the Federal Government’s sentiments hastily point to a few recon-
structed social amenities and argue that both the Federal and Midwest State 
governments did considerably well in reconstructing the war-torn areas after 
the hostilities. They commended the governments on the ‘speed’ with which 
the social and economic infrastructure was restored and reconciling the Igbo 
with other Nigerian groups. They believe that the Nigerian authorities were 
magnanimous in a victory which is unprecedented in global post-conflict 
reconstruction history.  It would be misleading to weigh the paltry reconstruc-
tion of infrastructural facilities and limited rehabilitation of the people during 
the reconstruction era against the political and economic marginalization of 
the lgbo people and come to the conclusion that the Federal Government and 
the Midwest State’s reconstruction programmes were faithfully implemented. 
The programme was implemented in a manner that reflected the pattern of 
marginalization and injustice to the people who were exposed to military 
operations and killings. In fairness, both Federal and Midwest governments 
did fairly well in the restoration of some basic infrastructure in Igboland, but 
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the ulterior motive of marginalizing the lgbo was clear. Retributive measures 
inherent to the programme were at variance with the tenets of the post-civil 
reconstruction, rehabilitation and reintegration programme. The promul-
gators of the 3Rs (Federal and Midwest State authorities), to some extent, 
lacked genuine commitment and political will in the implementation of the 
post-civil war reconstruction programme, as Igboland is still in the throes 
of being properly reconstructed. The post-civil reconstruction programme 
of the Midwest State government did not properly attend to the plight of the 
Western lgbo people. This is evidenced by the number of communal self-help 
efforts they initiated to address their pressing needs. 
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ABSTRACT
The Nigerian Civil War caused a lot of devastation in Igboland as a whole and the 
most pressing needs of the people were food, clothing and shelter. To tackle these 
challenges, the Nigerian Government under General Gowon introduced the post-
civil war reconstruction programme to reconstruct Igboland. The reconstruction 
of western Igboland, (Anioma) in the Midwest State was undertaken by the Mid-
west State Government under Col. Ogbemudia. The Federal and Midwest State 
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governments’ efforts in the rehabilitation and reconstruction of damaged social 
and economic infrastructure in Anioma were inadequate and this compelled the 
people to embark on individual and communal self-help interventions. This paper 
explores the veritable self-help strategies the people adopted and contends that the 
reconstruction programmes were half-hearted, and subtly packaged to marginalize 
and dominate the Western Igbo people in the economic and political affairs of the 
Midwest State and larger Nigeria. The overarching argument of the paper is that it 
was the valorised resilience of the people that was paramount in the reconstruction 
of their war-ravaged communities.
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“OME SA OME” AND “MWALA SA  
MWALA”1: GENDER VIOLENCE IN THE  
EXPERIENCES OF SANTOMESE WOMEN

Rossana Maria Marinho Albuquerque2 
Vanda Lopes Camblé3

Introduction

This paper is part of a research on gender violence experienced by 
women in São Tomé and Príncipe. The country has a very recent experience 
of democratic republic: it had its political independence in 1975 and became 
a multi-party democratic republic in the 1990s. It has been colonized by Por-
tugal since the end of the 15th century and carries in its post-independence 
process the economic and social effects of a society that has only very recently 
been constituted autonomously. 

The data on Sao Tome inform that the country is strongly marked by 
poverty, dependence on external resources and a remarkable gender inequal-
ity. Gender violence is a present reality in Sao Tomean society and initiatives 
to confront and promote gender equality are also recent.  

In discussing gender-based violence experienced by women in the 
African context, we adopted some assumptions for the construction of the 
analysis: 

1	 “Man is man” and “woman is woman” in Creole forro, a language spoken in São Tomé and 
Príncipe. Fragment of the testimony of one of the interviewees in the survey.

2	 Postgraduate Program in Sociology, Universidade Federal do Piauí. Teresina, Brazil. 
E-mail: rossanamarinho@ufpi.edu.br

3	 Postgraduate Program in Sociology, Universidade Federal do Piauí. Teresina, Brazil. 
E-mail: vandacamble@hotmail.com
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a)	 the consideration that the term “African” comprises a broad and 
heterogeneous set of cultural and historical experiences, and 
that it is important to locate which specific African context is 
spoken of and which particularities are identified in it, avoiding 
universalisms that tend to homogenize social experiences; 

b)	 Although the repertoire constituted to address gender violence 
has an international dimension, through treaties, conventions, 
institutions and policies thought according to the guidelines that 
guide discussions on the subject, it is important not to lose sight 
of how the phenomenon of violence is concretely characterized 
in the aforementioned context and what other constituent factors 
of social reality are relevant to the understanding of situations of 
violence, which can go hand in hand with other forms of inequal-
ity. In the case of countries that have experienced processes of 
colonization4, it is important to observe how the phenomenon 
of violence is a constituent of the social formation considered 
and how it constitutes an expression of gender oppression today. 
It also means to observe that the transposition of a previous 
repertoire on violence, done without the proper mediations, can 
make the complexity of local experiences invisible, in what are 
configured as violence, losing sight of their concrete configu-
rations. Beyond the definitions, there is the relevance of the 
subjects who go through the experiences; 

c)	 to think about the category “women” as a result of the produc-
tion of historical relationships, among which those that have 
produced gender as manifested in the context. In this sense, 
following the feminist criticism of Oyewùmí (2017), we are 
not interested in taking gender simply as the cultural element 
inscribed in a biological dimorphism, which could incur in an 
analysis that would treat gender as a universal category, according 
to the assumptions of the Western way of producing knowledge. 
Thus, when dealing with women’s experiences, we think about 
how social relations have produced the generation of practices 
and meanings of being a woman in the context of São Tomé and 
Príncipe. 

4	 In the case of Sao Tome and Principe, the territory was uninhabited until the beginning of 
colonization in the late fifteenth century.
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In order to think about the experiences of Santomean women who 
experience situations of gender violence, it is necessary to begin the presen-
tation by discussing the epistemological assumptions that guide the gender 
issues analyzed in the text. Next, we discuss aspects related to the social 
formation of São Tomé and Príncipe, especially regarding the colonization 
process, considering that this society was founded from the occupation of 
the territory according to the interests of the colonizers. We will deal with 
the socio-historical context of São Tomé and Príncipe in order to then think 
about how the Santomean institutions have been seeking to promote gender 
equity and confront gender-based violence. In the last section of the article, we 
analyzed the experiences of the Santomean women interviewed in the survey. 

