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The forced removal and resettlement of population was a main feature of late European
colonialism, in Africa and elsewhere. Both were crucial to the formulation and enactment
of securitarian projects and developmental schemes, and to their recurrent intersection
and close interdependence. The repertoires of repressive developmentalism—the shaping
of development strategies by securitarian concerns and the contamination of schemes of
security by socioeconomic rationales—were diverse, inspiring the various authorities and
guiding many specific operations on the ground. This text provides one telling example
of these repertoires, the Operação Robusta (1969–1974), which entailed the forced
removal of thousands of men, women, and children from the district of North Cuanza
to the district of Zaire (both in the north of Angola, under Portuguese rule, and in the
middle of an armed conflict that started in 1961), and was seen as a model for similar
actions. Assessing the drives and the prospects associated with the operation, this text
also addresses its violent dynamics and effects, namely the substantial separation of fam-
ilies, the meagre provision of welfare, and the intense processes of land expropriation.
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Envisioning “Trustworthy Natives”

On 2 April 1969, the Portuguese Conselho de Defesa Militar (Council for Military
Defence) decided that another chapter on the overall strategy to combat the widespread
colonial insurgencies should be written. Beginning in 1961 in Angola and a few years
later also in Mozambique and Portuguese Guinea, the Portuguese authorities had faced
multiple challenges coming from local, more or less organised anti-colonial groups,
with increasing regional and international support.1 These challenges had antecedents
(active resistance towards the colonial presence has a long genealogy), but now assumed
a more intense and consequential nature. Their local impact was accompanied by inter-
national reverberations, and both entailed mounting scrutiny and pressure on the continu-
ation of the Portuguese colonial empire. The empire had been officially dissolved in
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1951, but from that moment on it was tentatively reinforced on many levels (political and
economic, essentially), as a result of initiatives for “ethnic colonisation” (the colonisation
by white settlers, especially Portuguese), efforts to realise administrative expansion, and
an impetus for development and “modernisation.”2

In the late 1960s, besides having to deal with many other difficulties, the authorities in
Angola struggled to control the northern border of the “overseas province.” The vigilance
and control over the so-called Sector of Zaire (a military district in the north of Angola),
in which the mobility of anti-colonial groups across frontiers was recurrent and hard to
curtail, was seen as crucial.3 As in many other geographies and moments in time, border-
lands and frontiers significantly shaped the contours of colonial rule. This was even more
so in a context of open conflict, in which the apparatus of administration was patently
small and fragile and the opposition forces were notoriously mobile, in an area scarcely
populated, in which the significant circulation of goods, people, and armament was
hardly controllable.4 Shutting down the frontier had been declared a goal in 1964,
although the impracticality of achieving this intention was quickly acknowledged by
many. On 29 December 1964, a plan was formulated by the Direcção da Arma de
Engenharia (Military Engineering Command) that outlined a “system for organising
monitoring and control of the border” aimed at counterbalancing the circulation of
human and material resources (including military) that supported the “insurgency” move-
ments and other unwelcome flows across borders (migrant labourers in transit or contra-
band, for instance). The plan entailed three fundamental elements, which would require
eight hundred African workers to implement: a fence that was to be 350 kilometres in
length (and reinforced by minefields); a picada (path) that could be used to circulate peo-
ple and armaments, connected by intermediary sites that could facilitate military support;
and, finally, an area five to ten kilometres wide that would enable the authorities to con-
stantly block “infiltrations” of different kinds and purposes. This area was to be organised
around new villages occupied by “trustworthy natives.” The latter were seen as the main
guarantee of the entire plan’s effectiveness. The conditions under which this could or
would be ensured were not specified.5

However, despite the approval of higher institutions such as the Estado-Maior do
Exército (Army Staff Corps) and the Ministry of the Army, this grandiose and costly
plan never materialised. One of the reasons was surely related to the fact that the enter-
prise depended on the active, collaborative role of “trustworthy natives” and also on the
actual existence of “native” villages that could guarantee the prescribed political and
securitarian goals, as sites of population control, in its various dimensions. The operative
assembly of the system and its desired impact on the mounting dynamics of conflict were
not possible otherwise. The allocation of human and material resources, considerable and
expensive as they were, was not enough. The scheme’s continued effectiveness and effi-
ciency required the social “recuperation” and “indoctrination” of Africans (that is, their
social and moral rehabilitation and their mentality), and their social and psychological
control. Their concentration in villages was seen as facilitating such plans. But, among
other problems, the Zaire district was an area with a low population density. The pool
of potential reliable collaborators was inadequate, not only in quantitative terms.
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Moreover, the processes of (induced or forced) resettlement, as preconditions for success,
were not easy to organise or turn into a stable reality. On many levels, in material, (geo)
political, and human terms, these were delicate affairs: they required significant human
and material resources in a context of rising war expenditures, they could fuel inter-
national criticism and local grievances and, last but not least, they could, and probably
would, cause human suffering and losses. But the process of resettlement, cooperation
by the “natives,” their indoctrination and control, and the provision of a modicum of wel-
fare were seen as the sine qua non of the entire project. Risks were high, but the neces-
sities were greater. The 1969 resolution aimed to overcome these difficulties.6

The forced removal of thousands of men, women, and children from the district of
North Cuanza to the district of Zaire (both in the north of Angola), dubbed the
Operação Robusta (1969–1974), was the solution, albeit a partial one. It was a robust
operation, probably the most important of its kind in this period in the Portuguese colo-
nial empire.7 The use of the name of the species of coffee beans, robusta, which was the
fundamental economic asset of the area, was surely significant, in many ways.8 Just two
examples of the significance of the name chosen for the operation, which was linked to
diverse motivations and interests as well as to severe consequences, were its impact on
the redistribution of coffee cultivation areas between native and European communities
and the related immediate effect on the economics of coffee. Nearly 6,506 persons were
relocated from the North Cuanza district: the vast majority to the Zaire district (5,183), a
smaller number to |Moçâmedes (1,323) in the south of the country.9 In the latter case,
around 320 men, women, and children ended up being placed in the prison camp of
São Nicolau. The population transfer and resettlement was related to a wider rationale
of control and to other geographies of concentration and confinement, which were not
exclusive to Angola. In Mozambique, similar processes occurred.10

