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Abstract 
 

This article analyses international humanitarian population management strategies 
deployed in response to the Angolan refugee crisis in the Congo-Leopoldville in the first 
years of the decolonization war. It contends that the implemented strategies derived from 
humanitarian organizations’ limitations in adapting to sub-Saharan contexts and were 
based primarily on host-state needs rather than on refugees’ claims, reflecting, in turn, a 
shift from a legalistic to a developmental approach in humanitarian assistance. 
Decolonization specificities and refugee protests were also disregarded in this context, 
contributing both to the failure of humanitarian population management policies and an 
extension of the politics of difference from the imperial to the humanitarian realm. 
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Resumo 
 

Este artigo analisa as estratégias humanitárias de gestão populacional implementadas em 
resposta à crise de refugiados angolanos no Congo-Leopoldville nos primeiros anos da 
guerra de descolonização. Argumentamos que estas estratégias derivaram das limitações 
das organizações humanitárias na sua adaptação a contextos Subsaarianos e baseavam-se, 
primordialmente, nas necessidades dos Estados de acolhimento em contraponto com 
aquelas dos refugiados. Esta questão reflectiu, por sua vez, uma alteração nas abordagens 
humanitárias: de legalistas para desenvolvimentistas. As especificidades dos contextos de 
descolonização e os protestos de refugiados foram descurados neste contexto, 
contribuindo tanto para o fracasso das políticas de gestão populacional como para a 
extensão das políticas da diferença do espaço imperial para o espaço humanitário. 

 
Palavras-chave 
 

Descolonização, Humanitarismo, Alto-Comissariado das Nacões Unidas para os 
Refugiados, Liga das Sociedades da Cruz Vermelha, Refugiados, Políticas da diferença 

                                                       
1 This article is part of the research project “The Worlds of (Under)Development: Processes and Legacies of the 
Portuguese Colonial Empire in a Comparative Perspective (1945-1975)’ (PTDC/HAR-HIS/31906//2017 / POCI-
01-0145-FEDER Fundo Europeu de Desenvolvimento Regional through COMPETE 2020—Programa Operacional 
Competitividade e Internacionalização (POCI) and by national funds through FCT—Fundação para a Ciência e 
Tecnologia. 
2 Centre for Social Studies, University of Coimbra, Coimbra, Portugal. E-Mail: anafilipaguardiao@ces.uc.pt 

mailto:anafilipaguardiao@ces.uc.pt


Guardião A Matter of Control 

e-JPH, Vol. 19, number 2, December 2021 52 

“[D]espite visit of min[ister of] foreign affairs from [A]ngolese exile [government], the 

ref[ugees] [M]atadi area all refuse being moved from present position. [T]his changed the situation 

but eye [sic] am still convinced that we should not start feeding operation in villages where they are 

now. [O]ne would think they [will be] willing [to] move when they get hungry enough.”3 The 

telegram sent by Jorgen Norredam, the Chief Delegate of the League of Red Cross Societies 

(LRCS) in Congo-Leopoldville (Congo), nine months after the emergency relief action for Angolan 

refugees ended, reflects the frustration felt by humanitarian agents on the ground at the failure of 

population management strategies during the early years of the crisis. It also shows Angolans’ 

resistance to those strategies and the delegates’ intention not to provide emergency assistance to 

increasing numbers of refugees in a deteriorating situation. 

Angolans, mainly of Bakongo origin, started flooding into the Lower Congo region in April 

1961 during the Portuguese civilian and military response to the UPA/FNLA (União das 

Populações de Angola/Frente Nacional de Libertação de Angola) liberation movement attacks in 

the northern districts of the colony.4 The Portuguese response, marked by indiscriminate violence 

against rebels and civilians, launched a 13-year decolonization war. Between April and December 

1961, refugee influxes increased from 6,000 to more than 151,000, prompting a distressing 

humanitarian crisis, and the first in sub-Saharan Africa to galvanize a joint international response 

by the United Nations—through the United Nations Operation in the Congo (UNOC) and the 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)—and the International Red Cross Movement.  

This article analyzes the population management strategies—repatriation and 

resettlement—deployed by international humanitarian organizations in seeking to deal with the 

influx of Angolan refugees to the Lower Congo, and the subsequent failure of these strategies. We 

contend, first, that the strategies put in place derived from humanitarian organizations’ limitations 

in adapting to sub-Saharan contexts. Contrary to views of a linear and positive expansion of the 

UNHCR’s scope of action (Loecher 2000; Betts et al. 2008), the Angolan case demonstrates the 

intricacies of the UNHCR’s role on the ground, as well as its limitations and failures. If the 

UNHCR can be said to have kept a low profile during the Angolan refugee crisis, this may have 

been because of concerns not to alienate the Portuguese government (Gatrell 2015: 226). 

However, efforts were also hampered by legal, operational and financial limitations, and by 

diplomatic constraints regarding the defining of the strategies to be implemented. Moreover, those 

                                                       
3 Jorgen Norredam to the LRCS, Geneva, 23 September 1962, International Federation of the Red Cross Archives 
[IFRCA], Congo 22/1/22, Délégués, M Norredam 1962-1963, A0888, box 2. 
4 In 1961, the UPA and the Partido Democrático de Angola together formed the FNLA. Owing to the UPA’s 
dominance within the latter, records in subsequent years refer indiscriminately to UPA or FNLA. For this reason, we 
have opted to use UPA/FNLA.  
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limitations, humanitarian principles and policies restricted the application of what has been 

suggested would guarantee a successful operation, i.e., coercive measures aimed at forcing refugees 

to move (Rich 2021).  

Second, we contend that the way humanitarians adapted to the context in a manner based 

primarily on host-state needs rather than on refugees’ claims reflected a shift, in Africa, from a 

legalistic approach based on refugee rights—as previously deployed when dealing with refugee 

crises in Europe—to a developmental approach. These shifting dynamics in the response to 

refugee crises, which transformed the idea of refugees as people having rights into the idea of 

refugees as being of labor value (Glasman 2017), disregarded the momentum and dynamics in the 

decolonization arguments being heard in international forums, where colonialism was decried as a 

human rights violation and self-determination was put forward as a fundamental human right 

(Burke 2010; Jensen 2017; Burke, Duranti and Moses, 2020), and contributed to the objectification 

of African refugees. In trying to depoliticize humanitarian assistance, these organizations rejected 

refugees’ claims by transforming refugees from subjects of international law into objects of aid 

and a mechanism for development. 

Third, we contend that disregarding refugee agency and decolonization specificities led to 

the failure of the envisaged strategies. Portuguese late-colonial state policies, population resistance 

and mobility dynamics both within Angola and across its borders, and the duration of the conflict, 

are just some of the factors that were dismissed by humanitarians, with misconceptions by the 

latter and based on civilizational and development-associated ideals also contributing to this failure. 

While Rich acknowledges the latter argument—as previously advanced by the author—his article 

falls short in understanding the UNHCR’s mandate, principles, role on the ground and relations 

with other humanitarian and political actors. More significantly, his and other works analyzing the 

situation from the Portuguese perspective (Curto 2020) neglect the issue of refugee agency. 

Although the Angolan refugee crisis may have been a suis generis case, given that its dynamics 

differed from those in other sub-Saharan African contexts in the 1960s, this was mainly due to the 

resistance on the part of refugees. Moreover, both authors fail to articulate the intersections 

between humanitarian and local authorities’ strategies, on the one hand, and colonial policies aimed 

at managing the civilian population, on the other. These intersections are of utmost significance if 

we are to understand the local and regional dimensions of the crisis, as well as appreciate its broader 

repercussions for refugee management policies in subsequent decades.  

