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PREFACE,  
Jean Roger AHOYO 

 

Le Dahomey, devenu Bénin, et sa « Révolution ». 

Du 26 octobre 1972 au 19 février 1990, le Dahomey devenu Bénin en 

1975, a vécu une période de son histoire qui l’a marqué profondément sur 

tous les plans ; c’est cette période que nous qualifions de révolutionnaire 

au Bénin. Elle a duré 17-18 ans. 

Mais son importance est telle pour notre pays que 50 ans après son 

déclanchement (1972-2022), le Laboratoire de Recherche Rétrospective 

Afrique (LabRA) a jugé nécessaire de revenir sur cette séquence de 

l’histoire nationale. 

Il s’agit là d’une initiative heureuse parce que cette période a engendré 

de profonds bouleversements dans notre pays. 

Le premier est sans doute la stabilisation du pays pendant près de deux 

décennies ! Qualifié auparavant de pays « malade » de l’Afrique à cause 

d’une instabilité liée à des coups d’Etat à répétition, le Dahomey fut pris 

en main par l’Armée qui le maintint sous sa férule pendant 17 ans. Le 

Gouvernement Militaire Révolutionnaire (GMR) a beau se « civiliser » en 

devenant le Conseil Exécutif National et en revêtant un verni démocratique 

(Adoption d’une loi Fondamentale, élection d’une Assemblée Nationale 

Révolutionnaire) ; le régime n’a pu se maintenir qu’en sacrifiant les 

libertés démocratiques. 

On peut mentionner ensuite la Réforme de l’Administration Territoriale 

avec la création des districts. L’édifice administratif, constitué de 

Préfectures et de Sous-Préfectures issues des Cercles coloniaux, est 

démantelé ; les districts permettent désormais un meilleur encadrement des 

populations. 

L’Ecole coloniale est remplacée par l’Ecole Nouvelle qui fut un grand 

bouleversement. Désormais l’Ecole vise à former un homme nouveau, un 

citoyen éclairé pour construire la Nation. 

L’Economie du pays est profondément réformée ; et beaucoup de 

Sociétés furent créées sur des bases malheureusement aléatoires. 

La Jeunesse se lança dans un mouvement d’organisation sans 

précédent : 
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- certains ont créé une organisation sur le plan national : C’est la Ligue 

de la Jeunesse Patriotique ; 

- mais la majorité s’est structurée dans les Sous-Préfectures en 

Organisations Régionales des Jeunes, dont certains donneront naissance à 

des partis après la Conférence Nationale. 

Par ailleurs, cette Jeunesse était animée par un intense débat d’idées qui 

éveilla définitivement le pays en créant une opinion publique. 

Ce débat a opposé profondément les éléments de la Ligue aux Jeunes 

qui militaient dans les Organisations Régionales de Jeunes regroupés au 

sein du Comité Inter Jeunesse (CIJ). 

Cette division a marqué profondément l’histoire du mouvement 

‘’révolutionnaire’’. A tel point qu’on peut affirmer qu’elle constitue avec 

les erreurs commises sur le Plan de la gestion de l’économie, les causes 

profondes de l’échec de la « révolution ». 

Peut-on sortir du camp pour faire la révolution ? 

Peut-on bâtir une organisation nationale de la Jeunesse sans un travail 

préalable de sensibilisation et de conscientisation des Jeunes à la base ? 

Peut-on créer une Société Nationale et une Société Provinciale dans le 

même secteur, avec les mêmes prérogatives ? 

Le Laboratoire de Recherche Rétrospective-Afrique (LabRA) peut 

nous aider à répondre à ces questions qui ont animé des débats pendant la 

période révolutionnaire. 

C’est ce que nous souhaitons ardemment ! 

 

Jean Roger AHOYO 

Professeur- Assistant de l’UNB à la retraite 
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MOT DU COORDONNATEUR DU CELHTO, 
Komi N’kégbe Fogâ TUBLU 

Le Centre d’études linguistiques et historiques par tradition orale 

(CELHTO) est un bureau spécialisé de la Commission de l’Union africaine 

basé à Niamey au Niger. Créé en 1968 par l’UNESCO dans le cadre du 

projet Histoire générale de l’Afrique (HGA), sous le nom de Centre de 

Recherche et de Documentation pour la Tradition Orale (CRDTO), il fut 

intégré dans l’organigramme de l’Organisation de l’Unité Africaine en 

1974 sous le nom de Centre d’Etudes Linguistiques et Historiques par 

Tradition Orale (CELHTO). Il fait aussi office de Bureau de 

Représentation de la Commission de l’Union Africaine au Niger. 