The operation had three stages. In April and May, the first week of June, and in the first
two weeks of July 1969, the transfers were connected to broader operations of detention
and “recuperation” of local populations occurring at the time, which involved around
11,000 persons. The list of strategic goals was long and multifaceted. First, the transfer
to other districts of population seen as “compromised,” thus isolating the “enemy” and
diminishing the pool of potential supporters. Second, the regrouping of rural populations,
minimising dispersion, which in many circles was considered a precondition for social
control, economic development, security enhancement, and military efficacy. Third, the
destruction of “clandestine ways of life and cultures” to increase the capacity of the colo-
nial administration to better know and oversee “native” social and economic practices,
facilitating market reorganisation, labour stabilisation, and collecting taxes, for instance.
Fourth, establishing buffer strips, civil and military (if possible both), capable of blocking
the infiltration of the “enemy,” isolating and attacking the “refuges of guerrilla fighters,”
that is: search and destroy. Fifth, promoting the constitution of militias of “self-defence,”
while reinforcing the existing political and administrative structures, turning the entire pro-
cess into an instrument of expansion of the infrastructural power of the colonial state.
Indeed, as elsewhere and many other times in history, war could, and indeed did, trigger
state-building. War could, and indeed did, make (colonial) states.11
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In the north, the goal was to “quickly and completely stifle the subversive situation in
North Cuanza through the transfer, to other districts, of that part of the population which
was traditionally hostile to the Portuguese or committed to the FNLA” (Frente Nacional
para a Libertação de Angola). This would, on one hand, deplete the population in areas
that were being used as pools of recruitment by anti-colonial movements such as the
FNLA and also the MPLA (Movimento para a Libertação de Angola); on the other, it
would assign to (and forcefully impose on) resettled populations an important role in
the “zone of infiltration” of the northern frontier, increasing the demographic presence
and placing the resettled people at the core of projects for the enhancement of vigilance
and control in the area. Again, “trustworthy natives” were needed, whether identified or
fabricated. Despite being forcefully resettled, they were expected to act as vigilantes and
as the guarantors of order. The erection of new villages, which benefitted from the active
contribution of the governor of the Zaire district, became an important element of coun-
terinsurgency, replicating, with some noteworthy differences, similar solutions imple-
mented after the events of 1961, the beginning of the Angolan war of liberation, and
even earlier. They were envisaged as examples of promoção social (social advancement)
and development, an aspect that would supposedly facilitate the adherence of the popu-
lation to their prescribed social, economic, and, perhaps more important, political roles.
The provision of welfare would create vigilantes. The construction of communal infra-
structure and facilities, including hygienic (e.g., first aid stations, washhouses, stand-
pipes), religious (e.g., chapels), educational (e.g., schools), economic (e.g.,
electrification and soil preparation for cultivation), and social (e.g., football fields),
aimed to turn these operations into prototypes of developmental colonialism and sites
of profound social engineering focused on individual and collective dimensions. They
were designed as model villages, adding a securitarian element to interwar projects
that had been more focused on medical, demographic, and socioeconomic rationales
(not to mention the older “civilizing stations,” crucial in the rhetoric and the politics
of the scramble for Africa). The projects imagined in the 1940s (some reminiscent of
the Jesuit experiments in South America in the early modern period) and those that
came to fruition as a response to the events of 1961 found another expression in the
late 1960s. As a consequence of the Robusta, five new villages were erected:
Banza-Puto, Calambata, Madimba, Quiende, and Quiximba.12 A significant number of
those forcefully relocated into these villages were children. In Banza-Puto, half of
them, or around 1,085, were children, and the situation was similar in Quiende and
Madimba.13

Taking this context and these dynamics into account, this article maps and analyses
for the first time the fundamental motivations and expectations behind Operação
Robusta, also addressing the evaluations made by the authorities involved regarding
its consequences. Numerous reports which focused on the causes, expectations, percep-
tions, and consequences of the operation emerged, in which the authorities tried to cap-
ture the results of a variety of social and geographical assessments of the transfer process.
At the origin, North Cuanza district, and at the destination, the Zaire district, assessments
of the Robusta varied. They were far from homogenous or stable over time. This article
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retraces this diversity of positions and arguments, while uncovering the dynamics, the
particularities, and the effects of this violent operation, namely with respect to three
aspects that affected local communities seriously at their places of origin and of destin-
ation: the breaking up of families, the failure to deliver the welfare measures promised in
the context of the forced resettlement (development entangled with security), and land
expropriation. These aspects show how the presumed solution of particular problems
offered by operations of forced removal and resettlement always entailed new difficulties,
and a significant human cost. Despite the shortage of human and material resources,
Robusta was seen as a model for action for many of those in charge, and was invoked
as the example to replicate in the devising of other similar operations. It lasted until
the very end of the empire. This article recounts its history.

On Causes and (Immediate) Consequences

In mid-1969, the assessment of the impact of the Robusta was positive. In the immediate
aftermath of the process of forced removal and transfer of African communities, the mili-
tary authorities praised the “one hundred casualties in the enemy, the capture of six weap-
ons, the destruction of many barracks and the detention of around one hundred
individuals.” Moreover, “zones of refuge” had been penetrated and destroyed and pro-
gress had been made with the desired regrouping of population and the strategy of cre-
ating buffer zones. Beside this more narrow military, strategic, and securitarian
assessment, the circumstance that the Robusta was related to an “area with an undeniable
economic interest” was also highlighted as of critical importance. The fact that the harsh
conditions on the coffee plantations with respect to labour relations and wages regularly
contributed to local conflicts and support for dissidence was not taken into consideration.
Apparently, the only downside was that the dynamics of resettlement were demonstrating
“the feeble administrative, policing and sanitary structures” at the places of destination
and their patent “insufficiency.” If war led to the expansion of the state apparatus, and
also to economic dynamism, the operation of forced removal associated with the former
often revealed the crude realities of the colonial situation.14