Fourth, we contend that the modalities of refugees’ protests against repatriation and 

resettlement in the Congo were linked chiefly to evident similarities between humanitarian and 

colonial population management policies. Albeit with different purposes, humanitarian and local 
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authorities’ approaches to resolving the crisis resembled those deployed in northern Angola, 

namely the resettlement of the autochthonous population into regedorias (planned surveilled villages 

for specific rural cohorts of the population) and abuses related to forced labor dynamics. Thus, 

the disregarding of refugee agency and the similarities between humanitarian and colonial 

authorities’ ideals and modus operandi corresponded to the politics of difference being extended 

from the imperial to the humanitarian realm. 

This article is divided into two sections, based on Portuguese and international archival 

resources. First, we contextualize Angolan mobility dynamics across the border and their 

relationship to repressive Portuguese policies and the escalation of violence. We then explore 

refugee influxes to the Congo, the limitations and political contours of international humanitarian 

intervention, the roles played by humanitarian organizations and the strategies envisaged during 

the crisis. Second, we examine refugee resistance and the causes of refugees’ flight and claims, and 

how these were connected to colonial policies in Angola. We also analyze the response by local 

Congolese authorities and humanitarians to refugee resistance and discuss the solutions envisaged 

in subsequent years. 

 

Controlling the Refugee Crisis: How Population Management Strategies Derived from 

Humanitarians’ Limitations and Misconceptions  

 

Portuguese authorities had registered the increasing migration of Angolans of Bakongo 

origin to the Congo during the 1950s. This issue, recurrent in administrative reports, reflected the 

abusive labor conditions in the colony’s northern districts and the ease of crossing an uncontrolled 

and artificial border,5 with movements across the border being common, especially for trading 

purposes and given strong kinship affinities. Legalized in 1899, forced labor legitimized the idea 

of work as a moral duty instituted in civilizational, humanist and economic arguments, and the use 

of coercive mechanisms to compel natives to produce. Although international pressures in the first 

half of the twentieth century conditioned the evolution of “native policies” in the colonies, leading 

to the outlawing of forced labor, the legislative framework of the 1950s allowed for significant 

arbitrariness in colonial authorities’ action, both in recruiting and distributing native labor 

(Jerónimo and Monteiro 2013). Development plans instituted in this period aggravated the 

situation, specifically by encouraging European settlements in northern Angola and by imposing 

                                                       
5 The borders separating Angola and the Cabinda enclave from the French and Belgian Congos, formalized at the 
1885 Berlin Conference, crossed the Kongo Kingdom between the Congo river and the Dembos region in Angola. 
People of Bakongo origin were also spread across the French Congo (now the Central African Republic) as far as 
Maiyuba in present-day Gabon. 
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an exploitative “contract system,” characterized by coerced recruitment, abuse and forced 

dislocation of workers in response to shortages of manpower. This process created an escalating 

cyclical dynamic of coercion and escape: the more those of Bakongo origin fled from forced labor 

to the Congo, the more repressive the measures imposed by local authorities and companies in 

seeking to force the autochthonous population to work in coffee and cotton plantations.  

While this period also saw liberalizing ideas and reforms reflecting a concern with the 

population’s living conditions (Keese 2004; Curto and Cruz 2013), the persistence of coercive 

mechanisms, forced labor and even slavery was all too evident in northern Angola. The reformist 

impetus related more to increasing international pressure at the UN and the International Labour 

Organization and to the need to win over the hearts and minds of the population in response to 

the lack of manpower (Monteiro 2018) at a time when decolonization was gaining momentum in 

international forums. But while the moral duty to work may have been theoretically reframed by 

some authorities—an often quoted example is that of Helio Esteves Felgas, the Congo district 

governor—into the idea of labor as a social value, discrimination through the hierarchization of 

different levels of civilizational evolution continued to persist. Reformist efforts to increase the 

population’s voluntary interest in working in agriculture were also dissociated from the latter’s way 

of living.  

A 1960 report from an inspector at the Portuguese Overseas Ministry’s Office of Political 

Affairs explains that agriculture was not in the Bakongo men’s nature and that, instead, they 

preferred trading activities.6 Besides migrating to the Congo in search of better living conditions 

and to integrate the UPA/FNLA and other political movements, the population of northern 

Angola manifestly displayed resistance in 1960 to forced agricultural labor and to abuse by the 

“white man” (Keese 2013; Curto and Cruz 2013).7 Deprived of rights of association, Angolans 

resorted to passive resistance by refusing to work or fleeing into the bush impenetrable by 

Portuguese authorities (Brinkman 2008). Although the “reformism” of the late 1950s has given 

rise to the idea that criticism of the widespread dynamics of forced labor, as expressed by the 

International League for Human Rights, for example, may have been exaggerated due to the 

influence of Congolese authorities and Angolan liberation movements (Keese 2004), the 1960 

report referred to above alerted to precisely the same problems of forced recruitment, long-term 

                                                       
6 José Diogo Ferreira Martins, Distrito do Congo – Relatório Parcial n.º 6, 27 July 1960, Arquivo Histórico 
Ultramarino (AHU), MU_ISAU_A2.49.002/39.00247, p. 11. 
7 The circulation of resistance ideas emanated from the UPA and other Bakongo political movements such as 
ABAKO, as well as from associated religious groups. Although the ephemeral ideal of the re-emergence of the Kongo 
Kingdom may have been one of the links among these groups and relevant to aggregating the ideas of independence 
and self-determination for the population, manifestations of resistance in Angola revolved primarily around the issue 
of forced labor.  
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displacement, abuse and expropriation. Feeling themselves to be treated unjustly and inhumanely, 

people had good reason to complain and to rejoice at the idea that, on the other side of the border, 

a Bakongo was in power and “blacks governed over whites.”8 Where forced labor persisted, the 

problem was non-enforcement of the law, not one of contesting the idea of labor as the “element 

par excellence of civilization” (Monteiro 2018, 267). As we shall see later, the legislative reforms 

of 1961—abolishing the “Native Labor Code”—did not translate into the policies being 

implemented, but instead served to perpetuate a repressive developmentalism (Jerónimo 2017) 

with an emphasis on welfare and humanist discourses.  

The escalating violence in Angola’s northern districts from the end of 1960 onwards 

reflected both the ineffectiveness of the “late colonial reformism” and the sentiment among 

Angolans on both sides of the border (Keese 2004) that independence and self-determination were 

attainable only though armed struggle—a trajectory analogous to the Algerian decolonization 

process (Byrne 2016: 14-68)—and that passive resistance was no longer an option. The conflict 

was the way to politicize Angolans’ plight. The circulation of such ideas and the associating of 

forced labor dynamics with violence led to a situation of resistance and flight. But while the influx 

of thousands of Angolans into the Congo increased in cadence and changed in nature, with reports 

testifying to the prevalence of women, children and the elderly among the flows of refugees, they 

should not be dissociated from earlier dynamics.  