African and Decolonial Epistemologies:  
other ways to think about gender 

In this section, we address the epistemological and theoretical ref-
erences that guide the analysis of situations of violence from a gender per-
spective. The analysis is based on the contributions of the decolonial femi-
nism of María Lugones and Ochy Curiel, and the feminist epistemology of 
Oyeronké Oyewùmí. Thinking from the authors’ understanding, we conceive 
gender not simply as a descriptive category, as a data situated from the binary 
distinction of bodies. We consider the experiences generated from the pro-
cesses of colonization, which produced hierarchies and racialization of the 
colonized, according to the interests of the European colonizers. Violence 
was an instrument used in a systematic way in the colonization processes, 
producing various physical and symbolic impacts on the colonized peoples.

Decolonial feminist María Lugones (2019) proposes the term colo-
niality of gender to think about the processes that constitute modernity and 
the colonization projects linked to it. These processes produced the human/
non-human hierarchies, which the author considers central to modernity, as 
well as the other categories that expressed modern colonial power relations. 
Part of the colonial enterprise was the presence of the Catholic Church, 
responsible for the “civilizing mission” of conversion of the colonized peoples. 
“The colonial ‘civilizing mission’ was the euphemistic mask of brutal access 
to people’s bodies by unimaginable exploitation, violent sexual violation, 
control of reproduction and systematic horror [...]” (Lugones 2019, 360).

Lugones’ critical proposal allows us to perceive violence as a constit-
uent element of colonial modernity. Gender relations in colonial contexts, in 
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turn, are historically asymmetrical and focus on the male figure of the colo-
nizer as the power pole par excellence. In this sense, when we speak of the 
generalized experiences in colonial contexts, it is fundamental to observe how 
gender is constituted as a category in social experiences. The male/female 
dichotomy, also a mark of modern Western hierarchies, was configured in 
different ways from the colonial encounter. 

In dealing with gender considering the hierarchies produced from 
modernity, decolonial feminism produces the critique of universal catego-
ries and contributes to a glimpse of the “consubstantiality of oppressions” 
(Lugones apud Curiel 2020, 132). Regarding the specificities of decolonial 
feminism, Curiel (2020, 121) states:

If the interpretation of this reality involves understanding how the 
matrix of oppression acts in our own lives, how we are affected by 
oppressions such as racism, heterosexuality, colonialism and clas-
sism, with their structural expressions, ideologies and interpersonal 
aspects, then this work is not about analytical categories, but about 
lived realities that need a deep understanding of how they were pro-
duced. So it is not necessary to say that we are black, poor, women, 
it is about understanding why we are racialized, impoverished and 
sexualized. That is what interests us, as decolonial feminists, because 
in this way we can show that these conditions were produced by colo-
niality (Curiel 2020, 132).

In addition to the critical contributions of Latin American decolonial 
feminists, we consider the notes of Oyewùmí (2017) in “The invention of 
women”, a fundamental work to think about the production of gender stud-
ies in African contexts. The author proposes an epistemology that questions 
the assumptions of Western modernity as universal models to classify and 
interpret social experiences. In her studies of pre-British Yoruba society, 
Oyewùmí identifies that several categories were introduced in social relations 
after colonization. According to the author, the sex/gender system, which has 
served as a universal assumption in gender studies, was non-existent in the 
Yoruba social organization in that context. Thus, she questions the assump-
tion of gender as a universal category. “[...] gender is above all a socio-cultural 
construction. As a starting point of the investigation, we cannot consider as 
given what we really need to investigate” (Oyewùmí 2020, 87). 

Oyewùmí’s proposal draws attention to the historicity of the social 
relations studied and suggests new lenses that consider the narratives of the 
societies in question, especially considering the Western hegemony in the 
production of knowledge in recent centuries. Synthesizing some elements 
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of his epistemological critique, we highlight: a) “Analyses and interpretations 
about Africa must begin in Africa. They need to reflect and be based on spe-
cific cultural and local contexts, not on imported ideas and concepts, usually 
colonial (Oyewùmí 2020, 95); b) gender being a cultural construction, one 
cannot theorize without disregarding the particularities of contexts. In this 
sense, it is important to consider the contexts in which concepts are pro-
duced and which realities they are able to express through their statements; 
c) although gender is conceived as cultural and historical, biological dimor-
phism has remained a presupposition of Western culture when it comes to 
gender classifications. Thus, the author questions how cultural gender has 
been conceived, whether body biological difference serves as an assumption 
for gender differences5; d) hegemonically, gender has been formulated from 
Western experiences of white women, yet presenting itself as a category of 
universal experience. One example, according to the author, is the notion of 
the nuclear family, which is the basis of many feminist studies, but which 
is conceived along the lines of a given model of social experience, presented 
as universal; e) by assuming that gender organizes experiences universally, 
one of the consequences has been to observe gender differences from the 
observation of tasks socially distributed to bodies according to “their sexes”. 
The author considers, however, that this assumption, in itself, is a Western 
conception, which she calls “bio-logic,” as much as it expresses the foundation 
of the social, it presumes biological determinism as the founding element of 
classifications - and, consequently, of hierarchies; f) from this perspective, a 
universal condition of “being a woman” is not conceived; g) since gender is 
thought to be radically cultural, it is more important to observe the impact 
of colonization on its gender dimension, than just to see which group has 
been most exploited, whether men or women (Oyewùmí 2017); h) if gender 
has been produced historically, it means that it is relevant to investigate how 
it was “created” as a category of classification of experiences.

Considering the proposals of the authors mentioned, it is necessary to 
observe several issues in the Santomean context. The first of them concerns 
the identity classifications produced from the colonization of the territory. 
Throughout the centuries of colonial rule, most individuals are deprived 
of citizenship and humanity. Not by chance, one of the first local identities 
produced in the territory is that of liner, which expressed the condition of a 

5	 In “Gender Issues,” Judith Butler makes statements that come close to Oyewùmí’s unders-
tanding of the cultural construction of gender and sex. However, the theoretical dialogues 
undertaken and the empirical situations analyzed by Butler are situated in the Western con-
text. Thus, her formulations are not sufficient to think about the coloniality of gender and 
African experiences. 
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free person and participant in local administrative life. Resistance to inhu-
mane conditions will appear in various forms in the history of Sao Tome 
and Principe, many of them present in local languages that remain as living 
memories of the populations that constituted the territory. 

