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Angola Research Paper 

Introduction 

The historical impetus for underdevelopment in sub-Saharan Africa provides valuable 

insight into why sub-Saharan Africa is largely economically underdeveloped today. It can be 

explained by three main arguments, which this paper will use to discuss how Angola fits into the 

picture. The three main arguments for the motivating forces in history for why Sub-Saharan 

Africa is still economically underdeveloped today can be summarized in three researcher’s 

arguments. Diamond argues that geographic factors inhibited African development, while 

Englebert argues that colonialism via political processes impeded development. And finally, 

Rodney argues that European colonization underdeveloped Africa. This paper will elaborate on 

Rodney’s argument by looking at how colonialism uniquely underdeveloped Angola, specifically 

the Angolan Civil War to narrow the scope and also look into the natural resource curse. But, 

first, we must cover a brief history.  

Brief History 

Angola was a former Portuguese colony for almost 500 years as the number one source 

for slaves to the Americas, primarily Brazil. What sets Angola apart from other colonies is that 

unlike British and French colonists, the Portuguese colonizers of Angola didn’t bother to record 

the history of indigenous populations-- they instead focused on recording the past of their own 

people that would settle in Angola. Angola, like many other countries, was a hunter-gatherer 

society. The Ndongo kingdom were the rulers before colonization of the country that would be 

known as Angola. Onto today, Angola may look like a model democracy, but in fact, has been in 

practice a single-party state with the MPLA retaining the power to this day. Angola has 
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developed as a weak state with strong foreign influences, so the country faces poverty (with high 

rates of inequality) and rampant corruption which roots can be traced back to colonialism. Why 

is this? 

1975-2002 Decades-Long Civil War 

Independence-wise, Angola was able to gain self-rule in 1975. At this time, Angola 

aligned with the Soviet Union, which pulled Angola into a proxy war for the Cold War. The 

U.S., South Africa, and China supported the UNITA party, while the Soviet Union and Cuba 

supported the MPLA party. These deep-seated tensions still exist today, but not for innate 

reasons. A study by Pearce proved that the Civil War was a proxy cold war through a wide range 

of interviews that revealed that people would just join the party that was in charge of their town 

so they wouldn’t die or gain the rewards of joining that side of the War (Pearce 2012). This is an 

important distinction to keep in mind because Angolan people didn’t want the war-- they weren’t 

fighting for these ideological differences. As a whole, Angolan people wanted to survive-- and so 

they would join who they needed to join to do so.  

As a baseline, Rodney argues that European colonization reoriented the economy and 

undermined the indigenous industrial class of Sub-Saharan Africa because the primary point of 

colonization was to gain profit for investors. The decades-long Civil War in Angola can 

epitomize how colonialism helped economically underdevelop Angola. Consider this. Before the 

Civil War, the Angolan Economy was growing notwithstanding the extraction of human 

capital/resources/etc. via of Portgual colonialism. Along with the destruction of the Civil War, 

there was also a mass exodus when the entire white population abandoned farms/jobs (Mayer). 

This is notable because Portugal didn’t want to decolonize-- so the task was left up to Angola. So 
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not only did Portuguese colonization extract resources and human capital from Angola, but the 

Portuguese also put whites into power/jobs, and systematically put Angolans into less-skilled 

jobs, so that this exodus would negatively impact Angola with no one to take on these abandoned 

jobs.  

At the end of a civil war, there is literature that assumes there will be a ‘peace dividend’. 

Such a dividend could’ve helped Angola to help reduce their oil dependency to focus on other 

sectors of the economy. Ferreira elaborates on this idea by arguing that in increasing oil exports, 

structuring Angola’s political and economic systems on rent-seeking, and ultimately the 

legitimacy is given to the new government all led to Angola’s financial gains from oil to only 

serve the ruling elites’ interests-- but not for it to be felt by Angola’s population as a whole 

(Ferreira 2005). This relates to Englebert’s point that the developmental capacity of Angola, in 

this case, was diminished by the lack of the degree of historical legitimacy in that the institutions 

didn’t develop for the people-- but, instead of for the political elites and foreign actors involved.  

2002-Present Oil Exports: The Natural Resource Curse’s effect on Angola 

Where the Civil War ended in helping to economically underdevelop Angola, the natural 

resource curse took up the job. So starting with the premise of the natural resource curse, Angola 

meets the standards. The standards being that being a country being oil-rich can make other 

sectors less competitive and kickstart the dutch disease (Amundsen). This holds true in Angola. 