When Angolan refugee flows were first identified, the Congolese authorities were facing 

multiple humanitarian emergencies related to two secession attempts in their own territory, one in 

Katanga, another in Kasai. The UNOC—with military and humanitarian teams—and the LRCS—

with medical and operational teams supervising the work of the incipient Congolese Red Cross 

(CRC)—were responding on the ground when the Congolese authorities first appealed to the 

UNHCR in May 1961 for assistance with the Angolan refugees. At the time, the UN High 

Commissioner Felix Schnyder was already discussing the refugee situation with John Kelly, the 

UNHCR officer liaising with UNOC, and LRCS staff in Geneva. Various limitations account for 

the time-consuming nature of the decisions taken on UNHCR intervention. First, legal concerns 

arose regarding the eligibility of the refugees and Congo’s failure to ratify the 1951 Refugee 

Convention,9 with discussions revolving around the question of Angolan refugees belonging to 

the same “tribe” as the local population. Doubts arose about the eligibility for UNHCR protection 

                                                       
8 José Diogo Ferreira Martins, Distrito do Congo – Relatório Parcial n.º 6, 27 July 1960, AHU, 
MU_ISAU_A2.49.002/39.00247, pp. 5, 10-11, 13. 
9 Intervention by the UNHCR required the host state to be a signatory to the Convention Relating to the Status of 
Refugees. Although the Convention did not provide for UNHCR intervention in refugee crises after 1951, the 
Agency’s action was subsequently legitimized by the UN General Assembly’s approval of Resolutions 1388 (xiv) and 
1499 (xv). 
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of refugees who settled with and were assisted by relatives or acquaintances and had been granted 

asylum by the Congolese authorities. The UN Secretary-General, Dag Hammarskjold, ultimately 

resolved the matter by declaring that the criteria for eligibility depended on nationality, not on 

ethnic affinities. These were Portuguese nationals, according to Portuguese law, who were allegedly 

being persecuted by authorities in their state of origin. This decision was confirmed by interviews 

conducted with refugees by John Kelly in the only comprehensive report by an international 

humanitarian organization on the causes of refugees’ flight in the records: refugees referred to the 

indiscriminate shooting, arrest and deportation of the better educated, to the burning of villages 

by the Portuguese and also to violent actions undertaken by the UPA.10 Second, the costly 

budgetary obligations relating to the Algerian refugee crisis had depleted both the UN Agency and 

the LRCS, with refugees being entirely dependent on humanitarian aid from 1957 to 1962 

(Guardião 2019: 239-78).11 Third, there was the problem of overlapping UNOC and UNHCR 

responsibilities on the ground. To overcome the financial shortcomings and inter-agency 

discomfort, the UNHCR was relegated to overseeing integration projects designed to promote 

refugee self-sufficiency. 

These issues were aggravated by the intricate contours of the UN intervention in the 

Congo (O’Malley 2016), by the contours relating to the UN debates on the Angolan question and 

also by the extreme insecurity that obstructed information and supply channels in the Lower 

Congo. While concerns about refugee eligibility and operational aspects were overcome through 

communications between the UN Secretary-General, Schnyder and the UNOC, political obstacles 

and pressures delayed the intervention, while also straining relations between the UNHCR and 

Portugal. Portuguese authorities pressured Schnyder not to further internationalize the Angolan 

conflict since cooperation on refugee assistance and repatriation was already being discussed with 

the LRCS.12 However, the UNHCR’s experience with refugees in the Algerian decolonization had 

proved that aligning with colonial authorities was not only unproductive for the Agency, but also 

dangerous. One year earlier, the UNHCR’s neutrality had come into question when the former 

High Commissioner August Lindt agreed with De Gaulle not to make international appeals on 

behalf of Algerian refugees and instead to negotiate repatriation with host states in exchange for 

meager funds. The issue not only caused friction between the UNHCR and LRCS, with the latter 

                                                       
10 Annex 4, Interviews with Refugees, in J.D.R. Kelly, Report on Refugees from Angola, 26 June 1961, UNHCRA, 
Angolan refugees-General, vol.1, funds 11, series 1, box 250. Kelly’s report was also used by the Sub-Committee on 
Angola to attest to the situation in the colony. 
11 The cost of the UNHCR and LRCS intervention in Algeria in 1962 amounted to over USD 90 million. 
12 High Commissioner to Secretary-General, 5 June 1961, doc. 32, UNHCRA, Angolan refugees-General, vol. 1, funds 
11, series 1, box 250. 
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threatening to abandon the operation, but also led to severe criticism and the possibility of a formal 

complaint being lodged at the UN by the Afro-Asian group denouncing Lindt’s “observation of 

colonialist behavior” and obstruction of international assistance (Guardião 2019: 247-61). 

Although efforts to make the Portuguese authorities comply with the UN resolutions avoided 

triggering total estrangement, Portugal’s refusal to grant any concessions hampered negotiations 

regarding refugees.13  

The tone of the debate at the UN also reflected attempts to relate the refugees’ plight to 

self-determination and to condemn Portuguese colonialism, with delegates often using the 

refugees’ plight to substantiate Portugal’s perpetrating of human rights’ violations and to claim 

that the conflict represented a threat to international peace and security. In a second attempt to 

pass a Security Council resolution for that purpose, delegates used refugees’ testimonies to 

corroborate Angolans’ right to self-determination, with the Monrovia Group countries, Mali and 

Morocco belligerently threatening to support Angolan independence.14 After appealing for 

intervention by the UNHCR, Congolese authorities then stalled the sending of a UNHCR 

representative to Leopoldville by insisting on taking the Angolan refugee issue to the First 

Committee, where threats to international peace and security are debated, rather than the Third 

Committee, where human rights and UNHCR-related topics are discussed. Deputy 

High Commissioner Sadruddin Aga Khan and Executive Officer James Colmar were required to 

travel to Leopoldville to negotiate the contours of the debate and arrange for UNHCR assistance 

to be granted. It was not until November, therefore, that Vladimir Temnomeroff, the UNHCR 

representative, was able to start his mission supervising integration projects.15 Contrary to Rich’s 

suggestion (Rich 2021), the UNHCR’s first direct involvement in the crisis was in late 1961, when 

it took on responsibility for integrating refugees and resolving problems of overpopulation. 

In the meantime, the UNHCR allocated USD 100,000 to the emergency relief operation 

coordinated by the LRCS, in cooperation with the UNOC and local voluntary agencies, to assist 

rising refugee numbers.16 The Lower Congo region was divided into three main assistance areas, 

with the LRCS directly supervising the CRC assigned to the Matadi-Songololo area, where the 

                                                       
13 We refer to General Assembly resolutions 1514 (xv), 1542 (xv) and 1603 (xvi). 
14 Representatives of Congo-Brazzaville, Congo-Leopoldville, Ghana, India, Liberia, Mali, Morocco and Nigeria either 
referred to the Conference of Independent African States (Monrovia, Liberia—May 1961) resolution, which pledged 
to support Angolan liberation morally and materially, or declared their support directly. The Security Council 
resolution was adopted with nine votes in favor (Ceylon, Chile, China, Ecuador, Liberia, Turkey, Union of Soviet 
Socialist Republics, United Arab Republic and United States of America), none against, and abstentions by France 
and the United Kingdom. Security Council official records, 950th meeting, 6 June 1961; 952nd meeting, 7 June 1961; 
956th meeting, 9 June 1961, United Nations Digital Library (UNDL). 
15 J. Colmar, Note pour le dossier, 11 October 1961, doc. 117, UNHCRA, Angolan refugees-General, vol.1, funds 11, 
series 1, box 250.  
16 The majority of resources were made available through loans by the UNOC. 
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majority of the around 100,000 refugees were settling. Although resource distribution largely ran 

smoothly after a period of initial uncertainty, two associated problems soon became evident. One 

of these was the possibility of refugees becoming dependent on humanitarian assistance forever, 

while the other concerned refugee mobility.  