Another important milestone in the production of identities in the 
Santomese context comes from the processes of resistance in the archipelago, 
which have occurred mainly since the 20th century. The refusal to submit 
to colonial domains produces the ruptures in the status of subordination, 
which trigger the affirmation of legal equality of all citizens/sans, from 1975 
onwards. To mention such periodizations means to remember that the affir-
mation of universal free citizenship dates back 45 years in São Tomé and 
Príncipe, a very short time when compared to 500 years of colonization. 

When we look at the current Santomean context, which expresses the 
inequality in various sectors, experienced mainly by women, it is important to 
consider the social formation that constituted the country and the expressions 
of violence as an instrument of domination, used until very recently in colo-
nial history. In this sense, when dealing with gender violence experienced by 
women in São Tomé and Príncipe, we consider this complex set of historical 
situations, which produce gender and its inequalities in that context. Thus, 
we can understand the statistics that indicate that being a woman in the São 
Tomé context still means dealing with all the burdens of a social formation 
based on exploitation, violence, and denial of the humanity of the peoples 
who lived there. To be a woman is more than being born in a certain body: it 
is to be part of the social relations that produced inequalities and transferred 
to the bodies the locus of exercise of power. To affirm women’s rights, in this 
sense, involves facing the coloniality of gender that still permeates relation-
ships and has in violence one of its recurring instruments. 

The context of São Tomé and Príncipe

São Tomé and Príncipe is an island territory, consisting of two main 
islands, located in the Gulf of Guinea, about 300 km from the African coast. 
Currently, it has a population of just over 200,000 inhabitants, of which 
50.5% are women. The territory was colonized by the Portuguese at the end 
of the 15th century (Seibert 2014). The country has a particular characteristic 
in its formation process, which is the lack of a pre-colonial native population, 
because besides the Europeans who took possession of the territory, the other 
inhabitants were all from other regions of Africa, conducted for the purpose 
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of slave labor, so that the official narrative about the Santomean society begins 
from colonial relations. 

The climatic conditions of São Tomé were not always considered 
attractive to the colonizers and the deaths or tropical diseases that plagued 
the Europeans in the region were frequent. Thus, since the 16th century, the 
colonizers adopted strategies of alliances with local half-breeds, or freed some 
slave workers to administer the colony in the service of Portugal. “[...] The 
high mortality rate of whites was one of the reasons why, at the beginning of 
colonization, the Portuguese Crown facilitated unions between white men 
and African slaves in São Tomé and, for the same reason, in 1515 and 1517, 
the collective freedom of African slaves was decreed” (Seibert 2014, 56). 

The Santomean society was formed from colonization and founded 
on slave labor. The majority population of the territory was formed from the 
various ethnic groups to which the workers who were enslaved belonged. As 
a legacy of the presence of ethnic groups from different parts of Africa, the 
following local languages emerged: “on the island of São Tomé, the lungwa 
santome or forro, the majority Creole, and the angolan (ngola) and, in Prín-
cipe, the lung’yie” (Seibert 2014). 

Due to the domination strategies of the colonizers, São Tomé his-
torically had a black presence in the local colonial administration and also 
in the slave labor force. The part of the freedmen who had access to the 
administrative, political and economic life of São Tomé constituted the social 
segment of the “forros”, a group that historically distinguished itself from 
the other inhabitants of the islands.

The colonial interests of the Portuguese for the territory of São Tomé 
have varied over the centuries, so the country has gone through different 
processes of colonization and relations of the Portuguese with the local pop-
ulation. When the territory was re-colonized in the 19th century, the Portu-
guese began to downgrade the social position of half-breeds, liners, and black 
people free from the territory. 

According to Seibert (2015), during the recolonization period, when 
slavery was abolished in 1875, the Portuguese introduced the form of servant 
labor, absorbing and exploiting the labor force of Angola, Cape Verde and 
Mozambique, in addition to deepening the marginalization of the linings. 
In 1953, the “Batepá Massacre” took place, a historical episode known for 
the resistance of the Santomean people against the violence and persecution 
of the colonizers. 

In 1975, the country gained its political independence and established 
itself as the Democratic Republic of São Tomé and Príncipe. In 1990, it 
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established a multiparty system. The country’s experience of political inde-
pendence is quite recent, as is the structuring of political and administrative 
institutions6 in the country, among them those that seek to promote gender 
equity. 

It is common in historiography about São Tomé and Príncipe to 
find the information that places the economic and political landmarks of 
colonization, which maps the peoples who inhabited the region over the 
centuries, but the observation of how the territory was constituted from a 
gender perspective is still something to be deepened in the investigations. In 
Santos (2015) we found an approach on the protagonism of women in Sao 
Tome and Principe, especially from the struggles for political independence. 
In her research, information is gathered in an attempt to identify the pres-
ence of women in the colonial period between the 15th and 18th centuries, 
that the author recognizes are still scarce. Despite the gap, her research is 
an important historical source on gender issues in São Tomé and Príncipe. 

In addition to contemporary data that inform us about the inequal-
ities that exist in the country, we follow the trails of what the experiences 
of Santomean women tell us, as well as the cultural elements present in 
representations of local literature, especially the ones produced by women, 
following the example of Conceição Lima (Silva 2019), who produces her 
“affective memories” through poetry and presents a universe of cultural signs 
of experiences in the context of the country. The very expression of women’s 
voices in the production of different fields of knowledge in São Tomé is 
quite recent. In this sense, it is still necessary to produce a historiography 
that expresses the places of the different subjects who composed the social 
formation of São Tomé, especially those who were relegated to marginality 
or disregarded in their humanity. A history from a decolonial perspective 
is still a task to be done, by many hands that can put the narratives back in 
other terms.