Le CELHTO est aujourd’hui une institution de référence pour la 

collecte et l’exploitation des données de la tradition orale en Afrique. Il a 

pour mandat d’œuvrer pour le recouvrement de l’autonomie du continent 

à l’égard des visions culturelles extérieures par l’affirmation d’une identité 

culturelle favorisant l’intégration et le développement du continent. Il a 

pour missions, entres autres, d’entreprendre des études linguistiques, 

historiques et sociologiques sur les communautés africaines et d’en publier 

les résultats. La création du Centre découle donc d’une nécessité 

manifestée par les Etats africains nouvellement indépendants membres de 

l’Organisation de l’Unité africaine et soutenue par l’UNESCO de 

compléter les sources écrites et archéologiques de l’Histoire africaine par 

les sources orales. Ce fut là une démarche noble qui s’inscrit dans 

l’authentification et la consolidation de l’historiographie africaine. 

Dans le cadre de ce mandat, le CELHTO a trois grands programmes : 

l’Histoire, les langues puis la gestion des conflits couplée aux rapports 

avec la Diaspora africaine. En adéquation avec ses attributions classiques, 

le CELHTO, donne des appuis techniques et ou financiers pour la 

publication d’ouvrages sur l’histoire des peuples africains dans le cadre 

des accords-cadres de coopération qui le lient aux universités et centres de 

recherches du continent. 

Par le passé, le CELHTO a soutenu, par exemple, la publication, en 

1985, de l’ouvrage Les Basaa du Cameroun: monographie d'après la 

tradition orale de  Jean-Marcel Eugene WOGNOU,  réédité en 2010 ; il a 

également soutenu l’édition de Mœurs et civilisations des peuples des 

Grands-Lacs africains d’Anicet Kashamuba ou Anthologie de la 

littérature orale de Côte d’Ivoire de Zadi Zaourou en 2011 ou encore La 
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toile appliquée ou l'art de faire voir des sons de couleur chez les Fon de la 

République du Bénin d'hier à aujourd'hui de Joseph C. E. Adandé en 2016. 

Au Bénin, des accords de partenariat ont été signés avec l’Université 

d’Abomey-Calavi en 2017 et avec l’Ecole du Patrimoine Africain de Porto 

Novo en 2019. C’est donc dans le cadre de cet accord qui le lie à 

l’Université d’Abomey-Calavi que le CELHTO avait été partenaire, en 

2018, de l’organisation du colloque que le Département d’Histoire et 

d’Archéologie de l’Université d’Abomey-Calavi avait organisé en 

hommage à d’imminents historiens béninois et dont il avait pris en charge 

la publication, en deux tomes, des actes sous le titre SOCIETES, NATIONS, 

ECONOMIE ET GOUVERNANCE EN AFRIQUE : Mélanges en 

hommage aux Professeurs Abiola F. IROKO, Michel D. K. VIDEGLA, 

Sylvain C. ANIGNIKIN, Jérôme C. ALLADAYE, Sébastien D. SOTINDJIO 

et Adrien DJIVO.  

Le soutien financier qui est encore une fois donné pour la publication 

des actes du colloque international marquant le cinquantenaire de la 

révolution du 26 octobre 1972 au Bénin, organisé par le Laboratoire de 

Recherche Rétrospective-Afrique (LaBRA), du 26 au 28 octobre 2022 à 

l’Université d’Abomey-Calavi, en collaboration avec notre Centre, dont le 

thème est « LA PERIODE REVOLUTIONNAIRE AU BENIN : QUELS 

REGARDS ? », participe de cette même logique. 

Plus de cinquante après la création du CELHTO, cette mission de 

recherche et de documentation de l’histoire de l’Afrique est toujours 

d’actualité et le CELHTO se doit d’accompagner la communauté 

scientifique dans des réflexions de fond sur l’histoire contemporaine du 

continent africain. 

Voilà pourquoi, à chaque fois qu’il en est besoin, et dans la mesure de 

nos moyens, nous nous tenons aux côtés des chercheurs afin de travailler 

ensemble pour continuer par faire du CELHTO une institution de 

production et de partage de savoirs sur les cultures africaines. 

 

Komi N’kégbe Fogâ TUBLU 

Coordonnateur du CELHTO 
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INTRODUCTION GENERALE, 

 
Professeur Rogatien Makpéhou TOSSOU 

Université d’Abomey-Calavi 
 

L’histoire d’un pays n’évolue jamais de façon linéaire. Il arrive des 

« périodes de fièvre, de guérison et de rechute ». L’histoire du 

Dahomey/Bénin n’échappe pas à ce principe immuable, comme on peut le 

constater lorsqu’on suit sa marche depuis l’indépendance. 

En effet, les douze premières années postindépendance furent 

tumultueuses. Le jeune Etat indépendant s’est empêtré dans des crises 

sociopolitiques. L’institution en 1970 du triumvirat symbolise le comble 

des errements qui caractérisèrent cette époque. Le destin du pays fut confié 

à un trio, suivant un système d’alternance accordant à chanque président 

un mandat de deux ans au pouvoir.  

