Angola:  Megalomania  gone Beyond the limits?  Muyanja Ssenyonga

In a Country with an area of 1,246,700 km 2 , ‘awash’ with gems, Petroleum oil, and sizable arable land, Angola’s independence on November 11, 1975 was expected to mark the beginning of a new era of sustainable development a contrast to the era fraught with devastation, deprivation, desolation, and death under ‘just ended’ Portuguese colonial regime. Yet hardly a year passed after independence when civil war reared its ugly head, to the extent that civil war and Angola, without any intention to exaggerate, can now be considered interchangeable. Pitting leftist leaning government forces of MPLA against rightist UNITA rebels, civil war left many Angolans scurrying for life. The number of killed, maimed, and traumatized soared by the day, as was the role of Orthopaedics in dealing with many innocent victims of land mines. Much territory was made desolate by 27 years of grueling warfare; economic activity made dysfunctional. Contrary to expectations, Angola, possibly because of its immense wealth hasn’t been left on its own in its hour of need, several attempts at putting a stop to the vicious war being  made by the United Nations. The UN brokered Biocesse agreement of May 1991 seemed to have ended the hostilities, by allowing for Multi-party democracy in the country for the first time in 1992. As is often the case elections can not be won by all parties involved, implying that a situation of winner and loser was unavoidable in the wake of the September 1992 general elections, which were won by the reigning government. The paucity of resources for monitors to cover such a vast land, as well as the determination of the MPLA government to stay in power could hardly provide requisite conditions for free, fair, and fraud-free elections!  The resumption of hostilities by UNITA was met by the disillusioned UN by slapping sanctions against the guerilla movement in 1993. Yet another attempt at peace was made in November of 1994, which culminated into the Lusaka accord under which UNITA agreed to disarm and participate in the government. Once again, forced or nor, UNITA, showed no signs of honoring commitments. An all out war is declared by government forces in 1998 setting as its solitary goal to totally annihilate UNITA as a fighting force. This foray into peace was supported by the tightening of UN embargo on arms sales and UNITA diamonds. The climax of this effort was the death, in total disgrace, of the fiery Dr. Jonas Savimbi, the UNITA leader on Friday 22, 2002.

The Angola episode provides invaluable moral lessons for us all. The vanity of leadership comes into the limelight. Dr. Savimbi and the current Angolan President, Jose Eduardo de Santos couldn’t flinch any moment in pursuit of their political ambitions-if even that meant the loss of close to a million people, the devastation of fertile land, and the dramatization of several generations. Savimbi’s death seems victory for the reigning President, a pyrric one by all accounts. The war was and possibly still is, about leadership, and as long as public interest takes the back seat, rivalry for the chair has to go on-this time of course other Savimbis, maybe not that vicious!

The much a country can lose because of ideological rivalry- De Santos’s socialism and Savimbi’s capitalism. Ironically enough, Russians the stalwarts of Marxism, were not only shaking hands with capitalists, and full-fledged member of G-8- as permanent observers of course! It baffles those of us with down-to-earth sentiments how an ideology blinds an individual to the multifaceted suffering of his people! May be that is what is called the mystery of power! Incontrovertibly, the futility of the slip-shod co-opting of ideas on to another people whose, values, belief and social organization system, is   a far cry from those espoused by societies such concepts were originally conceived to serve, sinks in. It is not only death in millions that ensues, but also the total annihilation of the social fabric might be the inevitable outcome. The death of Savimbi is hardly the end of the conflict, since adherents of the two diametrically opposed ideologies must be part and parcel of the Angolan body politic in any future political arrangement. 

The scale of grisly disaster that may befall a nation and others in the vicinity, if it is used as a pawn in the games of other nations. While Zaire, now DRC, and then apartheid South Africa, western proxies, Cuba came in to argue the Eastern Bloc cause. Carnage ensued in Angola sending shock waves of refugees, banditry, and commiseration, far and wide.  The interests of Angolans were hardly more than some second thought. Despite Angola’s gems and fertile turf its people have to do with an average lifespan of a mere 38 years, contend with 58.3 % adult illiteracy, suffering a foreign debt of US $10.6 billion, and one of the laggards standing at the bottom rung of the United nations human development index ladder at 160 out of 175 nations. Yet it should be noted that it is such resources that have kept Angola on top of UN Agenda. Not many nations can cause such loss in manpower shot out of the sky by guerilla anti aircraft weaponry, cost the UN as much money to organize seize-fires which in the end never came to pass, funded abject refugees unswervingly. In good as it is in good times, friends for the wealthy are more numerous that for the impecunious. Unfortunately, the suffering of the less endowed isn’t any lesser painful than of the well endowed. Maybe the international community had better remember that.

More basic queries are taking shape too, such as whether people should believe in guerilla movements any more, for it is uncommon for governments led by former guerrilla fighters to relinquish power without a fight. Should one say that whoever takes up arms to overthrow another government, however, despotic, is more than likely to do reincarnate the very authoritarian structures he so vehemently fought against? Look at Cuba’s Castro, Ethiopia’s Zenewi, Eritrea’s Afouwaki, Zimbabwe’s Mugabe, Liberia’s flamboyant Taylor! Guerilla movements should only be supported if their leaders’ aim is to force the reigning regime towards negotiations, otherwise, allowing them to topple governments maybe another case of jumping from the frying pan straight into the inferno. 

Indisputably the commitment of the newly converted capitalists to not only belief in the freedom of individuals to exercise their inalienable human rights, but also their stance on democracy, comes into question. Leftist MPLA has been in power since 1975, and was only ‘forced’ to become democrats when there was no other alternative to jumping the sinking communism ship. With the key rival off the political stage, strengthening the reigns of power into his hands is an undertaking De SANTOS will be more than willing to do of course, ostensibly to consolidate national unity! Yet quite chilling is the stark reality that the wealth of resources in a country serve not only as sparks for civil wars, but can help to fuel its continuation, its virulence, and lengthen its protractedness. Gems and Oil have financed state-of-the-art  weaponry, which is why despite the demise of the seemingly larger than life Savimbi might not bring permanent peace in Angola. How surreal this world can be, only Angolans can tell. Yet lurking underneath it all, is the grime reminder of the  what an irresponsible colonial master can bequeath to a nation. Having much mess to put right back home Portugal, the former colonial master, hardly had time, let alone resources,  to  ‘piece together’ what it had shredded, before jumping ship. As it was in the beginning so will it be at the end. Altruism has never prompted ventures into the unknown: greed, personal aggrandizement, and prowess do.  