In São Tomé and Príncipe, gender inequality is present in all social 
segments: in schooling, access to income and work, political representation, 
among others. According to Oliveira and Azevedo (2016), Santomean women 
make up 71% of the unskilled workers and 59% of the unemployed popula-
tion. According to the “National Human Development Report” of 2014, women 
were in more precarious work situations compared to men and, in terms 

6	One of the expressions of this process is the difficulty in obtaining systematized data 
about the country, which are available on the official platforms of Santomean institutions. 
Although there are notable efforts, the publication of data is still a challenge for STP. The col-
lection of official information becomes a mining activity, which makes it difficult to provide 
a more precise characterization of the social reality of the country. 
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of level of education, a comparison of the year 2012 indicated that, among 
family heads, 72% of women and 28% of men had no level of education; 
while at the professional/technical level, the proportion was 80% men and 
20% women. At the higher education level, 78% of men and 22% of women. 

Regarding family composition and arrangements, the “IV General 
Census of Population and Housing”, held in 2012, presents a profile of the 
country: 66% of homes in urban areas and 44% in rural areas, the average 
national number of family members is 4 people, with the nuclear model 
prevailing (31.7%), followed by “others” (23.8%), which includes the models 
of single-parent and extended single-parent families. The majority of families 
(59%) are responsible for one man, and women are responsible for 41% of 
households. The census identified that women are more represented in sin-
gle-parent (87.3%) and extended single-parent (88.1%) families, while men 
are responsible for 80.2% of marital type families. 

Still according to the population census, marriage is not a hegemonic 
practice among Santomeans, so that 90.3% of the people responsible for the 
families have the status of singles and 89.1% live in a de facto union. The 
document records that monogamous marriage corresponds to 8% of conjugal 
arrangements and de facto unions prevail, in which men relate to different 
women. This configuration explains the existence of many homes in which 
the woman is responsible for the family, children and/or other relatives. 
Although she is the main responsible, she experiences more strongly the 
indicators of inequality in the country, passing through the material and also 
affective dimensions. According to the report:

Marriage is therefore not a very recurrent practice of the San Tomean 
family leaders. As a rule, they unite and form a family without getting 
married. The marital experience (vivencha) or the culturally consen-
sual de facto union is the most frequent type of union mainly among 
the most disadvantaged social strata. [...] The analysis by nature of the 
union confers that of the family leaders who live together, 89.1% live 
in a de facto union, i.e. only 10.9% are married (Instituto Nacional de 
Estatística 2014, 20).

The presence of “polygamy in fact, but not in law” is an important 
element to be observed in Santomean society. The practice of polygamy is 
present in some African cultures prior to colonization, as can be observed 
in countries such as Cape Verde (Monteiro 2016) and Mozambique (Teix-
eira 2018), for example. However, since the colonial meeting, a sui generis 
product is the combination of European and African models. In this sense, 
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the practice of polygamy currently exercised in São Tomé and Príncipe is a 
result of historical processes, which ends up establishing hierarchies that are 
generis, in order to produce privileges of masculinity. According to Semedo 
(2016, 960):

In terms of family modes of existence, São Tomé’s society is char-
acterized by the archetypal Western families - the nuclear/marital, 
the reconstructed, the single-parent (exclusively headed by women) 
and the extended, many of which are crossed by polygamous male 
relationships. These polygamous relationships are independent of 
the educational, generational, and purchasing power of the female 
collective, and usually translate into the maintenance of two or more 
families, or two or more wives, each residing in their own home and 
in different neighborhoods.

The author also mentions the hierarchies produced in polygamous 
relationships, whether considering men or women, as to the relationships 
between women, depending on the place occupied in the conjugal relation-
ship: “Categories such as ‘inside woman’, ‘outside woman’, ‘molaste’ and 
‘samua’ - the latter two in crioulo forro - qualify the conjugal cartographies, to 
a certain extent a superiority of the ‘inside woman’ over the ‘outside woman’ 
[...]” (Semedo 2016, 968).

When we observe the family arrangements in Santomean society, 
we see how they operate together with other social conditioning, reinforcing 
inequalities and combining situations of oppression and exploitation. The 
inequalities that women experience in other dimensions of social life are 
also manifested in the domestic environment. Along with situations of social 
inequality, gender violence is a phenomenon present in women’s daily lives. 
The mechanisms of confrontation, in turn, are quite recent and still far from 
promoting equity, autonomy and security for women. 

Confronting gender-based violence in São Tomé and Príncipe
As previously mentioned, since 1975 the country has been affirming 

equality in terms of rights and promoting policies aimed at reducing the 
historically produced inequalities. It is also in this year that the São Tomé 
and Príncipe Women’s Organization (OMSTEP) was created, an important 
initiative to affirm women’s rights. These were incorporated into documents 
and resolutions after independence, and the confrontation of gender-based 
violence was later included in the country’s political agenda. 
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With regard to gender violence, it is important to highlight some 
institutional frameworks (Pires dos Santos 2015; Sousa and Vera-Cruz 2019): 
a) the first study on Domestic Violence in São Tomé and Príncipe, in 2002, 
through the initiative of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF); b) 
the creation of the Counseling Center Against Domestic Violence (CACVD), 
in 2006, to prevent, counsel, and support victims of domestic violence; c) 
the adoption of the first National Strategy for Gender Equality and Equity 
(ENIEG), with technical and financial support from the United Nations Pop-
ulation Fund; d) creation of law no. 11/2008, which establishes mechanisms 
to prevent and punish domestic and family violence, in line with the Con-
vention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW); e) creation of law no. 12/2008, which establishes a system of pre-
vention and support for victims of domestic and family violence; f) creation 
of law no. 6/2012, which typified the crime of domestic violence in the San 
Tomean penal code.

Laws 11/2008 and 12/2008 are fundamental elements in the insti-
tutionalization of the confrontation of violence in the Santomean context. 
According to law 11/2008, in its article 5, domestic and family violence against 
women is any action or omission based on gender, which causes death, 
injury, physical, sexual, psychological, moral, property or deprivation of lib-
erty. Law 11/2008 provides punishment to those who commit these crimes 
and addresses measures of awareness, as well as creating protective measures 
for women in situations of domestic violence. 