Later in the year, Ramiro Ladeiro Monteiro, chief of cabinet of the Services for the
Centralization and Coordination of Intelligence of Angola (SCCIA), the institution
responsible for the direction of the intelligence apparatus in Angola, produced a secret
report in which he summarised the fundamental information provided by the district gov-
ernors of North Cuanza and of Zaire regarding the “consequences caused by the trans-
ference of populations from the district of Cuanza Norte to the Zaire.” Both district
governors were asked to assess the impact of the massive forced removal and dislocation
of population from North Cuanza, namely from the districts of Bolongongo, Quiculungo,
Banga, Ambaca, Dembos, and Bula Atumba. According to the data provided by the gov-
ernor of North Cuanza at the time, 5,456 men, women, and children were taken to Zaire.
“Absolute order” prevailed and no “manifestation of resistance” to the operation
emerged. Apparently, nothing else of relevance occurred, or mattered.15
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Notwithstanding these words, when required to offer conclusions regarding the con-
sequences of the entire process, the governor refrained from doing so: there was no
“unanimity of reactions” and “in many cases doubts and apathy” prevailed. For instance,
the forced removal of indigenous populations was assessed differently by the diverse
business interests in the district. The farmers apparently supported the measure, as it pro-
mised additional social tranquillity and assured that more land would be available. The
prospects of expanding their business undoubtedly mattered in their evaluation of the
question. The traders were seemingly more concerned with the decrease of profits and
also with the negative consequences for their ability to charge what they sold on credit,
a common practice that entailed many questionable critical situations. The departure of
families in debt had undesirable effects. The departure of future debtors was not a
good prospect. The traders understood the securitarian rationale behind the decision to
forcefully remove thousands of locals. But given the associated economic and financial
costs, they clearly minimised that rationale. These assessments varied geographically,
and the statements from the administrators of the councils involved demonstrated pre-
cisely that. In Quibaxe (Dembos), the traders were not pleased, in Camabatela
(Ambaca) they were in favour of the measure. In Bolongongo, all Europeans, traders
and farmers, were markedly in favour, as they considered “all” African populations to
be compromised due to antagonist motivations and movements. But, as the council
administrator of Bolongongo noted, this unanimous appraisal, which highlighted political
and securitarian rationales, concealed common interests of an economic nature: the desire
to seize the coffee plantations abandoned by Africans so they could be exploited by the
Europeans, for instance through cooperatives. The heterogeneity of positions regarding
Robusta amongst the European, mainly Portuguese, communities in North Cuanza did
not end there. For example, in Bula Atumba the Europeans were afraid of the actual con-
sequences of the population transfer as it caused “a vacuum propitious to terrorism.”16

No one mentioned that the combination of forced resettlement, land grabbing, and
hard labour conditions was also causing an exodus on the part of the Africans.17

A similar heterogeneity of assessments could be discerned in the perceptions of the
authorities about the reaction of African populations to Robusta, because they in part
lacked a deeper understanding of local evaluations and interests. According to the gov-
ernor, the forced removal was welcomed by the Africans because it entailed the termin-
ation of “pressure” from the “enemy” for support and collaboration. Robusta saved them
from oppression. The reports provided by the council administrators were more nuanced.
In Quibaxe, African communities were seen as being “timid and fearful,” unsure if they
would be able to return to a normal everyday life, nothing more. In Camabatela, they
were portrayed as welcoming the transfer, but for a particular reason: those forcefully
removed, given their putative proximity with the “enemy,” belonged to a specific ethnic
group (from Bindo). Ethnic rivalries and the expected socioeconomic gains related to the
removal of a competitor explained their acceptance of the measures taken by the
Portuguese authorities. In Bolongongo, local African populations were said to express
“doubts” about their destiny and also “resentment” regarding their “separation from fam-
ily.” Nevertheless, the administrator reported that “absolute conformism” prevailed. In
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the Quiculungo district, “fear and distrust” was said to coexist with “confidence” in the
positive outcomes of the strategy. In the Banga district, the operation was considered
unnecessary. An “effort of indoctrination” (mentalização) would have sufficed to appease
dissent and counter the unwarranted interference of opponents. In Bula Atumba, “apathy
and dissatisfaction” appeared to characterise the ways in which the African community
was dealing with the circumstances.18

Despite these ambivalences and the acknowledgement of the existence of resentments
and grievances by the authorities, which were by no means due exclusively to the oper-
ation and had longer and deeper causes, the operation of forced removal was considered
to have a “positive impact” by the majority of those involved in producing assessments.
Such was the opinion stated in one official parecer (statement) about Ramiro Ladeiro
Monteiro’s report. The reaction of the affected African populations was interpreted as
acquiescent. In the documentation, made three months after the operation, the enemy’s
activity was seen as being in decline, especially in areas in which Robusta had the
most impact. Moreover, it was argued, the actions against the Portuguese authorities in
the areas that received the removed population did not grow either. Another aspect
singled out was that the operation was not mentioned by the enemy’s propaganda.
This was highly positive, as the Robusta could “be exploited in their favour” in
Angola and abroad.19 The circles promoting the worldwide criticism of what was
going on in Angola and the other Portuguese “overseas provinces” would surely wel-
come information about land expropriation, forced displacement and resettlement, family
disintegration, and other dynamics related to Robusta.20

But the African response to the operation was the subject of other opinions: more cau-
tious, less optimistic, but not necessarily better informed. For instance, Joaquim Carrusca
de Castro, inspector at the administration in Luanda and coordinator of the civil side of
Robusta, preferred to emphasise the diversity and ambivalence of African reactions, from
“apathy and resignation” to “surprise and hate.” Perhaps due to this circumstance and
sharing his opinion with the administrator of the district of Banga, the inspector favoured
a strategy of “Portugalization” and “indoctrination” instead of one based on the forced
removal of populations. At the origin, the first option seemed to entail fewer negative
consequences. The military and the civil sides of the operation did not coincide com-
pletely. The existence of Europeans who were not pleased with the situation, namely
the traders, for reasons already noted, including the loss of profits and fear of “empty
spaces,” contributed to Carrusca de Castro’s critical assessment of initiatives involving
population transfer. The latter involved one clear risk: they might solve one problem,
but they surely created others, both in African and in European communities.
Expecting a backlash, he proposed a series of measures to “prevent the deterioration
of the situation.”21 The circumstances were far from peaceful, although some statements
suggested the contrary. The creation of mobile teams—the brigadas móveis, focused on
psychosocial activities and also on “community development”22to enhance the desired
“indoctrination,” the sponsoring of “self-defence” teams (militias) and strategies, the
reoccupation of “empty areas” with other groups or communities, or the temporary
reinforcement of military presence (that should be of a temporary nature) were some
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of the proposed measures. Also suggested was the enactment of “severe measures against
potential plunderers of agricultural areas.”Who these plunderers might be was not clearly
defined. The district governor of North Cuanza agreed: it was crucial to strengthen
policing and the administrative “grid” to tighten the grip of the colonial state. The reason
advanced was telling: the usual contacts with the African populations “were in practice
reduced to tax collection” and, also, they essentially derived from the interference by the
authorities in rural markets and respective trade. The opportunity should be used to
change this long-standing state of affairs. For Carrusca de Castro, it was also fundamental
to deal carefully with the agricultural areas, namely those related to coffee production,
the district’s most important economic asset. The effects on property distribution could
be hard to deal with. As it was, things were already problematic.23