C’est le fameux Conseil présidentiel qui ne tint pas ses promesses. Ce 

fut une aventure désastreuse. Les trois leaders politiques, Hubert Maga, 

Justin Ahomadégbé et Sourou Migan Apithy s’enlisèrent dans des 

querelles personnelles et régionalistes. Cette confession faite par l’un 

d’entre eux, Hubert Maga, en dit long sur l’état déliquescent du Dahomey 

à l’époque : 

« En effet, les troubles successifs qui ont miné le pays, qu’ont-ils 

semblé démontrer sinon l’incapacité du Dahomey à assurer pleinement 

son indépendance et à administrer avec efficience ses affaires ? Quelle 

fierté peut-on tirer d’une telle constatation. L’unité nationale, la 

stabilité intérieure, pendant presque tout le temps, sont demeurées 

compromises. Notre crédit à l’extérieur s’en est trouvé gravement 

atteint. Au total, au lieu de se développer au sens plein du mot, le 

Dahomey n’a offert que le spectacle angoissant de la régression » 

(Ph. Akpo, 2005, p. 83). 

Le 26 octobre 1972, il se produisit un événement qui marqua 

profondément l’histoire de la République du Dahomey/Bénin : un coup 

d’Etat militaire. Une fois de plus, l’Armée, traditionnellement rangée dans 

un rôle de salubrité politique, s’immisça dans le jeu politique. Cette fois-

ci, elle va s’emparer durablement du pouvoir. C’est le début d’une nouvelle 

ère, unanimement voulue et acceptée par la majorité des Dahoméens 

déconfits du fait des soubresauts politiques sans fin et de la prise en otage 
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du pays par les trois leaders précités. Un vent nouveau commença à 

souffler, celui de la « Révolution », proclamée par les nouveaux maîtres 

du pays, constitués en Gouvernement militaire révolutionnaire (GMR). 

Les ambitions déclinées par le GMR dans le discours-programme du 30 

novembre 1972 et dans la nouvelle politique d’indépendance nationale, 

impactèrent tous les domaines. C’est le début d’une aventure 

révolutionnaire, marxiste-léniniste. Elle dura dix-sept ans. Cette période a 

fait couler beaucoup d’encre, suscitant force polémiques entre détracteurs 

et partisans. Quoi qu’on dise, la « Révolution » produisit une 

métamorphose profonde de la société daho-béninoise, surtout dans ses 

dimensions culturelle, éducative, de développement et de l’unité nationale, 

etc.  

La révolution du 26 octobre 1972 avait suscité une adhésion populaire. 

Mais le peuple ne tarda pas à déchanter. Le régime du PRPB se transforma 

en un pouvoir liberticide, policier, qui confisqua toutes les libertés 

démocratiques. Des atteintes graves furent portées aux libertés. Ecartant 

tout débat public sur les questions politiques et économiques, le régime 

prospéra dans une gestion solitaire et calamiteuse des affaires de l’État. La 

mauvaise gestion et le pillage de l’économie devinrent une caractéristique 

de cette phase de l’histoire nationale. Durant cette période en effet, le 

pillage de l’économie a atteint des proportions jamais égalées. Les 

conséquences pour le pays furent énormes : contre-performance du secteur 

secondaire, faillite de la plupart des entreprises d’État, insolvabilité des 

banques, accumulation de la dette intérieure et extérieure, gel des 

recrutements à partir de 1986, montée du chômage, etc. Tous ces 

problèmes ont engendré un profond mécontentement qui obligea le régime 

à organiser une conférence nationale. Mais cette conférence est intervenue 

trop tard, car le pourissement de la situation rendait inéluctable la chute du 

régime. 

En tout état de cause, a période révolutionnaire fut une étape importante 

dans l’évolution du pays. A cet égard, elle mérite une attention particulière, 

surtout en ce qui concerne le positionnement idéologique des caciques du 

régime, les mutations sociales et sociétales qu’elle a engendrées, et les faits 

qui l’ont jalonnée. Force est de constater que 50 ans après son avènement, 

et 33 ans après sa chute, plus d’un Béninois sont restés nostalgiques de ce 

régime. Cette nostalgie se justifie à bien des égards mais il convient, pour 

en avoir une perspective plus pondérée, d’interroger les productions 

scientifiques, du Bénin et des d’autres pays frères d’Afrique (de Burkina 

Faso, du Congo et du Togo), consacrées à ce pan de notre histoire 

commune. Fort heureusement, des historiens, sociologues, économistes, 
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juristes, géographes, politologues, bref, des hommes de science disposant 