From the beginning of the operation in June, LRCS delegates and administrative officials 

in Geneva agreed that emergency relief should be terminated before too long in order to avoid 

refugees becoming dependent on external assistance indefinitely. Angolans were consequently 

encouraged to produce their own food in plots assigned to them by local authorities in an effort 

to encourage them to quickly become self-sufficient. Although the LRCS initially scheduled 

31 October as the date for terminating emergency relief, delays in production and complaints from 

voluntary agencies and central authorities resulted in postponement to 31 January 1962.17 

Meanwhile financial burdens in North Africa, where the main issue was that of refugee 

dependence, made terminating the operation as soon as possible imperative. The stipulated 

schedule was consequently maintained despite a seemingly endless flow of reports on refugee 

influxes and the central authorities’ inability to deal with the situation.18 Claims that refugees were 

not willing to work in agriculture rose, with local authorities arguing that refugees preferred to 

exchange the agricultural goods given to them, which resulted in an increase in local commodities 

value, while resorting to prostitution and passively awaiting distributions of Red Cross resources. 

This in turn led to tensions with the impoverished local population.19 It then fell to overwhelmed 

and apprehensive local authorities and humanitarian organizations’ population management 

strategies and capacity to mobilize refugees to resolve these problems. 

Let us now turn to the mobility question. The first refugee groups—mainly Angolans 

departing from the Congo and Uíge district—scattered in Congolese villages along the border in 

the Boma-Matadi-Songololo line, reaching north to Thysville and East to Popokabaka. One of the 

main concerns during the emergency operation was refugee registration because this allowed for a 

more accurate estimate of influxes and populations per area, and consequently the resources 

needed. As previously stated, refugees commonly settled among relatives or persons of their 

                                                       
17 The LRCS delegation, led by Jorgen Norredam and with Gösta Streijffert assigned to the Angolan refugee 
emergency, continued to assist those in more precarious conditions – new arrivals, children, and mothers with 
newborn children – by extending the edible goods allocation for the former (until March 1962) and setting up a milk 
distribution programme in cooperation with UNICEF (until April 1963) for the latter. 
18 Le Problème que pose la Situation des Réfugiés Angolais au Congo - Mémoire explicatif, 1961, IFRCA, Congo 22/1/2, Délégué 
au Congo - M. Norredam de mai à septembre 1961, A1023, box 1. 
19 Sébastien Landu, Situation des réfugiés angolais dans le territoire de Matadi, 30 September 1961, IFRCA Congo 22/1/2 M. 
Streijffert, Déle ́gué au Congo 1961, A1023, box 1; P. Bambi, Rapport sur situation dramatique des réfugiés angolais dans le 
Bas-Congo, 1961, IFRCA, Congo 22/1/2, Délégué au Congo - M. Norredam de octobre à décembre 1961, A0949, box 
1. As mentioned in the 1960 inspection report, Angolans of Bakongo origin were essentially traders. 
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acquaintance, and Angolans of Bakongo origin had long maintained commercial routes for 

exchanging produce in local markets, thus strengthening ties on both sides of the border. Once 

they were in the Congo, refugees often moved from one village to another, looking for familiar 

faces to seek assistance, while others moved back and forth across the border, searching for those 

who had stayed in the bush or to harvest crops left behind, and defying the risk of detention and, 

more often than not, death (Brinkman 2008: 204). The dynamics of refugee mobility made it more 

difficult to properly assess the influxes and to distinguish between newcomers and groups 

established earlier, and between Angolans and Congolese.20 This mobility also led LRCS delegates 

to believe that refugees were willing to return to Angola, with the result that repatriation then 

emerged as a central solution to the crisis.  

Refugee repatriation as a means of getting the crisis under control was also connected to the 

idea, propagated by Portugal, that Angolans were being encouraged by the UPA/FNLA to seek 

refuge in the Congo and that the Portuguese counteroffensive had promoted stability and the 

conditions needed for their return. Red Cross personnel in Leopoldville had close ties with the 

Portuguese authorities and shared their conviction that liberation movements and the Congolese 

government were using the refugee crisis to internationalize the decolonization conflict and 

increase aid. Since May 1961, the Portuguese authorities in Lisbon and Leopoldville had been in 

contact with delegates from the LRCS and the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC),21 

both of whom regarded repatriation as a practical solution and a political weapon:  

 

LEAGUE TRIES NOT TO DRAMATISE SITUATION STOP LEAGUE NOW 

NEGOTIATING WITH PORTUGUESE AUTHORITIES AND 

PORTUGUESE RED CROSS WITH VIEW INCREASE THEIR AID AND 

TRYING ESTABLISH DIRECTLY THROUGH RED CROSS ANGOLA 

PROTECTED RECEPTION CENTRES ON ANGOLA SIDE OF BORDER 

TO ENCOURAGE RETURN OF REFUGEES STOP ATTITUDE OF 

                                                       
20 The problem was aggravated after the LRCS terminated its emergency operations since this also compromised 
comprehensive refugee registration.  
21 According to the Portuguese ambassador in Leopoldville, LRCS delegate John Thelen “did not hide his sympathies 
for Portugal.” Thelen suggested the ambassador should provide Geneva with documentation on UPA massacres in 
Angola to counter the UPA/FNLA arguments at the UN. Two weeks later, the Portuguese representative at the UN 
showed photos of UPA massacres during the Security Council discussions of a resolution condemning Portuguese 
violence in Angola. Officials from Portugal’s Overseas Ministry also had close ties with Claude Pilloud, the ICRC 
delegate in the Congo, who informed Alexandre Ribeiro da Cunha that the ICRC was being pressured to assist 
Angolan refugees. This pressure came from the UPA/FNLA. Director-general of Political Affairs Cabinet – Ministry 
of Internal Affairs to director-general of Political Affairs – Overseas Ministry, 20 May 1961; Alexandre Ribeiro da 
Cunha, Note no. 86, 7 June 1961, Arquivo Histórico Diplomático (AHD), Refugiados, Box 1, PT/AHD/MU- 
MG/GNP01-RNP/S0055.  
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LEAGUE MOTIVATED BY PURPOSE OF REDUCING PROBLEM AWARE 

OF LOCAL TENDENCIES CONGO AND CONGO RED CROSS TO BLOW 

UP PLIGHT OF REFUGEES IN EFFORT TO MAKE THIS PROBLEM A 

COMMON CAUSE OF AFRICAN FREEDOM FIGHT QUARTO EYE [sic] 

HAVING THEN STATED THAT ANY FORCED REPATRIATION SHOULD 

BE AVOIDED LEAGUE MENTIONED THAT MAJORITY OF REFUGEES 

IN NO WAY INVOLVED IN POLITICAL STRUGGLE BUT VICTIMS OF 

TERRORIST ACTIVITIES AND OF MILITARY CLEAN-UP OPERATIONS22 

 

Sending the Portuguese Red Cross (PRC) to the border was, in fact, a way to divert any 

intervention by the ICRC in the conflict and to show the UN that Portugal had committed itself 

to protecting and assisting Angolan civilians.23 The reception centers, which were suggested by 

LRCS delegate John Thelen and set up to receive 1000 refugees a week, served both Portuguese 

and LRCS aims. On the Portuguese side, they functioned as points for attracting refugees and 

immediately starting psychosocial action to win over the autochthonous population, as well as 

promoting a benevolent image of Portugal, while on the LRCS side they were seen as enabling a 

rapid solution and depoliticization of the crisis. Even as refugee influxes increased, thus proving 

the stability theory wrong, and with independent testimonies also reporting continuous air 

bombing in the region,24 an LRCS official communiqué attested otherwise after a team of delegates 

visited the facilities.25 It is evident from LRCS records that the League had placed all its bets on 

repatriation as a means of resolving the crisis and, as a result, self-sufficiency strategies to promote 

refugee integration were to be implemented only for those not willing to return.26 