With respect to the consequences on the receiving end of the population transfer pro-
cess, the district governor of the Zaire was clearly critical. First, the process of resettle-
ment caused numerous “material difficulties.” For instance, the erection of the new
villages entailed considerable costs. The conditions necessary for their construction
and maintenance did not exist. As noted above, this was one example of the ways projects
such as Robusta led to the acknowledgement of the weakness of the colonial state’s exist-
ing infrastructure. Second, the human resources made available to meet the proclaimed
social functions of the new settlements were ridiculously inadequate. The promised pro-
vision of welfare and of instruments of social advancement, central as they were to the
rhetoric of the ongoing policies of resettlement since the mid-1960s, were not easy to
deliver. The combination of a long-standing and manifest scarcity of social services
with the paucity of means allocated in connection with the resettlement projects, however
grandiose they were in intent, had clear consequences. Identifying or cultivating the envi-
sioned “trustworthy natives” was in danger. For instance, regarding the health services,
only three rural sanitary agents were appointed to the areas receiving the resettled com-
munities. Furthermore, there was only one physician from the colonial state’s health ser-
vices in the entire district. And the use of military doctors, considered a possibility with
an eye to the growing presence of armed forces, was impossible, given their already busy
schedules, not least a result of the ongoing violent clashes.

Another example of the paucity of means was the shortage of security forces, namely
of the political police (PIDE), seen as crucial to the entire securitarian drive. Who
guarded the guardians? The fact that the resettlement areas were seen as problematic
and, also, that the forced resettlement process could in itself generate additional grie-
vances and dissent, meant the role of the political police had become vital. Both the
“trustworthy natives” and those who were not viewed as such had to be monitored
and controlled. Another problem, surely related to the latter, was the absence of records
about the political past of the transferred individuals, which impeded any proper popu-
lation surveillance and control. To the local authorities, this was especially terrifying, as
each village had 1,300 to 1,400 resettled individuals, instead of the planned 600 to 800.
The villages were overcrowded, the facilities were meagre, and the means to know, man-
age, and ultimately transform their inhabitants were inadequate. Naturally, this was seen
as a dangerous situation. The shortage of technical staff to actually deliver the promise of
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“recuperation of populations and their economic development,” together with the dearth
of police resources, added to the fears expressed by those in charge when they assessed
the circumstances on the receiving end of the population transfer process resulting from
Robusta.24

As the governor summed up, the assistance being provided to resettled populations
and for erecting the new villages, the supervision of agricultural production, the “control
of suspects” (in theory all those transferred were seen as such, partially as a result of the
actual lack of information on their past record), and the provision of water and schooling
were all clearly “deficient.” The success of the ongoing efforts to change this state of
affairs and realise the political, social, and economic measures as promised was proving
hard to achieve. The promises that had been made to justify the forced removal of thou-
sands of Africans were not being kept. This fact brought unwanted consequences, which
were likely to worsen. The “political and subversive contamination” of local populations,
namely in the capital São Salvador and in Tomboco, and the exodus of the resettled
population to the Democratic Republic of the Congo, adding to the military strength
of the União das Populações de Angola (Union of the Angola People, UPA), were par-
ticularly feared. At the time, “small incidents” were already a reality in Banza-Puto. The
identification of the instigators was proving difficult, given the lack of information about
the resettled communities. And the governor was far from “optimistic regarding the pos-
sibility of recuperation” of the population of the new villages. The securitarian and devel-
opmental measures were closely related and interdependent. They were failing to deliver
to the extent promised. But the severe human consequences were a reality.25

Endless Tribulations: Fractured Families, Failed Promises, and “Vacant”
Lands

In October 1969, the governor-general of Angola, Camilo Rebocho Vaz, sent comprehen-
sive information on the situation to Lisbon, to the Overseas Ministry. In his dispatch, he
echoed the statement made in the official parecer mentioned above, highlighting that the
“violent activity” in North Cuanza had diminished after the forced population transfer. It
was as if this was the only thing that mattered, despite the human costs of Robusta.26

Nonetheless, the Overseas Ministry wanted to know more details about the ongoing
efforts to accommodate and provide assistance to the transferred populations. Most
importantly, it wanted to receive more information about the “reasons” that led to the sep-
aration of members of the same family during the process of forced removal and resettle-
ment. Among other reasons, the escalation of international pressure over the ways the
Portuguese authorities were dealing with the conflicts made those in Lisbon particularly
interested in the effects of these kind of operations. One of the explanations came from
the SCCIA officials in North Cuanza: the selection of those to be transferred was based
only on evidence that they were committed to the “enemy” cause.27 Late in the year,
Rebocho Vaz secretly addressed the Overseas Ministry again. He wanted to clarify the
procedures followed in the transfer and, additionally, to highlight plans for the future.
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The minister continued to request clarification of the entire affair, as it clearly entailed
many problems—some potential, some already a reality, as highlighted above. Three
aspects were stressed by the governor-general in his response. First, that “despite the
obstacles faced,” the selection of individuals to send to the Zaire district was done
according to their (presumed) commitment to the “enemy cause,” reinforcing what
was stated by those directly involved in the situation. Second, that the entire population
was informed of this criterion, again echoing information coming from the ground.
Finally, that the organisation of militias was sponsored by the colonial administration
with a view to protecting those who continued to live in North Cuanza, although the
governor-general did not specify the reasons why this initiative was considered crucial,
given the proclaimed decrease of “violent activity” in the area, as a result of the
Robusta.28