du temps et du recul nécessaires pour mieux apprécier les faits et jeter un 

regard nouveau sur cette époque, se sont atelés à cette tâche. Afin que ces 

différents spécialistes, réunis dans un creuset d’échanges 

pluridisciplinaires, confrontent leurs regards sur ladite période, le 

Laboratoire de Recherche Rétrospective-Afrique (LabRA) de l’Université 

d’Abomey-Calavi a organisé, du 26 au 28 octobre 2022, soit un demi-

siècle plus tard, le colloque scientifique international marquant le 

« Cinquantenaire de la révolution du 26 octobre 1972 » et placé sous le 

thème : « La période révolutionnaire au Bénin : quels regards ? » Ce 

colloque s’est penché sur une vingtaine de thématiques sans exclusivité 

autour desquelles les participants ont débattu et produit des réflexions 

scientifiques riches et variés. Dans un souci de synthèse, ces thématiques 

sont condensées en sept axes qui constituent la charpente des présents 

actes.  
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Abstract 

Although the epithet of Socialist attributed to Agostinho Neto’s Angolan 

presidency at the MPLA, dates to the anti-colonial struggle, the official adherence 

was delayed until October 1976, a year after independence. Far from a voluntary 

option by the leadership, least of its president, it is here argued that it was the 

result of a specific context combining unbearable domestic and international 

pressures on Neto and his loyalists - left and right wings.  

Nonetheless, as argued here, Neto and the right-wing ingeniously found a way-

out, cocooning a right-wing praxis with a left-wing discourse, founding the 

MPLA’s façade Socialism. This paper analysis such dynamics through Agostinho 

Neto’s administration, articulating the domestic and international contexts. 

Keywors: Angola, Socialism, Politics, International Relations, Agostinho 

Neto  

Introduction 

The political-ideological characterization and analysis of Angolan 

nationalist movements and the conflicts between them, has always been 

subject of major and passionate political-academic discussion, which 

became an important component of the nationalist movements’ 

international and domestic characterization. 

From the anti-colonial struggle through the independence and 

afterwards, the MPLA rapidly acquired the epithet of leftist, Socialist, 

Marxist and progressist. However, as shown in this paper, despite such 

characterization, the MPLA’s governing practice went objectively in 

opposite direction during the so-called founding period of an officially 

proclaimed Socialist MPLA. How was it possible for the MPLA to, 

domestically and internationally, sustain and reinforce such an 

mailto:nunofragosovidal@gmail.com


 

164 
 

unquestioned denomination and at the same time follow in opposite 

direction in terms of objective policies?  

It is here argued that such was the result of an attributed foreign 

characterization (political-academic) supported by the civil war 

alignments within the global Cold War framework, as well as by the 

official discourse of the MPLA itself, which politically instrumentalised 

such characterization. All these factors hampered a more objective analysis 

of the post-independence political practice. 

As usual in political-ideological characterization processes, it was a 

dialetic dynamics wherein the construction, modelling and adaptation of 

the assumed ‘image’, considered the projected image and expectations that 

the ‘others’ had on oneself’s image and the effective or expected 

acceptance/retribution or rejection/punishment one received along the 

way, as well as the effective political-economic project the governing elites 

or a section of governing elites had to the new State.  

This paper will focus on the contrast between the academic discussion 

on the political-ideological characterization of the MPLA (part I) and the 

governing practice of the party which went in a different direction even 

though camouflaged by the official Socialist discourse (part II). In terms 

of governing practice, we will concentrate on the administration of the first 

President of the Republic, which was also the founding period of the 

MPLA as a so-called Marxist-Leninist Socialist party.  

I. The political-ideological characterization of the MPLA as 

Socialist 

The academic political-ideological analysis and characterization of 

nationalist movements had a major impact on the credibility of the 

movement’s political projects and the support they could raise 

internationally and domestically.  

In terms of Angola, such characterization evolved through three major 

lines of interpretation. All of them contributed to the increasingly assumed 

characterization of the MPLA as Socialist movement/party. 

The first, claims that ethno-linguistic cleavages were paramount in 

Angola, whilst class and ideological differences (although existing) were 

weak, and that they found direct expression in the three nationalist 

movements that emerged in the 1950s and 1960’s – thus impinging on the 

kind of conflict that arose between them in 1975–1976, namely the civil 

war. These authors stress the weight of an ethno-linguistic-regional 

explanation under the ideological discourses of a ‘leftist’ MPLA (relatively 
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more urban and assimilated) and the ‘rightists’ FNLA and UNITA 

(relatively more rural and less assimilated by the Portuguese colonial 

society), identifying the sociological support of the three movements 

within the three major ethno-linguistic groups as defined during 

colonialism – the Ovimbundu from the central plateaux, gathered around 

UNITA; the M’Bundu from the Luanda-Catete-Malange corridor, 

gathered around the MPLA; the Bakongo from the North, in the the 

provinces of Zaire, Uíge and Cabinda, gathered around the UPA/FNLA. 

Authors such as John Marcum, René Pelissier, Douglas Wheeler and 

Lawrence Henderson, could be included in this category. 

The second line of analysis represents a second wave of academic 

interpretation, and it is the most ideologically influenced. It rejects the 

importance of the ethno-linguistic factor as a crucial, resorting to class 

analysis. They are the ones which academically credited and politically 

supported the MPLA as the progressist, leftist and Socialist movement. 