Oil became the new focus mainly after the Civil War. In fact, factories’ output dropped from 

pre-war levels, and sectors like Agriculture never fully recovered from the reorienting of the 

economy from colonialism as well as the carnage of the Civil War in land destruction and even 

landmines that would prevent arable land. In addition, oil allowed Angolan leadership to not 



4 

diversify the economy away from oil, so the oil dependency remained. Oil accounted for 90% of 

Angola’s exports, while about half of Angola’s GDP was coming from the oil sector. Oil 

production would then double over the next 10 years after the Civil War (“Africa: The World 

Factbook.”). Forwarding to today, Angola is one of China’s major oil suppliers as well as one of 

the primary recipients of Chinese loans in Sub-Saharan Africa. Angola is also a part of OPEC as 

oil accounts for 50% of Angola’s GDP, more than 70% of their government revenue, as well as 

90% of Angola’s exports (“Africa: The World Factbook.”).  

Yet, despite Angola’s oil-wealth, the money does not go to the people or to diversify the 

economy. Oil money has instead been used by those in power to continue corruption, as well as 

pour that money into debt-ridden Portugal. This is the case for Portugal’s other former colonies 

as well. Portugal is the worst-off country in the EU and is said to be more economically 

dependent on their former colonies. For instance, Portugal remains the 2nd largest import source 

for Angola, while Angola is only the 4th largest export source for Portgual-- as well as less 

formal economic transactions like Portuguese leadership encouraging the jobless to move to 

former colonies to get work (Cala 2013).  

Another example is that Angola pours financial aid to debt-ridden Portugal (Mark 2011). 

This stands in stark contrast to the reality of poverty for many Angolans who do not have the 

luxury of being a top-executive in Luanda. These are just two examples of several of how 

countries like Portugal and China hold an almost parasitic-like power dynamic in trade 

agreements with Angola. To further add evidence to this point, Barros used a Bayesian model 

that ended up confirming results that although Portgual may need the FDI that Angola provides 

them, Portgual refuses to recognize that the FDI they receive from Angola is related to 
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corruption and money laundering, funneled by Angola’s political elite (Barros 2014). In addition 

to this indifference, is Portgual’s encouragement of this disadvantageous power dynamic 

(advantageous to Portgual, but not for Angola). Duffy reveals that Portugal profits immensely 

from its former colonies-- and their economy would’ve suffered without colonialism (Duffy 

2020). The majority of Portuguese exports are destined for Africa and that most 

Portuguese-African products that go into the world market include products mainly from Africa-- 

like diamonds, for example.  

This unfair trading can be traced back to when Portugal endured the Great Depression, it 

once again employed methods to profit off of Angola. Portugal implemented a tariff-system that 

gave generous protection to Portuguese industries, while forcing colonial raw materials from 

Angola to come to Lisbon-- even if it had export would have to be re-exported (Clarence-Smith 

1979). This history of unfair trading and agreements has endured to today. In large part, thanks 

to institutions like Angola’s state oil company Sonangol. Sonangol has not only played a part in 

allowing corruption and authoritarianism to continue-- but providing it a channel to thrive. For 

instance, big energy companies like BP have valuable stakes in Angola and have funneled 

money to Angola’s first woman billionaire as well as an aforementioned point of funneling 

money to Portugal.  

Conclusion  

Withal, Angola is an oil-rich, yet a dirt-poor state, largely due to the strong foreign 

influence and strong autocratic institutions. The Angolan Civil War is a recent example of how 

colonialism has largely economically underdeveloped Angola. Where the Civil War ended, the 
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natural resource curse kicked in at full speed to continue the economic underdevelopment of 

Angola.  

This paper hoped to reveal insight as to how Portgual uniquely economically 

underdeveloped Angola. Angola is a special case because it was the number one source of slaves 

to the Americas, endured a decades-long Civil War that was fostered by Cold War powers, and 

saw the introduction of the natural resource curse that would help perpetuate corruption and 

rent-seeking attitudes. Before this research and context, it would be easy to label Angola as an 

authoritarian country with human rights abuses like arbitrary arrests, an anti-corruption campaign 

without real consequences, mistreatment of Congolese migrants (via mass deportation), or lack 

of freedom of media and expression (“World Report 2019: Angola | Human Rights Watch.”). 

But, it is necessary to understand the historical impetus that drove Angola to its political and 

economic state today. European colonization extracted resources/human capital back then-- as it 

still does today in other forms mentioned earlier (unfair trade agreements/relations). Foreign 

powers helped foster the Angolan Civil War that did not occur in the Angolan people’s own 

volition. And finally, the natural resource curse along with foreign interference allowed political 

elites and foreign companies in Angola today to sustain rent-seeking behavior at the people’s 

expense.  
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