Although regarded as a common paradigm after the Second World War (Chimni 2004: 55), 

the focus on repatriating Angolans differed substantially from the response to another refugee 

crisis in the Congo.27 Since the 1961 September elections in Rwanda, influxes of Watutsi refugees 

                                                       
22 High Commissioner to Secretary-General, 20 May 1961, UNHCRA, doc. 11, Angolan refugees-General, vol. 1, 
funds 11, series 1, box 250. 
23 Alexandre Ribeiro da Cunha, Note no. 86, 7 June 1961, AHD, Refugiados, box 1, PT/AHD/MU- MG/GNP01-
RNP/S0055. 
24 LRCS received information from Swedish reporters that territories between the border and the PRC centers were 
being bombed by the Portuguese Air Force. Gösta Streijffert to Ray Schaeffer, 30 July 1961, IFRCA Congo 22/1/2 
M. Streijffert, Délégué au Congo 1961, A1023, box 1.  
25 LRCS, Press release no. 1961-57, 30 November 1961, AHD, Refugiados, box 1, PT/AHD/MU-MG/GNP01-
RNP/S0055. 
26 Ray Schaeffer to Gösta Streijffert, 18 July 1961, IFRCA Congo 22/1/2 M. Streijffert, Délégué au Congo 1961, 
A1023, box 1. 
27 Years later, repatriation was also dismissed as a viable solution for Angolan, Mozambican and Southern Rhodesian 
refugees in Zambia (1965-6). LRCS was not involved in these crises. 
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into the Congolese province of Kivu had increased, reaching 60,000 in January 1962. However, 

the possibility of repatriation was rejected in this case as, contrary to the assessment of the Angolan 

situation, the LRCS and UNHCR delegates concluded that conditions in Rwanda were hostile to 

repatriation and that local Congolese communities and authorities were either opposed to or taking 

advantage of the refugees. Evidence of conflicts between the Watutsi and the Congolese was 

verified, as was evidence of refugees being put to work in abnormal conditions. Protecting refugees 

in three centers led by voluntary organizations and their subsequent resettlement in Bihwe, to 

which they consented, were the solutions envisaged for the Rwandan refugees. It was decided that, 

in this case, refugees and locals should be made responsible for building infrastructure at fair pay 

in an effort to promote trusting relationship dynamics in the region. In these conditions, it was 

estimated, refugees would become self-sufficient within one year after their arrival.28 The 

repatriation strategy adopted in the Angolan case was thus related to the assurance by Portuguese 

authorities, which was regarded as reliable by Red Cross staff at the time, but disregarded the 

specificities of a long and violent decolonization process.  

The Watutsi resettlement solution was concomitant to the UNHCR’s initial attempts to 

implement a similar strategy for those Angolans refusing repatriation, with the UNHCR seeing 

this as a way of resolving overpopulation problems in urban areas and keeping the short-term 

emergency assistance plan afloat. By the end of 1961, the UNHCR had established partnerships 

with the Congolese Protestant Relief Agency (CPRA) and Caritas Congo to initiate rural 

development projects. One of these projects, established with CPRA, set out to allocate 

agricultural tools and seeds to about 7,500 refugees already installed between Kimpangu and 

Moerbeke and, after overcoming delays in resource distribution, was considered a success. The 

other envisaged relocating 6,000 refugees from the Matadi region to a settlement north of Seke-

Banza, as well as building housing and community support infrastructure, such as schools and 

dispensaries – resorting to unpaid refugee labor – and providing seeds and tools for agricultural 

production.29  

Although they had the same objective in mind, the projects differed on several crucial 

points, and these, in turn, determined their success. Whereas the Watutsi project was grounded in 

forging better relations between refugees and local communities, with fair payment and refugee 

                                                       
28 Vladimir Temnomeroff to High Commissioner, 4 January 1962, IFRCA Congo 22/1/2, Délégués, M. Norredam, 
1962-1963, A0888, Box 2. Bihwe was the first successful resettlement project in Africa (Glasman 2017: 11). 
29 In late1961, it was planned to resettle refugees in Seke-Banza, but delays linked to refugee resistance and a smallpox 
epidemic made this option unfeasible. In 1962 the Mao region was identified as suitable for the project. Project for the 
Establishment of Angolan Refugees in the Congo, 22 November 1962, doc. 173A, UNHCRA, Angolan Refugees General, 
vol. 3, fonds 11, series 1, box 250. 
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consultation and agreement to resettlement,30 and the CPRA project foresaw agricultural resources 

being allocated to refugees who were already settled in the area, the Caritas-led project took no 

account of local dynamics and Angolans’ claims and expectations, and consequently failed to 

achieve the desired results. The UNHCR’s planning assessments for implementing resettlement 

strategies derived from a simplistic view of local dynamics. In Temnomeroff's appraisal, the 

nomadic nature of central African peoples and the predominance of agricultural activity would 

make it easy to persuade refugees to move, even though many of these refugees were traders and 

others specialized in manufacturing or worked in the tertiary sector. The temporary character of 

the planned resettlement also took no account of the possibility of long-term conflict. Using 

unpaid labor to build infrastructure saved money for the UNHCR as it meant it only had to invest 

in rudimentary tools for construction and agricultural production to create what were regarded as 

satisfactory conditions for getting refugees to relocate inland.31 This evaluation, however, was 

utterly contrary to the considerations applied in the Watutsi project and to the dynamics of refugee 

settlement because it created a situation similar to the one refugees had experienced and protested 

against in Angola. For more than two years, therefore, Angolan refugees refused to resettle. The 

turmoil caused by overpopulation worsened the situation both for the refugees and the local 

population, while also undermining the idea that international humanitarian organizations were 

capable of responding to the humanitarian crisis. 

In resorting to repatriation and rural development projects based on resettlement, 

humanitarian actors thought they had devised a solid plan for responding to the crisis within their 

limited capacities. However, the conditions imposed on the Angolan refugees led to the failure of 

the envisaged strategies, while the disregarding of local dynamics and refugee resistance led to the 

humanitarian projects being prematurely terminated in 1963. The following section explores these 

two topics and how they related to the Portuguese late-colonial state’s repressive 

developmentalism. 

 

Taking Back Control? Refugee Resistance to Humanitarian and Colonial Population 

Management Strategies 

 

Frustration with the population management strategies emerged almost simultaneously 

with their implementation, with the result that the erroneous idea that refugees would be 

                                                       
30 Gösta Streijffert, Progress report on the Watutsi refugee relief action in Kivu Province, 20 April 1962, IFRCA Congo 22/1/2, 
Délégués, M. Norredam, 1962-1963, A0888, box 2. 
31 Vladimir Temnomerof to Sir Alexander MacFarquhar, 27 November 1961, doc. 150 B, UNHCRA, Angolan 
Refugees General, vol. 2, fonds 11, series 1, box 250.  
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permanently returning to Angola faded away. Refugee influxes continued increasing, thus 

aggravating the problems of overpopulation in rural, but also and primarily in urban areas. 