Authors such as Basil Davidson, Fola Soremekun, Claude Gabriel, 

Michael Wolfers & Jane Bergerol, and Keith Somerville can be included 

in this category. 

The third line of analysis attempted a more encompassing approach 

than the previous two. Authors within this line will attempt to escape the 

simple division between ethnic and class/political-ideological 

interpretations. They complementary resorted to explanations based on 

socio-cultural specificities due to colonialism, the existence of dependency 

structures between urban centres and peripheral rural societies, 

international influences like the ‘Cold war’ and apartheid. Nevertheless, 

they did not question the characterization that was emerging from the 

previous discussions on the leftist-Socialist dominant orientation of the 

MPLA and ended up reinforcing such characterization. This category 

includes authors such as Franz Heimer, Gervase Clarence-Smith, David 

Birmingham, and Christine Messiant. 

No matter how, or on what level, the ideological factor was integrated 

and assimilated, all these analyses contributed to the international 

dominant generic characterization wherein the MPLA was increasingly 

identified as Socialist, left, Marxist, progressist, while the FNLA and 

UNITA were increasingly characterized as nationalist ethno-regional 

rural-traditional rightist.  

The sedimentation of political-ideological characterizations emerging 

from these discussions within a context of civil war and global Cold War 

alignments, hampered a more objective analysis unable to denounce the 

fake Socialism of the MPLA, as shown in part II of this paper. 
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II. The MPLA’s Socialist discourse and its right-wing governing 

practice 

Despite the already internationally dominant epithet of Socialist, at the 

independence of Angola in November 1975, the MPLA was still far from 

adhering to Socialism and the first version of the Constitution (11 

November 1975) does not have any reference to the construction of 

Socialism.1 

Despite the domestic and internationally dominant designation of 

Socialist, the MPLA was still undergoing a process of definition in terms 

of its political project for the new State. Some of the historical cleavages 

of elite segments inside the MPLA, will politically crystalize at 

independence and polarize in top leadership organs such as the Political 

Bureau and the Central Committee.  

In order to assess the effective political orientation according to the 

analysis of the effective political practice beyond the ideological 

discourses we would resort to the old, but certainly more accurate, 

characterization of “left” and “right” provided by Immanuel Wallerstein to 

analyse the post-independence African political systems according to very 

specific criteria: 1) decision on political economy; 2) decision on political 

management and the place of ideology in it; 3) decision on foreign policy 

(WALLERSTEIN, 1971). 

In these terms and according to these criteria, we will observe the top 

leadership polarization of the MPLA in two radically opposed perspectives 

for the new State. Although the conflict between these two perspectives 

could be sensed in several political speeches and conflicts inside the 

nationalist movement (before independence), it only blossomed after 

independence, as soon as the MPLA assumed the independent State and 

effectively started to govern.  

At the start of Agostinho Neto’s administration of the new independent 

State in November 1975, the MPLA’s top leadership was more-or-less 

stable from previous political disputes, having defeated previous internal 

threats to Neto’s power. 

It is within a relatively stable period of leadership, dominated by 

staunch supporters of Agostinho Neto, that the two perspectives – here 

called left and right wings – began to grow, vying for influence near Neto 

 
1 See Constitutional Law, Diary of the Republic, Ist series, nº1, 11th November 1975.  
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and trying to set the pace on the future political-economic and foreign 

policy orientation of the country. 

The left-wing 

On the one hand, there was a group mainly comprising mestizos, clearly 

related to the coastal non-protestant new assimilados/creoles, heirs of the 

colonial bourgeoisie of the beginning of the century. They assumed an 

ideological Marxist stance and their most prominent members were Carlos 

Rocha Dilolwa, minister of economic planning, Lúcio Lara, member of the 

Political Bureau, Iko Carreira, minister of defence, António Jacinto, writer, 

and Paulo Teixeira Jorge, foreign minister.  

In terms of economic policy, the left-wing group stood for an all-out 

fight against the anti-revolutionary practices as had been evolving since 

independence, which included the black market, absenteeism, diversion of 

produce, and non-fulfilment of production targets.1 They also supported a 

deeper economic co-operation with countries of the Eastern bloc, 

especially Cuba. This left-wing position on economic principles was led 

by Carlos Dilolwa (minister of planning and second deputy prime 

minister). 

In terms of political management, the left argued for a system 

exclusively determined by revolutionary-ideological criteria, whereby the 

top (strategic) positions of the party and the State should be occupied by a 

vanguard, properly versed, and committed to, Marxism–Leninism; 

rejecting any criterion of ethno-regional demographic weight, therefore 

rejecting the right-wing pressures for a black M’Bundu base of power, 

which they saw as tribalistic. 

