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ABSTRACT

In this article, the author reviews the recent challenges to the human rights movement 
in Angola. On the national level, despite the approval in 2010 of the new Constitution 
of Angola, the government continues to persecute human rights defenders. Th e author 
tells, in particular, of restrictions on the exercise of the right to assembly and protest 
in the country. On the international level, Angolan civil society organizations have 
used international instruments to pressure for greater respect for human rights by the 
government. Th e article argues that even in a hostile context like Angola, human rights 
are an eff ective language for producing social change, particularly when they are used as 
an instrument of external pressure on governments to observe them internally, and when 
there are large social movements trained in human rights. Despite the challenges faced by 
human rights defenders, the author argues that the vision of a more just and equal country 
for all Angolans is what keeps the will to fi ght for social change alive.
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HUMAN RIGHTS AND SOCIAL CHANGE IN ANGOLA

MARIA LÚCIA DA SILVEIRA

1 Introduction

The rights and fundamental freedoms of Angolan citizens are constitutionally 
guaranteed. There are numerous legal instruments for the protection of human 
rights on the national level as well as international treaties incorporated into the 
internal legal order. However practice has shown that these documents alone do 
not guarantee respect for these rights. Several factors contribute to this.

First, the idea still prevails in Angola that human rights are incompatible with 
the country’s ethnic, cultural and religious differences. Moreover, the violation of 
rights is one of the methods used by political rulers to impose their will, inhibit 
citizen participation and, as a result, cement and perpetuate their power as the 
main obstacle to the process of democratization in the country.

As a result of the context of war, which the country lived through for 30 
years, all analysis of social problems is conducted from two distinct angles: that of 
the party in power and that of the parties in opposition. Human rights activists and 
leaders of the struggle for equality in Angola are, therefore, labeled as sympathizers 
of one opposition party or another and are generally viewed as being “opposed” 
to the government and in the service of foreign powers. In other words, a partisan 
culture has arisen in Angola, to the detriment of civic awareness for the defense of 
human rights. The problem with this situation is that there will always be someone 
to judge everything one does with the same ferocity they confront their political 
adversaries with, even though the intention of human rights defenders is only 
to criticize something that is wrong and to point out the best way to satisfy and 
protect the common interest. We spend too much time policing one another and 
have lost sight of what really matters, which is the struggle for the democratization 
of the country and, consequently, for more tolerance and respect for human rights.

Even in this hostile context, however, human rights are an effective language 
for producing social change, particularly when they are used as an instrument of 
external pressure on governments to observe them internally. I present here my 
arguments from the perspective of a human rights defender.
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2 Progress in the law, setbacks in practice

Angola approved a new constitution in 2010 that revoked the Constitutional 
Law of 1992. The new Constitution made some positive legislative changes, 
particularly in the chapter on the rights and fundamental freedoms of citizens. 
For example, the number of articles increased from 35 in the Constitutional Law 
to 59 in the current Constitution. It is also worth mentioning that the current 
constitutional text is far better organized with regard to the generations of rights. 
However, this is no more than a technical observation that is merely decorative, 
since there is a gulf that separates constitutionally protected rights from their 
actual realization.

The government still persecutes human rights defenders, just as abductions 
and killings of activists and political adversaries continue to occur. In other 
words, despite progress in the law, in practice things have remained suspended 
in time—to say nothing of the areas where matters have got markedly worse. 
For example, it is currently almost impossible for citizens to exercise their 
constitutionally guaranteed right to assembly and protest,* although this right 
is respected by the police and government bodies if the events are organized 
by the ruling party or by support groups. The arbitrary detention of people 
with opinions that contrast with the interests of ruling party members is still 
a current practice. The job of the Angolan police is to maintain order, assure 
public safety and uphold the constitutionally protected fundamental rights and 
freedoms of citizens, but instead this agency of the State continues, in many 
cases, to intimidate, use force and firearms against citizens, make arrests and 
detentions without observing legal procedures, and engage in the torture and 
cruel and degrading treatment of citizens who protest peacefully and without 
arms. These illegal practices have generally been accompanied by detentions and 
the criminalization of journalists who cover them.

One recent example of this contradiction between legislation and practice 
began on September 3, 2011 (CLUB-K, 2011), when a group of young people 
took to the streets to demonstrate peacefully against the undemocratic way the 
country was being run. National Police officers used disproportionate force and 
arbitrarily detained 18 demonstrators. On September 12, less than 10 days after 
their detention, the young people were summarily tried. Five of the organizers 
of the demonstration were sentenced to three months in prison and payment 
of damages of US$1,400 for the alleged crimes of disobedience, resistance and 
“corporal offenses”. In addition to violating rights during the repression of this 
protest and the summary trial of the young demonstrators, the authorities again 
curbed the right to assembly and protest two weeks later, when another 80 young 
people took to the streets to demand the release of the five detainees. This time, 
according to the demonstrators, State security agents infiltrated the crowd near 
the Santa Ana cemetery in Luanda. The march was blocked by National Police 

*“Freedom of assembly and peaceful, unarmed demonstration shall be guaranteed to all citizens, wi-

thout the need for any authorization and under the terms of the law” (Political Rights, Article 47, Item 
1 of the Constitution of the Republic of Angola).
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officers 20 minutes later, some 800 meters from its starting point by the Congolese 
market area, where it remained for three hours. 

Another example occurred in 2013. Demonstrators organized a protest on 
September 19 against what they called, according to reports, the authoritarian 
regime of President José Eduardo dos Santos. At the time, seven protesters were 
arrested and, the next day, three journalists who were covering their release were 
assaulted and detained by the police.