Refugees’ presence soon became unwanted by unemployed and impoverished locals demanding 

assistance and by authorities who questioned Angolans’ refugee status, given that many of them 

were not victims of Portuguese massacres but instead fled only due to their fear of this possibility.32 

Moreover, refugees shared the LRCS delegates’ expectation of stability in Angola, not because they 

anticipated this would be ensured by the Portuguese authorities, but rather because of 

UPA/FNLA propaganda claiming that independence would soon materialize. According to a 

report sent by Temnomeroff to the UNHCR, 40% of the Angolan refugees refused to invest in 

agricultural projects that they would be abandoning in a few months. Their refusal prompted a 

firm response by local authorities, with the support of the LRCS. A pamphlet written in Portuguese 

and Kikongo was distributed throughout the region appealing for Angolans to work and “LISTEN 

TO THE WISE MEN” who “know that those who do not work do not eat.”33 Cooperation with 

the UPA/FNLA to this end also failed, thus demonstrating that while the liberation movement 

had some influence over refugees, its directives were also contested. 

Resistance to resettlement was also linked to refugees’ fear of the Portuguese authorities 

and mistrust of those responsible for protecting and integrating them; in other words, the 

humanitarian agencies and local Congolese authorities. Their fear and mistrust were 

interconnected and cumulative and should accordingly be taken into account for a comprehensive 

understanding of why the population management strategies failed. 

One significant element in this understanding is an awareness of what caused refugees to 

flee and the claims they made during inquiries. These unveil some clues as to the crisis’s intricate 

dynamics. Inquiries led by the UN Special Committee on Territories under Portuguese 

Administration (UNSCTPA) in May 1962 revealed that “most of the refugees did not want to go 

back to Angola until their country had attained independence. Some said they would rather die in 

freedom than go back to forced labour [sic] and the sufferings from which they had fled. They had 

heard that the Portuguese authorities were trying to get refugees to go back to Angola and were 

promising a new era in which things would be different. They did not believe these promises. 

Refugees who had recently arrived from Angola confirmed their suspicions; people were still 

subject to oppression, they said.” Compulsory labor was one of the main reasons prompting 

refugees to flee, as it had also been for other Angolans before the war. Testimonies of the use of 

                                                       
32 P. Bambi, Rapport sur situation dramatique des réfugie ́s angolais dans le Bas-Congo, 1961, IFRCA, Congo 22/1/2, Délégué 
au Congo - M. Norredam de octobre à décembre 1961, A0949, Box 1. 
33 “APEL AUX REFUGIÉS ANGOLAIS AU CONGO,” 30 October 1961, UNHCRA, doc. 145A, Angolan 
Refugees General, vol. 1, fonds 11, series 1, box 250. 
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napalm and indiscriminate attacks on civilians in northern Angola were also recorded.34 When local 

Congolese authorities and humanitarians insisted that refugees should be repatriated and had to 

work and “listen to the wise men,” Angolans associated these tactics with a return to the previous 

abusive situation they had faced in Angola. Meanwhile UPA/FNLA propaganda amplified this 

idea by inciting refugees to stay put in areas close to the border because they would soon be able 

to return. Once the belief that independence was imminent started to fade, refugees willingly began 

to integrate into Congolese society; some were already doing so in early 1962, despite difficulties 

caused by poor harvests, while the majority actively displayed a willingness to integrate from 1964 

onwards. Whereas humanitarians and local authorities had portrayed them as lazy and reliant on 

external assistance, refugees demonstrated a wish for self-determination and protection, and that 

these factors had been neglected.  

The UNSCTPA report also sheds light on another critical factor explaining why refugees 

refused to move: the “new era” that Portugal was actively trying to promote in Angola. This factor 

was reflected not only in the failure of the repatriation strategies, but also in the failure of attempts 

to resettle the refugees. Trying to circumvent increasing international scrutiny – which clearly 

attached importance to the language of human rights, including the right of self-determination – 

and prevent an external intervention in Angola, Portuguese legislators swiftly promoted a 

structural legislative reform (Jerónimo and Monteiro 2020) by abolishing the Indigenous Status 

and, later, the Native Labor Code, while appending this reform with rural and community 

developmental policies intertwined with, and dependent on, security measures. These included a 

full-scale reorganization of the territory, reinforcement of metropolitan settlement in 

autochthonous land, and the confinement of natives to regedorias, or to labor and detention camps. 

We can see the intertwining of military tactics and ideas of social and economic 

development in the theoretical plan of General Hermes de Oliveira on counter-subversive 

measures to be implemented in Angola, as well as in the directives of General Venâncio Deslandes, 

Governor-General of the colony.35 Both refer to the need to pacify the territory by resorting to 

psychosocial action to attract and “tame” the autochthonous populations hiding in the bush or 

taking refuge across the border. Besides psychosocial action within the territory, the Portuguese 

sent loyal Angolans to the Congo or corrupted local Congolese authorities to encourage refugees’ 

                                                       
34 Report of the Special Committee on Territories under Portuguese Administration, 25 August 1962, A/5160, UNDL, 
p. 100. 
35 General Deslandes directives reflect more alignment with military objectives than with the reforms promoted by 
metropolitan elites (Curto, 2020: 336-43). 
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return.36 But although several attempts at cooperation between the Congolese and Portuguese 

materialized during the war, refugees often escaped and returned to the Congo. The aim of this 

intertwinement was twofold. On the military side, it was imperative to gain the trust of the 

“natives” in order to get them to denounce (coercively if necessary) “terrorist elements” infiltrated 

among those living in the bush or returning from the Congo. On the social side, the aim was to 

direct the autochthonous population to see the benefits of civilization and Portuguese humanity 

towards them. Accordingly, efforts were made to create a dependency relationship by, for example, 

exaggerating the severity of illnesses and injuries inflicted on civilians or by providing limited food 

so as to increase contacts between the population and the Portuguese authorities. To isolate the 

population—again within the military strategy—recuperados (redeemed groups) who “voluntarily” 

presented themselves to the authorities (due to hunger and exposure to violence and persecution) 

would be sent to regedorias. At these sites, Oliveira stated, “something concrete, positive, real (had 

to be done), material acts that arouse in the population the awareness that their most instant, most 

distressing problems […] are being solved by us,” while the social action was to be incorporated 

into broader development plans in a second phase. With rural labor within regedorias increasing 

production and consequently these groups’ living standards, labor, masked as “voluntary,” was 

seen as closely connected to the desired social behavior. A “new type of society would be created 

(instilling) in the inhabitants’ spirit the notion of their true position within the community to which 

they belong.” To this end, civilians were to be removed from their “natural habitat” and confined 

within structures designed for rural and social development (Oliveira 1962: 199-201). Population 

regrouping would also “facilitate psychosocial action” led by social and health agents such as the 

PRC.37 This “rehabilitation” strategy was similar to the strategies applied in the villagization models 

in Kenya and Algeria, which also involved the countries’ national Red Cross Societies (Guardião 

2019; Johnson, 2020). This is not to say, however, that the measures resorted to by the Portuguese 

were exactly the same as those applied by the British and French authorities. Further research is 

needed for a full account of the reality in Angola, similar to that conducted in the cases of the 

brutal application of the Swynnerton and Constatine Plans (Baggallay 2011; Davis 2017; Elkins 

2000, 2005; Feichtinger 2017). The similarities are reflected in developmentalist ideas being 

associated with socially engineered counter-insurgency repertoires—including punishment, 

                                                       
36 SCCIA, Sumário de Informações no. 1, 2 January 1962, Arquivo Nacional Torre do Tombo (ANTT), Sumários de 
Informaça ̃o, Serviços de Centralizaça ̃o e Coordenaça ̃o de Informações de Angola, box 1. 
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states that female PRC workers had promoted “psycho-social action among the autochthonous populations” since 
the beginning of the war. Maria da Conceição de Paiva Nazareth, Declaration, 14 June 1962, Arquivos da Cruz 
Vermelha Portuguesa (ACVP), Angola – Delegação de Luanda.  
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“rehabilitation,” social and moral re-education and community development—to forge “new 

societies” (Jerónimo 2017). Oliveira’s aim was the “creation of a new order, understanding as such the 

entire transformation of the living conditions of the populations, not only economic and social 

but also cultural and moral.”  