In terms of foreign policy, they sustained an intransigent path alongside 

other Socialist countries, reinforcing the Cuban presence at all levels of co-

operation (military and civil), rejecting any concession towards the 

US/South Africa demands for Cuban troops withdrawal and rejecting a 

relationship between the presence of Cuban troops in Angola and the 

independence of Namibia (UN 435 resolution).2 Likewise, they rejected 

any negotiation with Mobutu’s Zaire, a long time and declared enemy of 

Neto’s MPLA and US ally. At this level, the most prominent member of 

 
1 For a detailed description and denounce of such practices, see ‘Law for the 

Disciplining of the Productive Process’, Law 11/75, Diário da República, I, 29, 15th 

December 1975. 
2 On the linkage between Namibia independence and the withdrawal of Cuban troops 

see WRIGHT, 1997. 
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the left-wing standing for these positions was Paulo Teixeira Jorge, foreign 

minister. 

The right-wing 

On the other hand, there was a group mainly comprising the darker 

skinned, protestants, ‘new creoles’ from the interior (mainly from Catete, 

the birthplace of Agostinho Neto), including some of the survivors of the 

anti-colonial insurrection of 1961 and/or the first generation of political 

prisoners and nationalists of the late fifties. Their most prominent members 

were Agostinho Mendes de Carvalho - ‘Uanhenga Xitu’, Domingos Paiva 

da Silva, Imperial Santana, Bernardo de Souza, and Manuel Pedro 

Pacavira. Their education level was in average lower than the leftists, 

whom they saw with resentment as ‘intellectuals’, and their political stance 

had nothing to do with Marxism, standing for what can be considered as 

tradition and ethnicity, defending a M’Bundu (black) base of power with 

a dominance of the M’Bundu from Catete (MABEKO-TALI, 1996, p. 

411). 

In terms of economic policy, the right-wing sustained a more pragmatic 

and ‘liberal’-flexible position, accepting socio-economic organisation as it 

now was – officially condemning, but pragmatically accepting the 

economic schemes that had meanwhile evolved, which in fact represented 

a generalised straddling between legal and illegal markets (private 

business) through a hierarchical/discriminatory distributive system of 

benefits and privileges managed by the top leadership of the Party 

(VIDAL, 2011). They had little faith in the communist policies of 

collectivisation of the land and of other economic assets and criticised the 

left-wing radical stance towards the private initiative (VIDAL, 2016, p. 

820-821). 

In terms of political management, the right-wing supported a leadership 

system based on culture and tradition, respecting the demographic weight 

of each Creole/M’Bundu elite segment within the MPLA, through which, 

though less ideologically and academically educated and from the interior 

of the country, they could achieve political primacy, dethroning the left-

wing lighter skinned, coastal ideologues. 

Once assured of their primacy within the Creole/M’Bundu core of the 

MPLA and following the same logic, they favoured a balanced (secondary) 

representation of other regional and ethnic sensibilities within the party 

ranks. Such logic should be extended to those groups outside the MPLA, 

attracting their members (cooptation) within the middle rank hierarchy of 

the party, thus broadening the socio-political support of the MPLA. 
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In terms of foreign policy, they placed nationalism above 

internationalism, having serious reservations about the Cuban presence, 

sustaining a more flexible and pragmatic approach towards the West and 

especially the US and South Africa, as well their major ally in the region 

– Mobutu’s Zaire. They accepted the possibility of making concessions 

towards the US/South Africa demands for Cuban troops withdrawal to 

facilitate the implementation of UN resolution 435 and the US recognition 

of the Angolan government (VIDAL, 2016, p.821). 

The main common denominator between these two groups was their 

proximity to and support for Agostinho Neto, because he had links with 

both and provided a useful balance within the leadership. He was 

Protestant, but communist; he was black from Catete in the interior (but 

quite acculturated, being a medical doctor who had trained in Portugal and 

even married a white Portuguese) and had a long and strong friendship 

with many mestizos and the most prominent figures of the left wing, such 

as Lúcio Lara, Iko Carreira and Carlos Dilolwa. 

The ‘left’, the right, and Agostinho Neto’s MPLA 

As a new threat began to form against Neto’s leadership, both party 

wings temporarily left their divergences aside and formed a common front 

to defend Neto and themselves at the top of the apparatus. An intricate 

domestic and international context surrounding the 27th May 1977 

attempted coup (that is out of the scope of this paper), wherein Neto was 

saved in extremis by the Cubans while the Soviets stand aside probably to 

pressure Neto for a clear official standing, ended up with the MPLA’s 

official adherence to Marxist-Leninist Socialism at the third Central 

Committee meeting (23-29 October 1976). A new constitution approved 

in February 1978, stated for the first time that the objective of the party 

was the construction of a Socialist Society. 

In a somehow contradictory way, as soon as the Nitista threat was 

crushed, the suspended struggle between left and right resumed and 

progressivey increased to reach its height at the CC’s plenary in December 

1978 (6 to 9 December). There the two wings pressured Neto to take sides. 