The continuous assessment of the repercussions of the forced resettlement process in
the Zaire district was a major preoccupation at all levels of the imperial and colonial bur-
eaucracy. Its potentially negative effects caused widespread uneasiness. That was the case
with the breaking up of families associated with Robusta, for instance. This was under-
stood to be a natural and expected source of dissent and remained a constant cause of
apprehension. Contrary to early arguments and explanations, it was recognised that fam-
ilies were also separated due to the process of resettlement: some members were brought
to the Zaire district on different days and therefore were placed in different villages.
According to the district governor, Carlos Rodrigues dos Santos, this problem was solved
in early 1970: families were reunited and settled in the same place. The same did not
happen with the families separated at their origin. Carrusca de Castro, based on his direct
experience with the entire process, of which he was a coordinator, pointed to some expla-
nations. The most important was that the “sensitive” nature of the operation and the pres-
sure to execute it swiftly did not take obvious circumstances into account. For instance,
the only relatives that accompanied the head of the family in the resettlement process
were those who were at home on the date and at the exact time of the operation.
Moreover, some of the lists prepared by the Security Provincial Directorate (Direcção
Provincial de Segurança) of those that should be forcefully removed, given the putative
proximity to “enemy” forces, were delivered in some cases “less than 24 hours” before
the removal. The separation of families was an obvious, predictable consequence and one
that entailed unintended effects in both districts and made the entire process even harder
to manage. Coercive social appeasement—the “recuperation”—was certainly harder to
achieve.29

Despite the recognition of these issues, the requests for reunion were systematically
denied by the authorities. At the time, it was stated, over fifty appeals were filed at the
district civil administration offices in North Cuanza from persons wanting to go to the
new villages in the Zaire district. They wanted to join their relatives. All the appeals
were denied. This state of affairs did not please some authorities, and Carlos
Rodrigues dos Santos was one of them. This was perhaps natural, given the fact that
his region would be negatively affected. For instance, on a trip to Madimba, he was con-
fronted by locals asking for information on the whereabouts of their relatives. As a
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consequence, he criticised the political police and his fellow district governor of North
Cuanza for their decisions and also for the absence of a credible justification for rejecting
the growing number of appeals. “Ongoing investigations” was not an acceptable reason
to deny authorisation for a voluntary move from North Cuanza to the Zaire district when
the result was the reunion of a family. This was especially so when Rodrigues dos Santos
was aware that no enquiry was being conducted into whether “active subversive actions”
had indeed been committed by the transferred individuals. Information on this topic was
meagre and, therefore, the “recuperation” of resettled villagers was in jeopardy, as it
might prove to be either unnecessary or misguided.30

The critical standpoint voiced by the governor of the Zaire district was badly received
in North Cuanza. In one communication sent to Luanda, the governor’s “unjustified atti-
tude of non-conformism” was denounced. The facts regarding denial of the appeals for
transfer by relatives of those forcefully resettled were tentatively clarified, in order to jus-
tify the measures taken. Only thirty-six had been filed, of which nine were accepted. The
refusals were explained by a securitarian rationale: many of the individuals requesting to
be transferred were seen as problematic. Many escaped the authorities during resettle-
ment between Bula Atumba and Quilombo dos Dembos on 20 December 1968. Two
of them were shot. The majority of those who escaped were not captured. One, who
was named, falsely led the Portuguese military to believe he was leading them towards
a barracks of the “enemy.” He tried to escape instead and was killed. The SCCIA in
North Cuanza answered with counter-accusations: the district governor of Zaire was
being “used” by women that were relatives of these individuals. No evidence to support
this statement was offered. It was not clear how these women were able to “use” the dis-
trict governor, through petitions or public complaints, for instance. But given the fact that
these women were the ones suffering the most with the hard conditions of the resettle-
ments, it comes as no surprise that they were the ones demanding that their families
be reunited.31

Rodrigues dos Santos, however, had a point. The lack of transparency, consistency,
and direction in the policy being followed had some disturbing consequences.
According to him, the governor-general was clear in his instructions to the district gov-
ernor: no one should be allowed to return to North Cuanza before “peace was a reality” in
the region. The meetings of the Provincial Council of Counter-Subversion (PCCS) and of
the Military Defence Council recurrently reinforced that principle. But instances such as
the Directorate-General of Security (DGS, as the former PIDE was called since 24
November 1969) were less categorical. Expectations of return were being fed and, in
one case, there was even a written declaration that stated that the return was not “incon-
venient.” This situation was causing “disorientation in those transferred.” “Hope of an
impending return” was spreading. As a consequence, the commitment to the efforts
needed to erect new villages and improve conditions in them were decreasing (assuming
that they were ever a significant reality). The development of farm lands, so necessary if
the population was to remain settled and unrest be successfully suppressed, was
imperilled, and the willingness to work declined. The engagement with the entire process
of creating model sites of development and security, of searching for and training
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“trustworthy natives,” and of controlling insurgents and insurgencies, was halted (even if
many statements argued that it was far from having started). As a 1970 report of the local
DGS in São Salvador acknowledged, the “ambition of the majority” was to return as soon
as possible to their homelands and reunite with their nuclear and extended families. And
if there was any hope that that could be the case, the population involved “would never
embrace the idea of growing roots” in the new villages. This hope needed to be
shattered.32

The problem with the families was not the only pressing question that concerned the
authorities. The concerns of the ministerial and local authorities over the reaction of those
transferred were tackled by the governor-general by providing information about mea-
sures to enhance administrative, hygienic, and social assistance activities in all the
new settlements. The information was anything but reassuring. According to the
governor-general, social assistance was already a reality in the village of Banza-Puto:
one female social worker had been working in the new village for three months. In
his own words, however, she had “hardly adapted to the current local conditions.”
Quiximba, Quiende, and Madimba had no social worker. No one was providing agricul-
tural assistance, despite plans to place one foreman in each village. One single veterinary
(a member of the military) was available in the entire district of Zaire. Even worse was
the situation relating to public works, hydraulic, and electricity services: the district had
no engineer and not even a “simple master builder.” The administrative official in each
village was therefore responsible for building schools, sanitary posts, or wells. There was
a larger number of people responsible for education, including existing female teachers,
“families of military men,” and some teachers coming from Luanda (six in Quiende, five
in Banza-Puto, six in Madimba, and seven in Quiximba). In order to deal with the large
numbers of inhabitants in the new villages, which as noted had more than double the
planned occupancy, the army was required to collaborate in teaching. The security
side was even less promising: only one policeman responsible for public security was
deployed, in Madimba. This deficit was compensated for to some extent by the presence
of troops skilled in light infantry and anti-guerrilla tactics nearby: a Companhia de
Caçadores Especiais (elite light infantry) in Quiximba and Quiende and platoons in
Madimba and in Banza-Puto. But this was not enough.33 As Carrusca de Castro clearly
stated early on, the massive and forced dislocation of individuals created “multiple and
complex problems.” Their “convictions” were one of the sure causes of further difficul-
ties. Other no less significant issues were the “actual ecological and soil-related con-
straints” in the new areas, which were inferior to the areas the people came from. In
his view, the improvement of the situation in North Cuanza entailed “new problems”
in the Zaire district. To “minimize or terminate them” would be “extremely hard.”34