Article 49 of Law 11/2008 states that, once reported, domestic vio-
lence assumes the nature of a public crime. The statement is very relevant, 
considering that there are situations in which women denounce and are 
coerced by the aggressor or other people to decline the accusation, which 
can aggravate their vulnerability. Although the creation of the law was an 
important step, there was still a gap: domestic violence was not yet part of 
the list of crimes of the Penal Code of São Tomé and Príncipe. The gap was 
filled in 2012, when domestic violence was included in the Penal Code of 
São Tomé and Príncipe, through the approval of law no. 6/2012, referring 
to article 152, with the epigraph “mistreatment or overload of minors and 
subordinates and domestic violence”. The insertion of this type of crime was 
fundamental to prevent situations of violence and abuse occurring within 
the domestic environment, involving spouses and dependents, especially 
children. 

The production of data on gender-based violence in Sao Tome and 
Principe still has many gaps. The information available on the reality of vio-
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lence in the country was published in 2010 in the “Demographic and Health 
Survey” (2008-2009), when there was a national survey on the subject, with 
male and female respondents. The document brings us closer to the reality 
of Santomeanism through the data obtained; however, it is important to point 
out that a) new surveys are needed, given that in the course of a decade some 
dynamics may have been produced in the country, so as to alter to some 
extent the percentages obtained at the time the document was produced; 
b) the data in the report were obtained from the population’s responses, 
expressing their perception on the issue of gender-based violence, but there 
is no nationwide database available to measure the number of complaints 
and reception services, an indispensable element to observe the San Tomean 
state’s performance in confronting violence. In this sense, there is the pro-
duction of repertoires on gender-based violence in São Tomé and Príncipe, 
but there is still a need for articulation between the data and institutional 
mechanisms of confrontation.

In the Demographic Survey, the population was consulted about 
domestic violence in order to observe the degree of acceptance and possible 
justifications for the practices of violence. According to the document, one 
in five women (20%) agreed with at least one of the justifications for men 
to beat women. This conception was more widespread among women who 
worked and were not paid in cash (36%), among the uneducated (28%) and 
those living in a poorer household (24%). Among male respondents, the per-
centages indicated that 32% of men living in poorer households agreed with 
justifications for violence against women. Amid men with primary schooling, 
the percentage was 26% and 16% among those with secondary schooling. 
Among the justifications presented by men, according to the document: 

Men cited, in order of importance, the fact of neglecting children 
(14% against 12% for women), the fact of leaving without informing 
the husband (12% against 10% for women), the fact of contradicting 
the husband (10% against 7% for women), the fact of refusing to have 
sexual relations (5% against 6% for women) and the fact of burning 
food (7% against 6% for women) (Instituto Nacional de Estatística; 
Ministério da Saúde de São Tomé 2010, 260).

The Demographic Survey also sought to verify the population’s per-
ception of women’s refusal to have sexual relations in the context of affective 
relationships and identified that 74% of men considered it justifiable if the 
woman knew that her spouse had some sexually transmitted disease; 71% 
agreed with women’s refusal if they were tired or unwilling; the percentage 
drops to 48% of acceptance in situations where the woman refuses to have 
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sexual relations when she discovers that her spouse has another affective 
relationship, a number that indicates the legitimacy of polygamy as a privilege 
of masculinity in the Santomean culture.

Regarding the experience of domestic violence, the report indicated 
that the presence was lower among women who had financial autonomy and 
a higher level of education. There was a higher frequency among divorced 
and separated women. 36% of married or unmarried women indicated that 
they had been victims of violence since the age of 15. The document also 
states that violence perpetrated by men decreases the higher their level of 
schooling and draws attention to the importance of an education focused 
on the discussion of gender (Instituto Nacional de Estátistica; Ministério da 
Saúde de São Tomé 2010).  

The way violence is present in daily relations in São Tomé and Prín-
cipe indicates its use as a systematic instrument of gender hierarchy, control 
of female bodies, and still has much legitimacy in discourses and practices. In 
this sense, beyond the legal instruments that aim to restrain such practices, 
it is fundamental that the most profound changes manifest themselves in 
the culture, in the way genders are produced, in order to subvert hierarchies 
and oppressions. 

In the “National Implementation Report of the Beijing Declaration 
and Program of Action + 25o”, in which the state evaluates its performance 
in confronting violence, there is an indication that there are still many chal-
lenges for the production of statistics regarding violence against women in 
the country, so that it is possible to improve the mechanisms for confronting 
the phenomenon and ensure social justice. According to the report (2019, 
44), when noting the existing obstacles in confronting violence:

Constraints: 
Weak operationalization of the database on GBV; Insistence of7 
national data on domestic violence and sexual abuse of minors; Lack 
of data on violence against the elderly; Total dependence on finan-
cial resources of development partners for the implementation of the 
action plan of the GBV Strategy. 

Challenges: 
Make the 24h hotline available, in partnership with the National 
Police; Disseminate the laws 11/2008 and 12/2008 and the Penal 
Code at the national level; Reinforce the National Strategy of VBG; 
Improve the process of production of VBG statistics (our emphasis).

7	 We believe there was a spelling error and the term would be non-existent.
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Initiatives to promote gender equality go hand in hand with a cul-
ture that still privileges masculinity and legitimizes the various forms of 
violence against women. The creation of instruments to curb violence in this 
sense becomes fundamental for the promotion of the rights of Santomean 
women. In addition to institutional initiatives, we consider the narratives of 
Santomean women, which express the place of violence in daily life and the 
challenges for the promotion of gender equity in the context of the country. 

Other “gravana stories”8:  
The experiences of Santomean women 

Listening to the stories of Santomean women is a fundamental aspect 
of understanding the phenomenon of gender violence. To approach experi-
ences from a decolonial perspective also means to think about how women 
relate their experiences, perceive themselves as women and build their tra-
jectories, which are also of resistance, in a context very adverse to them. It 
also means considering them beyond the terms that universalize experiences, 
whether thinking about the term women or in the condition of citizens.

In addressing violence considering the coloniality of gender, we con-
sider the “destructive reach of colonial enforcement” (Lugones 2020, 55). 
The first forms of violence experienced by women in São Tomé were those 
promoted by colonization, which were updated according to the projects of 
the colonizers, reaching different generations. We cannot lose sight of how 
the reality of violence and inequality has been configured historically and 
manifested in the present. In this sense, in agreement with Curiel (2020), 
a perspective of emancipation needs to face coloniality.