However, the president’s hybrid nature and gratefulness to both sides, and 

his already strong personal/institutional control over the whole political 

system, allowed him options close to the ones sustained by the right-wing 

(which he effectively shared), but without making it look like a public 

defeat for the left. His standings in terms of political economy, political 

management/ideology and foreign policy, showed his ability to signal to 

the left while in fact governing to the right. 
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Economic policy 

In terms of economic policy, the pragmatism and ‘liberalism’ sustained 

by the right-wing won right out. Internally, the Central Committee plenary 

gave the go-ahead to private Angolan businessmen to set up construction 

companies and trucking businesses (merchandise transport to provinces). 

A few months later, during his May-Day speech, Neto specified the new 

areas open to private initiative, comprising private commercial activities 

of food and consumer goods to help to make up for shortages caused by 

inefficient production and distribution (AGOSTINHO NETO, 1979). 

Externally, Neto had already shown some signs of pragmatism and 

liberalism even before the CC plenary. Trying to normalise economic 

relationships with the West, the president began to approach the EEC 

countries in general. By the time of the CC plenary (6-9 December 1978) 

the economic approach towards the West was re-affirmed and made 

concrete. Neto thus announced the preparation of a new and more 

attractive law for private foreign investment, which was effectively passed 

in July 1979. 

Political management 

After the plenary Neto put in place a management system based upon 

the distribution of privileges and benefits through rotating nominations to 

party and State top positions; making for a kind of a carrousel of posts on 

which the key elements of the party rotated according to the political needs 

of a system which considered ethno-regional balances (ethnic, sub-ethnic, 

regional, and racial). This balance was in fact meant to be skewed in favour 

of the Creole/M’Bundu core of the MPLA. Such supremacy was achieved 

not only through the party’s all-powerful presidency, but also through the 

occupation of a higher number of top positions – mainly in the politburo, 

the Central Committee, the General Staff, central and local government 

(ministers, vice-ministers, secretaries of State and provincial 

commissioners), top management of public companies and embassies 

abroad (VIDAL, 2007). 

In September 1978, Neto announced in Cabinda, his policy of clemency 

and partial amnesty followed by integration, towards members of the 

FNLA, the FLEC (Liberation Front of Cabinda’s enclave), the ‘Active 

Revolt’, the ‘Eastern Revolt’ and Nito’s sympathisers, but still without 

mentioning UNITA (AGOSTINHO NETO, 1979a, p. 43-54). As a result 

of this new policy of clemency, several top members of the FNLA deserted 

and surrendered to the MPLA during 1979, after which they were 

reintegrated within State structures, along with the freed members of 

MPLA’s previous dissident groups (‘active revolt’ and ‘Eastern revolt’). 
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This re-integration/cooptation strategy was pursued in parallel and 

articulation to an also pragmatic/realistic foreign policy as follows. 

Foreign policy  

Along with the attempted normalisation of economic relationships with 

the West (during the summer of 1978), Neto also pursued a foreign policy 

designed to weaken the external support for the opposing movements still 

fighting the MPLA government – what was left of FNLA, and FLEC, and 

even UNITA.  

Ignoring the opposition of the left-wing at the Politburo, Neto 

approached the long-time MPLA’s enemy – Mobutu’s Zaire –, re-

establishing diplomatic relations in July 1978 and officially visiting 

Kinshasa in the following month; Mobutu also visited Angola in October. 

After the meetings, Neto got Mobutu to announce the expulsion of the 

FNLA and the FLEC from Zaire and on 27 October 1979, Holden Roberto 

was expelled from Zaire, taking refuge in Paris with several other leaders 

of the movement, while others surrendered through the referred policy of 

clemency.  

Besides the referred approach to the EU (by then EEC), Neto went even 

further, approaching the US, expressing the availability to discuss a 

possible reduction of dependency on Cuban and Soviet influence, as long 

demanded by the US. On the US side the move was reciprocated and the 

Secretary of State, Cyrus Vance, announced in June 1978 that Washington 

“wished to improve its relations with Luanda” (VANCE, 1978). The 

sudden and unexpected death of Agostinho Neto in Moscow during a 

cancer operation on 10 September 1979 and the election of a republican 

administration, overtly supporting UNITA, reversed the diplomatic 

progress. 

Despite such clear and full speed advancement on right-wing liberal 

policies and orientation, the party’s official discourse was more Socialist 

than ever, full of cosmetic revolutionary jargon in official documents. 

Meanwhile, for the gross majority of the population, the pragmatic 

economic positions assumed at the top of the system were obviously seen 

as an unofficial acceptance to the private/informal/illegal procedures that 

had been rife in all sectors of activity and throughout all social strata. 