The policy was rapidly integrated into the five-year development plan (1959–1964), 

consolidating the Portuguese late-colonial state’s repressive developmentalism (Jerónimo and 

Pinto 2015). This combination of population control and developmental policies aimed at 

rehabilitating the rural autochthonous population was one of the primary strategies applied by the 

Portuguese authorities in seeking to win the war and simultaneously promote economic stability 

and production in Angola. But if the Portuguese authorities were aiming to rebuild Angolan rural 

society through internationally disseminated developmental ideas in order to circumvent broader 

criticism at the UN, the reality on the ground was permeated by the perpetration of abuses contrary 

to the ideals of human rights. 

The implementation dynamics of two regedorias in Uíge in the second half of 1961 constitute 

an example of this new model, with refugees returning from Congo and those hiding in the bush 

being the primary targets of the policies. When “appearing before” the authorities, these groups 

were subject to harsh interrogations, instigated by the authorities’ distrust of their intentions. They 

were compelled to work on the land and to build housing, administrative and communications 

structures within the regedoria model (Curto et al. 2016: 244-6). According to the UNSCTPA report, 

“traditional militia” authorities, nominated by the governor or governor-general, in the regedorias 

sought to impose respect and to recruit labor “to public works and projects” without payment and 

subject to punishment. These “instruments of the authorities [did] not represent the people.” The 

Committee concluded that “the new decree organizing regedorias […] introduced virtually no 

changes and the Committee does not feel that at present the indigenous people enjoy any real 

measure of genuine self-government.” Moreover, rural Angolans were obliged to stay in the 

regedorias. Only those “who [had] ‘reached a fairly high level of development’” could be integrated 

into urban life. The model and legislation behind it perpetuated a stratification of the Angolan 

society in civilization levels, involving “cultural discrimination which is not compatible with the 

purposes and principles of the United Nations and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.”38 

To the UN, the exacerbating of the politics of difference (Burbank and Cooper 2010; Jerónimo 

and Pinto 2015) in Angola was all too evident. 
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During this period, Angolan mobility dynamics along the border areas and in the Lower 

Congo region facilitated the circulation of information among refugees (Brinkman 2008: 210). 

Reports on refugees going back to Angola became less frequent, while new arrivals, mainly those 

hiding in the bush on their way from the distant areas of Ambriz and Ambrizete, also evidenced 

that refugees were trying to escape both the violence and the “new order” being implemented.  

Refugees’ resistance to resettlement and integration into models such as those adopted by 

humanitarian organizations in the Congo is hardly surprising. Both cases involved rural Angolans 

being taken, without consultation, from land where they had settled and being forced to work 

without payment to build housing infrastructure or facilities designed for community 

development. According to the LRCS and local Congolese authorities, refugees claimed they 

should be entitled to choose where they were to be resettled and demanded to see the location 

before agreeing to join the Caritas project. They feared being enslaved or handed over to the 

Portuguese authorities. According to Art Hansen, an anthropologist who interviewed Angolan 

refugees in Zambia, freedom of movement was a crucial issue in refugee settlement. Most refugees 

chose to settle among kinship communities, even if this meant they would not receive 

humanitarian assistance. The preference for integrating within local communities, Hansen 

concluded, was mainly associated with the need to control their refuge experience after power over 

and control of their social reality had been taken away from them by the circumstances created in 

Angola (Hansen 1981), and specifically the violence, cooption and punishment of local chiefs and 

the confining of entire communities to “open air” camps at the same time as the regedoria model 

was being extended to the east.39 Angolans in the Congo wanted to take back control and, to a 

certain extent, this is exactly what they did, despite continuing to be subject to a variety of abuses 

in the host country (Guardião 2019: 322-323).  

By 1963, when both the LRCS and UNHCR terminated their operations in the Congo, 

only 66 refugees had agreed to be resettled.40 Refugees continued instead to settle in local 

communities scattered across the province. The UNHCR justified the decision to terminate 

activities, stating that the refugee situation was now satisfactory and that the issues still to be 

resolved, namely those relating to integration, were host-state responsibilities. Sadruddin Aga 

Khan also assumed that some solutions envisaged “could not be adhered to,” attributing the lack 

of progress to UNHCR ineffectiveness and inexperience of humanitarian organizations in “these 

parts of Africa.” Examples of the “adversities” that had to be “overcome in the implementation 
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of some of the programs” were “good or bad harvest, natural disasters [and] last, but not least, the 

psychology of the refugees themselves.” The UNHCR nevertheless left a representative on the 

ground to try to persuade refugees to work with settlement projects, especially the Caritas project, 

in cooperation with local organizations and the Congolese authorities. Particular attention should 

be paid to the continuing influx of refugees who, by that time, were settling not only in the Lower 

Congo, but also in Katanga and Kasai.41 From 1964 onwards, the UNHCR dedicated its work in 

the Congo to supporting education, agricultural and commerce-related projects, none of which 

resorted to resettlement.  

What is striking in Sadruddin Aga Khan’s declaration is that although the UNHCR 

acknowledged humanitarians’ lack of experience in dealing with refugee problems in sub-Saharan 

Africa, refugee psychology was identified as a major factor in the failure of resettlement strategies. 

It was telling that neither the UNHCR representative nor LRCS delegates sought to engage in 

constructive communications with the refugees. Instead, refugees’ claims were dismissed even as 

UN reports attested to the specificities of decolonization and refuge dynamics in this context, 

while LRCS delegates—in other words, those individuals specifically responsible for strategizing 

the operation—tended to share Portuguese views on how to manage the population. These views 

contrasted with those displayed in the UNHCR/LRCS relationship with Rwandan authorities in 

the case of the Watutsi. Some delegates, such as Norredam, even suggested with regard to the 

situation in the Congo that “the African mind,” specifically relating this to “tribalism,” was the 

cause of the deterioration experienced by African nations after becoming independent. The 

underlying notion for this disparity was the firm belief that African problems were “fairly simple” 

to resolve, and that the way to do this was through development. The frustration and abandonment 

felt by Angolan refugees reflected Norredam’s conviction that, contrary to what was “generally 

believed” (he included himself in this), “a little economic aid and a few specialists” were not 

sufficient to contour the mismanagement of African societies. Nor was he willing to acknowledge 

that the LRCS was to blame for mishandling the situation. The real reasons, Norredam stated, “lie 

much deeper and have their root” in what had brought the Congo back “generally to the time 

before the Belgians arrived […] The[y] blame ‘colonialism’ or new colonialism’ (same thing as we 

call ‘economic aid’!), […] and after that it will be something else. [T]he reasons why Africa 

deteriorates these years, and is fast on way back to the jungle, must be found in African tradition, 

mentality, religion.”42 While Portuguese authorities made reference to civilizational ideals in 
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differentiating themselves from Angolans and to stratify the Angolan society, Norredam pointed 

to tribalism as the main factor for African societies’ underdevelopment. 