Through women’s talk, we approach the contexts of violence and 
the other social markers that constitute their lives. For this article, we will 
address some of the experiences among the 18 women interviewed in the 
research, in 2019, in the capital city of São Tomé. By transcribing the lines, 
we seek to preserve, with the maximum fidelity, the richness of oral expres-
sions, which combine Portuguese with Creole forro, reminding us of the 
historical processes that produced the Santomean people and constitute the 
reality experienced by women. 

8	 “Histórias da Gravana” refers to the literary work of the saintly writer Olinda Beja, in 
which she presents short stories telling the experiences of women from São Tomé in Prín-
cipe, including daily situations of oppression.
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Among the women who participated in the semi-structured inter-
views, we identified the following profile: a) age bracket ranging from 19 to 47 
years, with the group prevailing from 20 to 29 years (55.5%); b) in relation to 
schooling, primary level prevailed (61%), followed by high school (33%) and 
only 1 in higher education; c) among professions, there was a prevalence of 
housewives and maids (61%), in addition to mentions of other professional 
activities; c) the verification of the income range identified that more than 
half had no source of income (55.5%) and, among the others, 6 received the 
value of up to 1 minimum wage (about 1100 Sao Tomean Dobra)9 and only 
2 had incomes above the minimum wage (average of 3.000 Sao Tomean 
Dobra); d) only 2 interviewees did not have children and the majority declared 
themselves single; however, there is a notable presence of consensual unions, 
which means the establishment of an affective relationship with home life, 
although not formally recognized. 

Regarding information on violence, the interviews identified that all 
women had already suffered some form of violence, in addition to having 
knowledge of other women who had also suffered violence, with frequent 
mention of physical aggression. Most of them said they were aware of the 
existence of the law to confront domestic violence, from the Counseling 
Center, but did not know details about the content of the law. It is important 
to point out that several of them became aware of the legislation or other 
information about violence through state campaigns and the media, which 
indicates the functioning of these strategies as a way of disseminating the 
content of confronting violence and promoting cultural changes that may 
influence the reduction of occurrences. 

In order to understand how the phenomenon of violence manifests 
itself in the daily lives of women, it is necessary to identify the various dimen-
sions that constitute it, such as gender conceptions, the way violence pres-
ents itself in affective and domestic relationships, in the existing models of 
conjugal arrangements, in addition to other expressions of the inequalities 
that also make up the aforementioned social scenario.

From the interviews, we found that being a woman meant being 
responsible for domestic chores, having fewer opportunities for schooling, 
work, income, and freedom when compared to defining the social place 
of men. In all the statements10, there was the observation of inequalities, 
expressed in the situations reported. In situations involving economic depen-
dence, violence often worsened. 

9	Equivalent to about $ 50 U.S. dollars or $ 269,89 Brazilian reais. 

10	 We use codenames, as a way to preserve their identities.
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Usually, men don’t do domestic work, because many times when men 
do domestic work, society talks: this man there is dumb, goofy, bob-
oyoko11. He is washing dishes for his wife. Woman already katxôu12 
him. That’s why many don’t help. Domestic work is a job done for 
women. (Jessica, 24, package seller, 2 daughters, elementary school)

He worked, made money, but the money he received was only spent 
with other women. He took other women to where I live, to his moth-
er’s house. I was just watching, a lot of suffering! When I complained 
to his mother, his mother said that he is a man [his mother supports 
him]: ‘and a man with money in his pocket gets any woman he wants. 
[...] He would just go home to take a shower, change clothes. He 
wouldn’t give money to buy soap to wash his clothes or the children’s. 
(Nina, 37 years old, maid, 4 children, elementary school)

One aspect observed in the interviews is the access to education as a 
factor of social mobility and greater autonomy in women’s lives. The inter-
viewee Kilomba’s speech expressed, at various moments, the reflectivity on 
the feminine condition and the refusal to reproduce certain social places. In 
that society, violence appears as a systematic instrument of gender produc-
tion, especially in women’s experiences. Kilomba was 23 years old, had no 
children, was single, had a professional activity, and had an average income 
of 4,000 dobras13. In describing the reality of women in the Santomese con-
text, she said:

Santomean women are destined to take care of their husbands. So 
much so that you are 23 and have no children? Kyê!14 This is a scandal! 
What do you mean? It’s already time to give birth! What are you get-
ting at? You want to study, study alone? You have to give birth, have a 
child, have a husband, have a home, take care of the house.

Another aspect manifested in the interviews is the presence of polyg-
amy as a privilege of masculinity. As it is socially configured, it deepens gen-
der inequalities and gives men greater autonomy and power over women’s 
lives. In most interviews, there were reports of de facto unions in which 
men also related to other women. Something that aggravates situations of 

11	 Fool.

12	 The expression means to suggest that the woman has bewitched him.

13	 Equivalent to about $185.59 U.S. dollars or $ 948 Brazilian reais.

14	 Interjection that denotes amazement, an indignation.
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violence is the construction of hierarchies among women, made by men 
who related to them, reinforcing the oppression of some and producing con-
flicts between them in the dispute for men. The following extracts from the 
interviews express how violence is combined with polygamy in the context 
of Santomeanism:

Men nowadays will want two, three women, but women who are 
home, they mistreat like a slave. In the beginning it gets good, love 
gets strong, very good15. As a woman gets pregnant, they get another. 
A woman who is at home, when she complains about their absence, 
they beat her up. When a man gets a woman, he doesn’t sleep at 
home; they sleep around, because they already have another new 
woman. When they get home the next day, when the woman asks, 
they get angry16 and beat up. (Chanquena, 19 years old, student, 1 
daughter, high school)

He does many things wrong. He has many women, not for home. He 
always goes out, but he never goes out with me. When I ask him to go 
out together, he never wants to. I just go out with my sisters-in-law. I 
ask him. He lets me. I go. I have time to get home. But midnight is 
the time he stays on the street. (Katia, 28 years old, maid, 3 daughters, 
elementary school)

Cheating is a type of psychological violence. But violence in São Tomé 
is so naturalized that nobody cares. In other words, it’s the most nor-
mal thing in the world. However, cheating is only directed at men; 
when one speaks of cheating, one cannot mention the female gen-
der. Because women in Sao Tome cannot cheat. So much so that a 
man catches a woman cheating, most of the time they end up dead. 
They kill. Because in Sao Tome women cannot cheat on their hus-
bands. When they don’t kill, they beat them, leave them disfigured 
or dismembered. (Kilomba, 23 years old, lawyer, no children, higher 
education)

The above reports express the result of combining polygamous mod-
els from Africa with values and marital arrangements from the colonizing 
West and Christian. This combination has given men the freedom to expe-
rience simultaneous relationships, while at the same time hierarchizing and 
seeking control over women’s bodies, feelings and sexuality. 