Another source of problems was related to what were euphemistically called “vacant”
lands, which were a direct consequence of the forced removal and resettlement projects.
The so-called land problem, or problema de terras, was pervasive and had multiple
dimensions.35 The topic of the “vacant” lands had already been defined as problematic
prior to resettlement. According to the district governor of North Cuanza, this conundrum
could not be easily solved. On the one hand, the “faithful” African populations refused to
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settle in the now vacant lands, because they felt they were being granted land that was
vacant as a result of “extortion, which would lead to punishments of a magical nature”;
on the other, handing these areas over to Europeans would also be perceived as extortion,
leading the African communities to believe that the forced removals had another aim,
namely, the transfer and expropriation of land rights, once again. As a consequence,
the solution should be the transfer of the vacant lands to the Instituto do Café de
Angola (Coffee Institute of Angola), a state department created to administer this crucial
economic activity in the colony.36 But this was not consensual, especially given the pres-
sure that some “natives” were exerting on the Portuguese authorities to be allocated these
lands. After all, this was natural behaviour from anyone interested in entering or expand-
ing within a particular economy, individually or collectively, or from someone fighting
for land and produce connected to his or her family or community. Despite a previous
resolution made at the PCCS, on 26 September 1969, which placed the vacant lands
in the hands of the local administrative authorities, the North Cuanza district governor
decided that relatives of those who were forcefully removed to the district of Zaire
were to be identified and become the new owners of this property. Presumably, this deci-
sion was reached in an attempt to minimise the already significant sources of dissent. The
governor-general of Angola was not pleased as this policy was contrary to the doctrine
otherwise being advocated, which pointed to the redistribution of lands, to be placed in
the hands of the colonial administration or of European interests. But this principle was
not confirmed by the SCCIA official in North Cuanza. Occupation of the vacant land by
relatives and by those backed by “traditional law” was accepted as a possibility at the
Provincial Council. However, for different reasons, the appropriate circumstances were
not easy to discern. For instance, in Camabatela, the area in which the local population
supposedly supported the forced removal because of ethnic rationales, some relatives of
those removed were claiming the vacated lands for their own use. An important aspect in
this process was that “traders interested in having their old loans repaid” were supporting
these attempts. Furthermore, it was not easy in many cases to determine who the actual
relatives with a justified claim were.37

A Model to Follow

Despite all these problematic issues—the breaking up of families, failure to deliver on
welfare and social advancement promises, and discriminatory redistribution of “vacated”
lands, by mid-1970 Operation Robusta was being regarded as a model that should be
emulated. Some of its consequences were praised. In a meeting of the PCCS, the
chief of police in the district of Zaire argued that the transferred populations were
being openly welcomed by local African communities, as the cases of the village of
Banza-Puto and the nearby neighbourhood called Dr. Joaquim de Oliveira purportedly
demonstrated. Despite the critical remarks made in 1969 regarding the existence of pro-
blems in Banza-Puto as noted above, one year later the situation was declared to be sig-
nificantly different.38 One of the reasons advanced to explain why local populations
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welcomed the arrival of those forcefully resettled was that the process led to an increase
in available manpower. Therefore, the persistent requests for labour by the Europeans
diminished slightly, and this was appreciated by many. The “psychological state” of
the people transferred was seen as being satisfactory. It was argued that the order and
security provided in the area was far better than in North Cuanza. Moreover, efforts
were being made to avoid turning the new villages into “concentration camps,” said
the chief of police in the district of Zaire. Isolation and exclusion was not an option.
Some efforts to “integrate” the newcomers into local society were being made: they
were being hired to do some low-level jobs in the public and private sectors. Despite
reports of “small incidents” one year earlier, the behaviour of those resettled was now
praised. They were now described as “active” in the process of building new communi-
ties and “respectful” of political, securitarian, and socioeconomic aspirations. As a con-
sequence, so far no “police repression” was needed. The district governor, Rodrigues dos
Santos, was more careful, pointing to the fact that the people had been resettled for a rea-
son: they were “infiltrated” by anti-colonial movements, namely the MPLA. Their inte-
gration was a “calculated risk,” which should continue but constantly be submitted to
close supervision. The now committed “natives” were far from being reliable.
Nonetheless, despite evidence of the shortcomings of the operation, the Robusta resettle-
ment process was seen as having beneficial results, namely, an increase in security and
the creation of conditions for a modicum of development.39

In another document that evaluated the “collaboration with the enemy” at the
time, Robusta emerged as the best path to follow, given the “impossibility” of
surrounding—that is controlling and transforming at the same time—the targeted
communities on site with sufficient military forces, as a sine qua non for the obstruction
of contacts between them and the “enemy.” The forced removal of the population from
many zones in North Cuanza and involuntary resettlement in other areas should be rein-
forced. Reports of a marked increase of cases in which the African population was seen
as cooperating with the anti-colonial “subversive” forces made forced removals seem
even more appealing. For instance, in 1970, in the village of Quibaxe in the Dembos
Council, around eighty persons were deemed eligible for immediate transfer. The
situation was becoming “dangerous.” The costs of the operation were to be covered by
“products from the abandoned agricultural lands,” as a telegram issued by the governor-
general’s office stated in July 1970.40 Frequent news of violent events against military
and civil forces in the area—from ambushes on roads to open attacks on farms, such
as those on the Ciriaco plantation or the plantation of António Luís (administrative
post of Aldeia Nova, Banga Council)—and the assessment that such actions were
being carried out with the “support and protection of the villages,” which were “appar-
ently peaceful,” made the solution provided by Robusta appear extremely tempting. Its
“beneficial effects” needed to be replicated and were. All those located in Máua,
Camame, Quiage, and Aldeia Nova, a total of 2,963 individuals, were to be transferred
out of the district.41