Contrary to Neto’s announced provisional character for such concessions 

to private initiative, it became clear to everybody that it was an irreversible 

path and would only but increase. 
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In the same terms, the ethno-regional solidarities assumed at the top 

organs, soon spread. The 1980 congress documents (majorly influenced by 

the left), which denounced all the previously referred informal activities –

generalised thefts, diversion of produce, corruption, organised networks, 

involvement of managers, cadres and security forces, and so on–, also 

attacked the prevailing solidarities making it possible, namely the 

‘regionalism, racism and sectarianism [...] which contributes to the 

disorganisation and indiscipline in production and distribution, hampering 

the progress [...] towards Socialism.’1  

By the time of his death in September 1979, Neto had set the dispute on 

political-economic orientation, which clearly consecrated a pragmatic 

right-wing path, under the formal and official cover of a Marxist-Leninist 

Workers’ Party (MPL-PT).  

Meanwhile, as the civil war raged high, within the global Cold War 

framework, so has the epithet of Socialist to politically-academically 

characterize the MPLA regime, domestically and internationally. 

However, as we saw, that was far from being accurate. Despite the official 

inflammatory socialist discourse, the governing policies effectively turned 

right in terms of economic orientation, political management, and foreign 

policy, which are the ones that basically characterize the political-

ideological orientation.  

Conclusion 

As argued here, the domestic and international characterization of the 

MPLA as a Socialist, Marxist, leftist movement/party, was in great part a 

creative illusory process that did not objectively reflect the governing 

practice.  

The MPLA leadership before independence was for a certain period 

strongly influenced by a specific sub-section of the elite, so-called 

intelligentsia or intellectuals, most of them heirs of the so-called 

Creole/Mbundu elite, studying in Europe, proximate and more or less well-

versed on so-called leftist, progressist, Marxist literature, authors and 

ideology. 

Such initial segment of MPLA’s members and their positions might 

somehow have given the initial support to the process of domestic and 

international academic-political characterization of the MPLA as a 

Socialist movement/party. However, that was not an accurate analysis, 

 
1 In Resoluções e Mensagens do Io Congresso Extraordinário do MPLA–PT, 1980, 

p. 36. 
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insofar as the movement itself never assumed officially as such until 

October 1976 and soon proceeded within an apparent contradiction 

wherein right-wing liberal nationalist policies were increasingly followed 

in parallel to an accentuated official Socialist discourse. A non-Socialist 

committed sector of the movement/party, here called right-wing, prevailed 

around Agostinho Neto (himself sustaining and leading such orientation) 

and managed to disguise a right-turn (liberal-nationalist) with a leftist 

innocuous Socialist jargon for cosmetic camouflage.  
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CONCLUSION GENERALE, 

 
Professeur Rogatien Makpéhou TOSSOU 

Université d’Abomey-Calavi 
 

De la période révolutionnaire, les Béninois gardent un souvenir 

contrasté. Si certains n’y retiennent que des actes négatifs, d’autres en sont 

encore nostalgiques. Cependant, l’initiative de l’organisation du présent 

colloque a été soutenue et encouragée par tous les témoins de l’histoire, 

victimes ou non des dérives du régime. Personne n’a voulu déroger à cette 

responsabilité, à son devoir patriotique de livrer sa part de vérité sur les 

non-dits et les tournants les plus importants de la vie du peuple béninois 

dans la période révolutionnaire. A cet égard, le documentaire réalisé et 

projeté lors du lancement du colloque est la manifestation d’une 

conscience de cette obligation, partagée par toutes les personnes 

sollicitées. Mieux, d’autres ont même accepté, à cette occasion, de livrer 

aux participants un témoignage vivant de ce pan immémorable de l’histoire 

de notre pays. Le soutien des autorités n’a pas non plus fait défaut. Le 

Ministère de l’Enseignement Supérieur et la Recherche Scientifique, le 

Recteur de l’Université d’Abomey-Calavi et son équipe, ainsi que le 

Directeur de l’Ecole Doctorale Pluridisciplinaire « Espaces, Cultures et 

Développement, etc. », ont tous contribué au succès de l’événement par 

leur appui technique et financier. Le précieux concours financier du 

CELHTO a rendu possible la publication des présents actes. Puissent-ils 

recevoir ici notre profonde gratitude.  

Malgré les nombreuses publications et l’organisation du colloque 

consacré au Bénin révolutionnaire, l’historiographie de la période n’est pas 

achevée. Au-delà des non-dits qui persistent et interpellent la curiosité des 

chercheurs, les mutations initiées par la Révolution ont impacté toutes les 

sphères de la vie sociopolitique, économique et culturelle. De nombreux 

aspects restent encore à explorer pour accéder à une connaissance pleine 

et profonde du fait révolutionnaire. Ce défi, le Laboratoire de Recherche 

Rétrospective-Afrique (LabRA) en fait une gageure, et promet d’autres 

messes scientifiques sur la période. Et, pour finir, nous nous félicitons de 

pouvoir encore compter sur les contributions enrichissantes de nos 

collègues des universités sœurs d’Afrique qui ont bien voulu se faire l’écho 

de cette nécessité qu’éprouvent nos pays, de se réapproprier les leçons du 

passé pour mieux construire l’avenir de notre continent. 
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