Outside a courthouse in Luanda, police officers from the Angolan Rapid 
Intervention Unit surrounded the journalists Rafael Marques de Morais, editor 
of the independent news website Maka Angola; Coke Mukuta, a freelance 
correspondent for Voice of America, funded by the U.S. government; and 
Alexandre Neto. According to Rafael Marques de Morais (MORAIS, 2013), the 
police ordered the journalists to lie down on the ground and then shouted threats 
while kicking them repeatedly. Marques de Morais said he was struck on the head 
with an unidentified object, while Alexandre Neto claimed that the officers put 
them in a car and took them to the police station, where they were released with 
an apology after being detained for five hours. Rafael Marques said the police 
returned their equipment that had been confiscated, with the exception of his 
camera, which was worth nearly US$2,000, because it had been destroyed. In 
spite of the aggression they experienced, the journalists revealed that they did 
not suffer any serious physical injury. The brutality of the Angolan police was 
clearly intended to intimidate and prevent any reporting on the actions carried 
out during the demonstrations. 

While Angola was ratifying, in New York, the Convention against Torture 
and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment and its 
Optional Protocol, on September 24, 2013, the police were torturing Angolan 
citizens for exercising their right to assembly and peaceful demonstration that 
is protected by the Constitution of the Republic of Angola.

3 International action

The effectiveness of human rights in producing social change is closely related to 
the effectiveness of the Judiciary in enforcing these rights. Just as we do not give 
up on the justice system to resolve social conflicts, even though it is not always 
just, I am convinced, as a human rights defender in Angola, that the human 
rights approach is still the best means we have to effect social change, namely: 
greater freedom of expression, access to justice and rights, greater freedom of 
assembly and protest and many other rights guaranteed by the Constitution and 
international treaties signed by Angola. 

In other words, the language of human rights is indeed an effective language 
for generating social change, provided we know how to use it in accordance with 
each context. For it to work, we need large social movements that are trained to 
play an educational role, in the sense of creating the habit of exercising rights, 
and to exert pressure on the rulers, who are usually the main perpetrators of 
human rights violations, for not enforcing the law and upholding rights.

PERSPECTIVES
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One of the methods used by Angolan civil society organizations to pressure 
for more respect for human rights by the government is international action, 
through periodic reports to the UN Periodic Review mechanism and the African 
Commission, as well as complaints to the international community.

Angola is currently one of Africa’s major economic powers and has often 
been cited in other countries as an example of peace and national reconciliation, 
which has been used by the government to promote its image abroad. Since 
there is still a great deal to be done in terms of human rights, considering the 
systematic violations being committed in the country, a number of Angolan 
rights organizations have stepped up their actions in defense of human rights 
beyond national borders. The most effective organizations are less than fifteen 
years old, as they came into existence during the wartime period. In the context 
of war, the human rights approach is less effective, but it is different than the 
approach in peacetime. Still, we have noted that things are starting to change 
in the field of human rights, albeit tentatively, as citizens grow more aware of 
how important it is for they themselves to be the protagonists in the promotion 
and defense of their rights.

The strategy of civil society organizations has been to appear in regional 
and international forums to denounce cases of systematic human rights violations. 
Angola, for example, has been a State-Party to the African Commission on 
Human and Peoples’ Rights since its creation on June 12, 1989, but it only 
began sending reports on good practices in human rights in 2007, after Angolan 
human rights organizations became observer members of the Commission and 
started to submit their own reports on the human rights situation in the country. 
This served to put pressure on the government to also send its reports on good 
practices in human rights.

In Angola, we now have a State Secretariat for Human Rights, the Ministry 
of Justice is now called the Ministry of Justice and Human Rights and an 
Ombudsman Office has been established. Although these institutions have barely 
started their promotion and defense of the fundamental rights and guarantees 
of citizens, the truth is that they emerged thanks to the language of human 
rights, which was used by civil society as a tool to exact social change through 
their civic education, advocacy and lobbying work using the various internal 
and external human rights mechanisms, and by establishing partnerships with 
the government to respond to cases of rights violations and political intolerance 
that came to light in the country.

4 Conclusion

After the Luena Memorandum of Understanding was signed in 2002 between 
the government and the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola 
(UNITA), all Angolans wanted to leave the atrocities of war behind them. 
However there was some resistance on the part of the ruling party to concentrate 
on the consolidation of democracy and respect for the fundamental rights of 
citizens. Instead, it preferred to focus on the evils of the war and used this as 
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justification to not work towards the realization of economic, social and cultural 
rights nor the civil and political rights of citizens. At one point, the President of 
the Republic went so far as to say in one of his speeches that “human rights don’t 
put food in your belly.” But civil society felt it was indeed time to leave behind 
the traumas of war and move forward with the development and democratization 
of the country with everyone’s participation. 

All the work conducted by civil society, churches and the international 
community has led the Angolan government to reconsider its positions. 
Breakthroughs have included its candidacy for non-permanent membership on 
the United Nations Security Council, the invitation for various UN rapporteurs 
to visit Angola to observe the country's human rights situation, and the periodic 
review to which Angola is subject within the UN Human Rights Council and the 
African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights, confirming an openness 
to comply with the responsibilities arising from regional and international 
human rights mechanisms. For this reason, there is no doubt that the language 
of human rights is indeed an effective language for generating social change. 
Material conditions are in place to further develop this valuable “instrument”; 
all we have to do is develop the subjective conditions or the insightfulness of the 
actors and social movements so that they truly become drivers of social change, 
inf luencing lawfully constituted politicians and rulers with a view to achieving 
the common good.
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