From the administrative post of Camame, 816 “souls” were sent to the Regedoria
Dalaceia. They were thought to have been involved in an ambush on the road from
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Camame to Banga, in the Council of Golungo Alto, in which a European was killed. The
role of the local villagers in the attack was considered decisive. Moreover, given the
existent “kinship ties,” these supportive activities would surely continue. Accordingly,
the villagers were informed that their resettlement was sem apelo, nem agravo (irrevoc-
able, without appeal). In Regedoria Dalaceia, they were temporarily housed in sheds and
there were plans to provide some farm lands for their subsistence. From the administra-
tive post of Máua, 292 “souls” were about to be transferred in April 1970, with the
“utmost urgency,” as a consequence of the violent attacks on the Ciriaco plantation
and the property of Francisco Machado Covas that occurred in the same month. The con-
clusions were similar: it was obvious that the local population had colluded with the
rebels and was likely to do so again. Its forced transfer was therefore considered urgent.
Another example was the planned transfer of two entire villages, Camongua and
Mulungo, to the area of Quiage. The military forces were in favour of this solution,
which entailed the resettlement of 780 “souls” into a place encircled by barbed wire.
The estimate was that ten kilometres of barbed wire would be needed to do the job.
But the major obstacle was seen as residing elsewhere. The resettled villagers needed
to be escorted to their farm lands by the military almost every day, especially after the
beginning of the coffee harvest, and this was not possible. The ongoing military opera-
tions were frequent, and the authorities could not guarantee the surveillance and protec-
tion needed. As a consequence, despite being seen as fundamental from a securitarian
point of view, the possibility of resettlement under consideration was perceived as
risky by the local administrative authority. But nonetheless, Robusta was an example
to follow.42

In order to minimise the disruptions caused by all the processes of forced removal and
resettlement of population, recurrent initiatives of “psychological action” were needed.
For instance, the administrative authority in the Dembos Council proposed that a commit-
tee formed by the council administrator, a priest from the Catholic mission in Quibaxe,
the so-called Prince of Dembos, and some traders should visit the people who had been
forcefully transferred to the Zaire district. The solution was approved, with one caveat:
the traders must be excluded, as their trip could have something to do with the goal of
exerting pressure on those relocated as a consequence of persisting debts. Banza-Puto,
Quiende, and Madimba were selected to be visited first.43

In March 1971, the district governor of North Cuanza, Pereira de Matos, also visited
the villages created in Zaire as part of the Robusta. In Quiximba, the consequences to the
disrupted families were still manifest. The majority of those forcefully resettled in the
new village were women and children. The explanation for the missing men was twofold:
they had been either killed during Robusta or, if able to survive, they had escaped into the
“bush.” The situation was problematic, but no clear, convincing solution was available.
Rodrigues dos Santos proposed that the men who finished their sentences in the prison
camp of São Nicolau (southern Angola, in the Namibe Province), could be resettled in
Quiximba, if they were not welcomed in their homelands. From São Nicolau, the
harsh “recuperation” camp for political prisoners located in the desert, to the new vil-
lages: this was the trajectory recommended by the governor of the Zaire district.44
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But, as expected by many, not least by Carrusca de Castro, the resettlement process and
the erection of new villages did not end the dynamics of collaboration with anti-colonial
movements. For instance, in Madimba the situation was obvious to the security forces and
to the governor of the Zaire district. Enquiries were made and the results were not good:
around thirty individuals were maintaining contact with the “enemy” and supplying
provisions, among other things. It was also admitted that the “enemy” regularly visited
the village during the night. “Similar problems” were expected elsewhere. In part, this
was considered a consequence of the “deficient control” of the resettled communities by
the local authorities, civil and military. According to the governor, the “bad quality” of
the chefes-de-posto (heads of local administrative posts) was such that these problems
were not surprising. The recent opening of positions in public administration, which
aimed to increase the available staff, did not solve a thing. An internal document authored
by the administrator of the Council of Santo António do Zaire, Arnaldo Pereira da Silva,
stated that new public servants were “incompetent, unprepared.” The increase in cases of
ineptitudewas so visible that a negative impact on local dynamics was turning into a reality,
adding to the problems directly generated by Robusta.45

This state of affairs was not exceptional. In the southeast regions of Angola, the situ-
ation was similar. The processes of population regrouping and control and the organisa-
tion of self-defence were also “unsatisfactory.” Militias existed only in “theory.” The few
available administrative officials were generally considered to be “not that good” and
opposed placement in these remote areas; their support for the entire project behind vil-
lagization was meagre. The police dimension was also a cause of concern. The Rural
Guard (the rural police) provided almost no protection and in many new villages defence
was provided by one corporal and three soldiers. In theory, the erection of new villages
was seen as a good military and securitarian instrument, and they continued to be
planned and actually created. In practice, the associated human and material resources
were completely inadequate. The number of villages “without protection” was “huge.”
The control over the existing populations was “very deficient.” For instance, the agricul-
tural areas were far from the barracks and the villages, at times up to thirty kilometres
away, making it extremely difficult in the Zaire district, as in the north, to monitor the
movement and behaviour of the respective populations.46

By June 1973, and despite all the problems recognised by diverse authorities—from
scarce and unprepared administrative personnel, limited human and material resources,
and difficult securitarian circumstances to ineffective attempts to reduce collaboration
between the “enemy” and the “natives”—the Robusta experience continued to be posi-
tively assessed. In a long report, the DGS subdelegation in São Salvador, district of
Zaire, evaluated the history of the operation. Five years later, the new villages finally
had “plumbing, electricity, schools, playgrounds for children, playing fields, shower
rooms, churches, a commercial store in each settlement” and the resettled population
“lived relatively well,” with access to “food commodities in abundance.” Twenty-five
thousand contos, a large sum of money, had been spent on the operation, including on
these improvements. Those in Quiximba (159 men, 342 women, and 744 children) dedi-
cated themselves to agriculture and coffee plantation; those in Banza-Puto (679 men,
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1,007 women, and 598 children) were essentially urban workers in the construction
industry and “maids and laundresses of the Europeans”; those in Madimba (462 men,
638 women, and 691 children) worked in agriculture and were allowed to occupy the
coffee plantations abandoned in 1961; those in Calambata (70 men, 82 women, and
65 children) and in Quiende (574 men, 750 women, and 760 children) also focused
on agricultural labour. They all lived “in peace,” with the “support” of the administrative
apparatus, including considerable financial backing.47