Another element, in addition to the lack of communication between humanitarians and 

refugees, entailed the efforts by humanitarian agents to depoliticize the refugee crisis. Refugees’ 

sense of self-determination, allied with the presence of the UPA/FNLA in the Lower Congo, 

generated an environment of mistrust, in which refugees were seen as being manipulated by the 

liberation movement into becoming political agents. François Chassing, the UNHCR 

representative substituting for Temnomeroff, referred to refugees “imposing themselves politically 

on the local population” and stated that a “fear psychosis was voluntarily created.”43 This idea, 

disseminated among humanitarians and local authorities, contrasts with refugees’ protests against 

abuses by UPA/FNLA agents in various situations, specifically in the form of false promises and 

the appropriating of resources or taxation (Guardião 2019: 322). In trying to depoliticize 

humanitarian action in the Congo, these agents failed to acknowledge and respect refugees’ fears, 

claims and action, and consequently demonstrated humanitarians’ inability to move away from 

their own ideas of a modernizing Africa and to see refugees not as objects of aid, but as subjects 

of international law. This view was shared by those in Geneva who regarded European refugees’ 

problems as relating to legal protection, and African refugees’ problems as relating to aid, 

development and labor value (Glasman 2017). The “white man’s burden” and ideas of superiority 

were thus still very much present within the humanitarian realm—which dealt primarily with the 

common African—at a time of effervescing UN debates on the institutionalization of human 

rights, led by Global South leaders and increasingly focusing on discussions of self-determination 

and the condemning of racial discrimination (Burke 2010; Jensen 2017; Burke, Moses and Duranti 

2020; Jerónimo and Monteiro 2020). 

 

Concluding Remarks: Refugee Management Paradigms, Decolonization and Resistance  

 

As this article demonstrates, the paradigm of refugee management strategies established 

after World War II and based on voluntary repatriation and resettlement (Chimni 2004) proved 

ineffective in the case of Angolans fleeing the violence and state-led population control policies 

associated with the decolonization process. This failure was related to the specificities of 

decolonization and, more specifically, to Angolan refugees’ resistance and to the negligence of 
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international humanitarian agents on the ground regarding refugee agency and the humanitarians’ 

inability to appreciate those specificities.  

From the start of the crisis, plans for repatriation and resettlement were made with two 

aims in mind: to end the emergency operation swiftly and to control the problems of 

overpopulation and refugee movement dynamics in a host state unable to respond to the crisis. 

An agreement between the LRCS, UNOC and UNHCR set out the responsibilities of each 

organization: the LRCS was responsible for emergency assistance, in cooperation with UNOC, 

and population management strategies, whereas the UNHCR was to conduct short- to medium-

term integration projects aimed at achieving refugee self-sufficiency from November 1961. The 

delay in starting these activities was marked by legal, financial and operational limitations, as well 

as by political constraints attributable to the Congolese authorities’ efforts to portray the crisis as 

a matter of peace and security rather than as a humanitarian issue. 

Despite the Global South countries’ efforts to denounce the perpetration of human rights 

abuses in Angola at the UN, negotiations between the LRCS and Portugal on repatriation began 

without a proper assessment of what had caused refugees to flee in the first place. Although 

negotiations may have been in line with the paradigm of refugee population management, the fact 

that humanitarians attached greater weight to colonial authorities’ guaranties than to refugees’ 

claims during the first year of the crisis demonstrates the unsuitability of a state-centric approach—

based simultaneously on seeking to resolve host-state problems and on negotiations with “more 

reliable” colonial authorities—and the agencies’ lack of preparedness for dealing with the 

specificities of decolonization refugee crises, even though the Algerian experience had proved that 

repatriation was not a viable solution.  

Causes of refugee flight, claims and movement dynamics were deeply associated with 

Portuguese population management strategies in Angola, which even before the war had been 

marked by persecution, forced migration and compulsory labor. These were subsequently 

aggravated by the conflict, thus stressing the securitized side of development policies in the colony. 

Repressive developmentalism, reflected in Portugal’s last stand at maintaining its empire, was 

characterized by critical divergencies between discourse—engendered to circumvent international 

criticism—and practice. The regedorias model was just one example of how development was 

associated with repression of the civilian population and the persistence of differentiation models 

among the African population. Population management strategies—repatriation and 

resettlement—to deal with overpopulation in the Congo were opposed by refugees in multiple 

ways on the grounds of their similarities with colonial strategies. This resistance ranged from the 

denouncing of abuses in Angola in UN inquiries to refusal of resettlement out of fear of being 
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handed over to the Portuguese authorities or fear of enslavement and to resisting engaging in 

agricultural projects in the belief that independence was imminent. As well as stating that they 

would not return to Angola until independence was attainable, refugees also demanded the right 

to choose their place of settlement in order to regain control they had lost. In this sense, Angolan 

refugees’ agency was similar to that of Eastern Europeans who fled imperial oppressive regimes 

and subsequently refused repatriation or resettlement within Eastern Europe. 

The unwillingness or inability of humanitarians on the ground to integrate refugee agency 

into their activities prompts three significant conclusions regarding such action in the early 1960s, 

specially in decolonization-led crises. First, the incorporation of information from UN bodies 

trying to assess the situation in Angola was either unproductive or neglected. While reports from 

the UNSCTPA used refugee claims to denounce abuses in Angola and criticize Portuguese 

policies, UNHCR staff insisted on a resettlement project that was similar to the modus operandi of 

the Portuguese regedorias model in various ways, including the idea of moving refugees from a place 

they had chosen to settle into an unknown and controlled location and the idea that they should 

provide unpaid labor to build housing and infrastructure. Second, the persistence of civilizational 

ideals among humanitarians served to dismiss refugee agency. Depictions of refugees as lazy and 

unwilling to work were at variance with claims made by refugees themselves, but resonated with 

the broader Portuguese view of Angolans of Bakongo origin. The link between repressive 

measures in Angola and refugees’ claims and resistance, and the incapacity of humanitarian agents 

to mobilize refugees, is unequivocal. The LRCS also insisted on negotiating repatriation with the 

Portuguese authorities, attesting to safe conditions in Angola, even though reports from October 

1961 onwards showed that this strategy would prove ineffective. Third, an aspect related to the 

insistence on good conditions in Angola and on resettlement was humanitarians’ belief that 

(Western-directed) developmental policies were in the best interests of Angolans and the host state 

alike. Frustration with the failure of the developmental ideal is evident in humanitarians’ 

assessment of refugee behavior and the conditions in the Congo. Although Deputy High 

Commissioner Sadruddin Aga Khan acknowledged humanitarian organizations’ inexperience in 

dealing with refugee crises in sub-Saharan Africa, the perception of refugees as either victims or 

burdens disregarded refugee agency and refugees’ right to self-determination—which is totally 

different from the concept of self-governance—and contributed to the politics of difference being 

extended from the imperial to the humanitarian realm. 

The insistence on those ideas by researchers continuing to underplay refugee agency as an 

element in the failure of resettlement and repatriation strategies in decolonization processes and 

its connection with human rights ideals must be addressed if we are to understand the 
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interconnections between decolonization dynamics and humanitarian action in the 1960s. Refugee 

agency and humanitarian organizations’ failure to incorporate this into their population 

management strategies are the major factors accounting for these organizations’ failure to respond 

effectively to the Angolan refugee crisis, whereas other projects, which made proper assessments 

of the local context and accommodated refugees’ claims and modus vivendi, were successful. 

Studying the concurrent trends and intersections of the institutionalization of human rights, 

imperial repertoires, decolonization dynamics and humanitarian action will allow for a better 

understanding of how significant disparities coexisted between dealings with the common African 

and state elites (African and European)—but also between refugees from different origins—and 

how these were translated in subsequent decades into African population management strategies, 

with refugees increasingly being regarded either as labor value or as helpless suffering bodies. 
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