15	 Very silly.

16	 They speak up, they utter offenses.
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The modality of psychological violence was experienced by all the 
women interviewed. But, reports of physical violence were also frequent 
in the speeches. The testimonies showed the place of violence in women’s 
experiences and how it is present in daily life, marking bodies and subjectiv-
ities. Women of different age groups told of situations of physical violence 
practiced by the men they lived with, which could have occurred in death, 
such is the aggressiveness employed.

When I was pregnant, a lot of beatings. I went to hospital. I thought I 
would lose my own baby. He gave me a butt on the floor17 with a baby 
in my belly. Since he did that to me, I went to hospital with pain. The 
doctors gave me medication, the pain passed. The next day, he still 
comes home drunk, expressing me18. When I was pregnant, he came 
in the morning all drunk, went inside the house, talking: I’m going 
to kick19 this pykena’s ass. He went inside the house, took a pick to hit 
me with the pick. I ran and tried to hide in my friend’s house. Boy was 
going into the yard telling me he’s going to kick my ass. [...] He came 
out with a pick to put on my back. If that pick entered me, I would die. 
[...] The pick went in and out of the zinc gate. If it was in my head? 
(Chaquena, 19 years old, student, high school, 1 daughter)

He didn’t like it when I take care of myself, he likes to see me jam ga 
podji 20. So he’s the only one who likes me [laughter]. He doesn’t trust 
me. [...] I started to feel a lot of pain, that’s one of the main reasons 
that made me end the relationship. You want it or not, he’s solving 
your problem21. Sometimes I lamented the pain I felt, he saw me cry-
ing and said that I am pretending, that I don’t want to have sex. Kye! 
he had sex with me against my will. He said I don’t want to, because 
I already have someone else, I’m thinking of someone else. Every day 
he will want to sleep with me22. [...] I looked like a sex slave. I felt so 
much pain, I couldn’t even work. (Nina, 37 years old, housekeeper, 4 
children)

One day, he beat me so bad, I got all wet on my body, even my skirt 
got dirty with blood. He was beating me like this, to kill me even, 

17	 She fell on the floor after being assaulted.

18	 “Expressing myself” means that the man was uttering offenses against her.

19	 Pykena means girl. In the sentence, she expresses that he said he was going to assault her.

20	 Untidy.

21	 Forced sexual intercourse.

22	Having sex with her.
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with child on my back. Kicking me with a punch, puffed, here several 
times. All this with child on my back. He hit me, still hitting the child 
on the back. He was all drunk. He had to take a bath in other peo-
ple’s houses. He was disfigured. I had to get out of there immediately. 
(Kini, 43, housewife, 5 children, elementary school)

The testimonies of the women interviewed indicate the situations 
of all forms of violence in daily experiences: psychological, physical, mate-
rial, moral and sexual. In the interviewees’ reports, living violent situations 
becomes part of the female condition in the context. The other markers of 
social inequality end up deepening the situation of women’s vulnerability, 
which demonstrates the need for a multisectoral institutional confrontation 
that reaches various social dimensions in order to promote the guarantees of 
a safe and autonomous citizenship for women. The reports also reveal how 
much violence is still rooted in the Santomean culture, socially legitimized, 
and this is also an important challenge to be faced so that violence is not 
perpetuated as a fate for women’s lives.

Confronting violence considering the coloniality of gender also 
means thinking about the processes that constituted violent masculinities in 
São Tomé, which are expressed in the authority given to men, who still have 
power to command and control over the lives of many women, a recurring 
aspect of a colonial heritage still very much alive in the experiences. More 
than identifying the asymmetries between the genders in the reality of São 
Tomé, we are interested in considering the deep roots that have produced 
such inequalities and are also manifested in gender relations. To resist, in 
this sense, means repeatedly facing the coloniality of gender. 

Conclusion

The coloniality of gender is constituted with a mark present in the 
societies that were colonized, even after the independence processes. Violence 
is the common element of colonization and coloniality, acting as a systematic 
instrument of domination. In view of the asymmetries produced in this type 
of social relationship, gender has been configured as an expression of inequal-
ity and concentration of power. In this sense, the social construction of being 
a woman in such contexts ends up meaning to experience oppressions and, in 
some cases, more deeply. In approaching gender violence from a decolonial 
perspective, our intention was to think about the processes that constituted 
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gender as it manifests itself in the context of Santomeanism, observing the 
echoes of a colonization that existed until recently in the country. 

In considering women’s accounts, we approach the complexity of 
women’s experiences and observe the concrete effects of processes of inequal-
ity and oppression, which end up building gender identities in that context. 
Above all, we consider that women’s experiences are an important key to the 
development of policies to confront violence and reduce inequalities. The 
elements that constitute women’s experiences observed in the research signal 
the need for an expansion of gender studies in São Tomé and Príncipe, which 
may deepen certain clippings and produce an accumulation of contributions 
to policies to promote women’s rights in the country. 
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ABSTRACT
This article discusses gender-based violence from the experiences of women in São 
Tomé and Príncipe. The approach is constructed from the perspective of African 
feminist and decolonial epistemologies. Thus, gender relations are thought of con-
sidering the particularities of the colonization process that occurred in the country, 
as well as the post-independence socioeconomic configurations, which are marked 
by social inequalities, mainly experienced by women.

KEYWORDS
Gender Violence; Sao Tome and Principe; Decolonial Epistemologies.

