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Angola’s contemporary political boundaries resulted from 20th-century colonialism. The roots of Angola,
however, reach far into the past. When Portuguese caravels arrived in the Congo River estuary in the
late 15th century, independent African polities dotted this vast region. Some people lived in populous,
hierarchical states such as the Kingdom of Kongo, but most lived in smaller political entities centered
on lineage-village settlements. The Portuguese colony of Angola grew out of a settlement established at
Luanda Bay in 1576. From its inception, Portuguese Angola existed to profit from the transatlantic slave
trade, which became the colony’s economic foundation for the next three centuries. A Luso-African pop-
ulation and a creole culture developed in the colonial nuclei of Luanda and Benguela (founded 1617).
The expansion of the colonial state into the interior occurred intermittently until the end of the 19th cen-
tury, when Portuguese authorities initiated a series of wars of conquest that lasted up until the end of the
First World War. During the 20th century, the colonial state consolidated military control over the whole
territory, instituted an infrastructure of administration, and developed an economy of resource extrac-
tion. A nationalist sentiment developed among Luso-African thinkers in the early 20th century, and by
the 1950s these ideas coalesced into a nationalist movement aimed at independence. Simultaneously,
anticolonial movements developed among mission-educated elites in the Kikongo-speaking north and
in the Umbundu-speaking central highlands. Portugal’s authoritarian New State leaders brutally sup-
pressed these disparate nationalist movements during more than a decade of guerrilla war. A revolution
in Portugal in 1974 ushered in negotiations leading to Angolan independence on November 11, 1975.
Competing nationalist movements, bolstered by foreign intervention, refused to share governance and
as a result plunged Angola into a brutal civil war that lasted until 2002.
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