But despite this confident portrait, which avoided mentioning the first five years of the
resettlement process, one significant aspect was undeniable: the resettled populations did
not share the same evaluation. According to the DGS subdelegation, “so far it has not
been possible to [ . . . ] make them believe that they live better” in the villages than
on “their own lands.” The resettled population “constantly lamented” the fact that their
lands in North Cuanza were “good” and that there “they had more money.” They refused
to “recognize the conditions under which they lived” in Zaire, for instance the fact that
their children could go to school when they reached the age of six. And there were plenty
of signs of discontent. For instance, people who had the opportunity to go to Luanda for
medical reasons failed to return for several months, a result of the local “scarcity of
resources” (as the report admitted). Another example was even more troubling: contacts
with the “enemy” were a regular occurrence. The population in Madimba was labelled as
inspiring the “least confidence.” There were few “trustworthy natives” and twenty indi-
viduals had been recently imprisoned. Questioning of the resettled villagers revealed that
the “majority of the population” maintained regular contact with the “enemy,” providing
money and food to the independence movements, and possibly even “information about
our forces.” Madimba was not alone.48

The Return

On 15 July 1974, in a telegram to the governor-general, the district governor of Zaire
requested information about the ongoing planning regarding the departure of six thou-
sand persons from the district. The events in Portugal, namely the Carnation
Revolution (25 April 1974) that brought the authoritarian regime down, surely triggered
the decision to move people back to their homelands. Also in July, the governor-general
informed the district governor of North Cuanza that he was going to be contacted by a
delegate of the Provincial Settlement Board about an “urgent and extremely important
operation,” the return of the populations forcefully resettled as a consequence of
Robusta. As a document produced by the Provincial Council of Counter-Subversion sta-
ted, also in July, “the current circumstances” meant that this should take place “as soon as
possible.” The PCCS took over the planning of the entire operation. Groups of four hun-
dred to five hundred individuals, organised according to common destinations and family
relations, were to depart from Quiximba by bus. The communities that were in the other
villages were to be transferred there. Everything had one particular purpose: to speed up
the process. To this end various authorities from several districts were involved.49
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An “urgent enquiry” to the resettled communities was made, to determine their will-
ingness to stay in Zaire or to return to North Cuanza and, if their option was the latter, to
find out if they preferred a “quick and total” transfer operation, or one “spread out” over a
longer period of time. The prisoners liberated from São Nicolau, now in North Cuanza,
were contacted to see if they would go to Zaire and check the living conditions in the
villages, and perhaps decide to stay there. As noted before, a considerable amount of
money had been spent over a four-year period by the authorities of the Zaire district
on the “tremendous” improvement of the conditions offered in the five villages that
accommodated the resettled communities. The creation of sanitary and social facilities,
chapels, schools, sports areas, the provision of zinc sheets to cover the lodgings or the
preparation of lands for cultivation were seen as proof of the commitment of the author-
ities to improving the villagers’ standard of living. These conditions could continue to be
useful, it was thought. For those in Zaire, however, the decision was clear: a swift and
complete return to their homelands. In twelve trips called “movements” that took
seventy-two days, using 266 civil vehicles that covered an estimated 480,000 kilometres,
5,738 persons (3,184 children, 1,593 women, 961 men) were again settled in North
Cuanza. During the process there was one birth and one child and a woman in labour
died. Mines exploded during the eleventh movement, between Quiende and São
Salvador. According to a report made after the events, in October 1974 a special credit
of twenty million Portuguese escudos was given to administrative authorities to sponsor
activities that could facilitate the return of those populations but also for measures to
ensure they would then remain in their former villages. The provision of food and accom-
modation were part of the package; so were efforts to market coffee that had been pro-
duced, some of which had been brought from the Zaire district (more specifically,
some seventy-five thousand kilos of Mabuba coffee).50

In a newspaper piece published on 5 September 1974, the return was seen as the end of a
destructive chapter. The author advocated putting those who had conducted the resettle-
ment, the “criminals of North Cuanza, the military and civic authorities,” on trial as an
urgent matter. Otherwise, a “slaughter of Europeans,” far “more tragic than the one in
1961,” would surely occur. The trial should be public, in order for “all Angola to know
how the most elementary rights of the moral and human person were violated.”51

Conclusion

The history of the varieties of repressive developmentalism in late colonial contexts is yet
to be fully understood. The operations of forced removal and resettlement and the related
erection of planned villages—of which Operação Robusta is a telling illustration—were
consummate examples of the trajectory of repressive developmentalism that marked the
late colonial period in the Portuguese Empire, with similar dynamics in other cases,
within and outside the Portuguese imperial framework. Throughout the process, an intri-
cate articulation of processes of securitization of idioms and repertoires of development
(the shaping of development strategies by securitarian concerns) and dynamics of

72 Miguel Bandeira Jerónimo

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0165115320000054 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0165115320000054


developmentalisation of idioms and repertoires of security (the contamination of schemes
of security by socioeconomic rationales, frequently more in rhetoric than in practice)
emerged in many forms.52 In Angola, this was apparent from the early 1960s.53 By
the end of the empire, around two million Africans were regrouped in aldeamentos in
Mozambique and Angola and one hundred fifty thousand in Portuguese Guinea. These
were publicised as sites of order and progress, security and development (both economic
and sociocultural), arenas of social welfare provision and evangelisation. They were
spaces where the administration of inequality and difference was tentatively reinvented,
although, again, more in theory than in practice.54 The processes of resettlement and their
multifaceted strategic goals, such as the ones highlighted at the beginning of this article
regarding the Robusta, were expressive examples of the cross-fertilisation between secur-
ity and development. Languages, rationales, and plans of security and development inter-
sected and became interdependent in many instances. Together, they formed a normative
and a strategic framework to which many experts and institutions contributed. Diverse
authorities embraced this framework and the related rhetoric, frequently ignoring its
actual accomplishments and effects. Robusta is a revealing example of these entangle-
ments and these dynamics. Despite the inherent violence, the dubious achievements,
and the disruptive, traumatic consequences, it became a model to be replicated elsewhere,
multiplying processes of family disintegration, unequal economic and property relations,
symbolic and material violence, manifest gendered imbalances, and, connected to all this,
social unrest (including in postcolonial societies).55 The continuation, and frequently the
increase, of the engagement between local populations and the anti-colonial movements
also became a reality, contrary to the expectations (and proclamations) of many. This art-
icle shows how this happened and why.56
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