Received on June 6, 2020 
Accepted on August 31, 2020

Translated by Mariana Reali Vitola



255Brazilian Journal of African Studies | Porto Alegre | v. 5, n. 10, Jul./Dec. 2020 | p. 255-256

PARTNERS

NERINT

The Brazilian Centre for Strategy and International Relations 
(NERINT) was the first center dedicated to the study and research in 
International Relations in Southern Brazil. It was established in August 1999 
at the ILEA/UFRGS aiming the argumentative and innovative study of the 
main transformations within the post-Cold War international system. Since 
2014, it was located at the Faculty of Economics of UFRGS (FCE-UFRGS) 
and since 2018 is located at Center for International Studies on Government 
(CEGOV), at Latin American Institute of Advanced Studies (ILEA-UFRGS). 
In parallel, NERINT has sought ways to contribute to the debate on a national 
project for Brazil through the understanding of the available strategic options 
to consolidate an autonomous international presence for the country, from the 
perspective of the developing world. Brazil’s choice of an “active, affirmative, 
and proactive diplomacy” at the beginning of the 21st century has converged 
with projections and studies put forward over numerous seminars and 
publications organized by NERINT. 

An outcome of its activity was the creation of an undergraduate 
degree on International Relations (2004), ranked the best in Brazil according 
to the Ministry of Education (2012), and a graduate level program, the 
International Strategic Studies Doctoral Program (2010). Two journals 
were also created: the bimonthly Conjuntura Austral and the biannual and 
bilingual Austral: Brazilian Journal of Strategy & International Relations. 
Thus, besides ongoing research on developing countries, NERINT is also 
the birthplace of undergraduate and graduate programs, not to mention its 
intense editorial activities.

CEBRAFRICA

The Brazilian Centre for African Studies (CEBRAFRICA) has its ori-
gins in Brazil-South Africa Studies Centre (CESUL), a program established 
in 2005 through an association between the Universidade Federal do Rio 



256 Partners

Grande do Sul (UFRGS) and Fundação Alexandre de Gusmão (FUNAG), of 
the Brazilian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Its research activities are developed 
in cooperation with the Brazilian Centre for Strategy and International 
Relations (NERINT). 

In March 2012, CESUL was expanded into CEBRAFRICA in order 
to cover the whole of Africa. At the same time, the South Africa series, which 
published six books, was transformed into the African Series, currently 
with eleven titles. The centre’s main objectives remain the same as before: 
to conduct research, to support the development of memoires, thesis and 
undergraduate works, to congregate research groups on Africa, to organize 
seminars, to promote student and professor exchanges with other institutions, 
to establish research networks and joint projects with African and Africanist 
institutions, to publish national and translated works on the field, and to 
expand the specialized library made available by FUNAG. 

The numerous research themes seek to increase knowledge of the 
African continent and its relations to Brazil on the following topics: International 
Relations, Organizations and Integration, Security and Defense, Political 
Systems, History, Geography, Economic Development, Social Structures 
and their Transformations, and Schools of Thought. CEBRAFRICA counts 
among its partners renowned institutions from Brazil, Argentina, Cuba, 
Mexico, Canada, United States, South Africa, Angola, Mozambique, 
Senegal, Cape Verde, Egypt, Nigeria, Morocco, Portugal, United Kingdom, 
Netherlands, Sweden, Russia, India, and China. Current researches focus on 
“Brazilian, Chinese, and Indian Presence in Africa”, “Africa in South-South 
Cooperation”, “African Conflicts”, “Integration and Development in Africa”, 
“African Relations with Great Powers”, “Inter-African Relations”, “Security 
and defense agenda in Africa”.

CEGOV

The Center for International Studies on Government  (CEGOV) 
located at the Federal University of Rio Grande do Sul (UFRGS) develops 
studies and research projects on governmental affairs from a comparative 
perspective. The Center gathers researchers from several departments of 
the University, such as Economics, Political Science, Law, Administration, 
International Relations, Education, Urbanism and Computer Science.It 
encompasses scholars from the most traditional research groups at UFRGS,  
specialized in a range of public policy areas, such as Health, Education, 
Sports, Public Security, Foreign Affairs and Defense.



SUBMISSION STANDARDS

1.	 The Brazilian Journal of African Studies publishes articles and book reviews;
2.	 The journal is divided in two sections: Articles (Artigos) and Book Review (Resenhas);
3.	 The research articles must contain a maximum of 50 thousand characters (including 
spaces and footnotes). Use only the standard format; the book reviews must contain a 
maximum of 4,5 thousand characters (spaces and footnotes included);
4.	 The footnotes should be of a substantive and complementary nature;
5.	 The bibliography must follow the rules of the Chicago system (Author-date or 
note-bibliography), specifying the used literature at the end of the text;
6.	 Contributions must be original and unpublished and can be submitted in Portu-
guese, English or Spanish;
7.	 Contributions must contain the full name of the author, their titles, institutional affil-
iation (the full name of the institution) and an email address for contact;
8.	 The complete filling of the submission form by the authors is mandatory;
9.	 Publications of undergraduate students are accepted, as long as in partnership with 
an advisor professor, which will appear as the main author of the work;
10.	 Book reviews must contain the complete data and the ISBN of the analyzed work;
11.	 Contributions must be accompanied of: 3 keywords in Portuguese or Spanish and 3 
keywords in English; Title in English and in Portuguese or Spanish; Abstract in English 
and in Portuguese or Spanish, both with up to 50 words;
12.	 Submissions must be made by the journal website: www.seer.ufrgs.br/rbea

SUBMISSION PREPARATION CHECKLIST
As part of the submission process, authors are required to check off their submission’s 
compliance with all of the following items, and submissions may be returned to authors 
that do not adhere to these guidelines.
 
1.	 Contributions must be original, and shall not have been submitted for publication in 
another journal; otherwise, it must be justified in “Comments to the Editor”.
2.	 Submitted files must be in Microsoft Word, OpenOffice or RTF (as long as their size 
is up to 2MB) format.
3.	 URLs must be informed in the references when necessary.
4.	 The text must be single-spaced; Times New Roman typeface 12 pt must be used for 
the body of the text; italic is to be used instead of underline (except in URL addresses); 
Figures and Tables must be embedded in the text.
5.	 The text must follow patterns of style and bibliographical requirements described in 
Author Guidelines, in the section “About the Journal”.
6.	 The identification of authorship of the work must be removed from the file and the 
Properties option in Word, thus ensuring the confidentiality criteria of the journal, if it is to 
be subjected to peer review (i.e. articles), accordingly with available instructions in the web-
site.




