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Introduction 

Angola currently faces an almost impossible mission of 

healing its territory and people from the wounds left 

behind by nearly three decades of violent conflict. Since 

peace was first installed in 2002, Angola and its entire 

population have been under the world’s gaze, a fact 

that has highlighted the many issues and obstacles fac-

ing this sub-Saharan country. In order to address such 

challenges a general reconstruction strategy, which 

particularly emphasizes the need to mitigate the lack 

of housing and related social problems, has been put 

in place. Understanding and rehabilitating the country’s 

built environment, particularly within urban areas, rep-

resents a paramount but much needed task to rebuild 

Angola as a whole. The complexity of this task is further 

enhanced by the many difficulties currently affecting 

the poorer fringe of the population - those who have 

been failing to sustainably accompany the emerging 

economic development of Angola.

As far as the evolution of the urban built environ-

ment is concerned, Angola’s background does not dif-

fer significantly from that of other former colonies in 

Sub-Saharan Africa. Whilst under a colonial rule which 

endured for roughly five centuries, Angola was subject 

to a profound reinterpretation of the essence of its built 

environment, regardless of the country’s established 

architectural traditions. New concepts of space, mainly 

influenced by acclaimed European models, were grad-

ually introduced all over the country but especially in 

urban areas.  Entire cities were thus designed and built 

from scratch, composed of massive buildings framed by 

large avenues and orthogonally organized streets, as 

opposed to the earlier confusing arrangement of appar-

ently fragile settlements. Over the years, these thriving 

cities became points of attraction to many thousands 

of people arriving from Europe as well as from differ-

ent parts of Angola, generally seeking a better life. The 

demographic patterns, mainly characterized by rural-

urban movements, were further enhanced during civil 

war, subsequent to the independence from Portugal in 

1975. This caused further densification in the existing 

urban fabric, and the physical expansion of Angola’s 

major cities until exhaustion. Today Angola is a coun-

try of deep social inequalities, where one of the most 

expensive cities in the world is built side by side with 

endless sprawl of informal occupation and extreme 

poverty. With urban development not showing signs 

of stabilizing, the issues associated with lack of hous-

ing and urban-poverty are a difficult reality for many. In 

a time when sustainable development is a global issue, 

the question of how Angola will be able to mitigate the 

acute housing shortage arises as one in urgent need of 

an answer. 

Peri-urban growth in Angola, the example of 

Luanda

The capital of Angola - Luanda - embodies the typical 

example of the demographic patterns and urban devel-

opment described above. Following its creation in the 

mid 16th century, up until the mid 20th century, Luanda 

was characterized by a reduced resident population and 

low economic activity. As described by Amaral (1983), 

the environment of 19th century Luanda was one of a 

Musseque Chicala
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city well adapted to its context, displaying a morpho-

logical and functional balance with its surroundings. The 

built environment was mostly composed of an array of 

adobe and wattle-and-daub houses, often built side by 

side with Baroque churches.  

The explosive growth of Luanda would only take 

place after the Second World War to then gain further 

momentum with the industrialization of Angola. In 

subsequent years the growing development of Luanda 

would sustain a continuous rising trend, thus contribut-

ing to the redefinition of the city’s identity. The cityscape 

of Luanda quickly revealed all the signs of a common 

western modern city where high-rise buildings, concrete, 

steel, and glazing emerged to play the principal role. 

This prosperous period, however, also had its short-

comings. One of the obvious consequences of the grow-

ing prosperity was the rapid increase of the inhabitant 

population. Despite lack of current census data, this ris-

ing trend was registered until the last general population 

census carried out in Angola in 1970, where Luanda’s 

resident population increased dramatically from 50,588 

in 1930 to 475,328 people in 1970 (Amaral,1983).

Today, although  numbers are solely based on estimates, 

Luanda’s population already reached approximately 3.2 

million. This results in a high demand for housing, ser-

vices and infrastructure.

As Fonte (2007) explains, during the colonial period 

of Angola, architecture and urbanism generally reflected 

the policies in place at the time, a fact that clearly influ-

enced the early planning and laying out of Luanda. The 

city revealed distinct layers or types of occupation, in 

which location and morphology of buildings were 

fundamental variables. Given that these were mostly 

determined by occupants’ social status, one could find 

for example the planned area made by Europeans for 

Europeans to occupy, other planned areas of the city 

occupied by a mixed race population, and finally the 

indigenous bairros, planned by Europeans but to be 

occupied by indigenous population. 

Most of the unqualified work force of Luanda, how-

ever, was sourced from one area that was not contem-

plated in urban plans: the informal bairros surrounding 

the main city. These areas, also designated as musseques, 

housed those who either could not afford, or were not 

considered sufficiently civilized, to inhabit any of the 

planned areas of the “cement city”. The existence of 

areas of informal huts scattered throughout the out-

skirts of Luanda date back to its origins and their physi-

cal expansion has been developing in parallel with the 

growth of the city, up until the present date. The mas-

sive growth of peri-urban Luanda is mainly attributed to 

continuous fluxes of rural-urban internal migrations or 

displacements of African population, nevertheless, over 

the years the musseques also provided shelter for poor 

population with different origins and backgrounds. This 

meant that having a weak economic condition became 

the main feature of the musseques’ resident population, 

rather than a racial one.

Building and inhabiting the musseques: adapting 

to a life of uncertainty

The built environment in the musseques has developed 

under unique circumstances. Up until the 19th  century 

the outskirts of Luanda were mostly used as agricultural 

land. However, as the city expanded, clusters of settle-

ments developed in stages to accommodate the vari-

ous waves of migrants seeking a better life in Luanda. 

With respect to the nature of the dwellings, unlike the 

main city, in which European concepts of architectural 

and urban space were gradually introduced, construc-

tion activities in the musseques during the 20th century 

tended to be associated with absence of planning and 

infrastructure and, therefore, with self-building activi-

ties. These were areas frequently described as dense 

labyrinths of wattle and daub huts which spontaneously 

occupied any piece of land available. Moreover, given 

the diverse ethnic backgrounds of its inhabitants, the 

buildings frequently resembled traditional rural dwell-

ings found elsewhere in Angola.

The proximity to the cement city, coupled with a later 

influx of a Portuguese poor population, eventually pro-

vided the perfect environment for the metamorphosis 

of the musseques’ fabric. This assimilation of European 

architectural features extended not only to the building 

form of the dwellings but also to the building materi-

als and technologies adopted. As illustrated in Redinha 

(1964) and Thyssen’s (1966) studies of the Angolan 

indigenous house, the single room circular plan house, 

for example, was abandoned in favour of the multiple 

room rectangular house, and the façades began to incor-

porate more windows than previously. Overall, the build-

ing envelope was altered into something that accommo-

dated elements of both modern and indigenous forms 

of construction. Therefore, despite the growing use of 

materials such as metal sheets or asbestos for the roofs; 

concrete blocks, fired bricks or timber for the walls and 

cement for the floor, one could still find references to 

indigenous construction in the musseques. This view is 

further supported by the data provided by the 1970s 

census which reveal that the majority of houses in the 

musseques had wattle and daub walls (Monteiro,1973). 

The complicity between the main city and its spa-

tial surroundings where the musseques developed was, 

and still is, a major decision factor in choosing the build-

ing technology for one’s dwelling. As Trindade (2000) 

remarks, at times it was difficult to distinguish accurately 

where the city ended and the musseque started. The 

constant swelling of the city limits put extra pressure on 

the musseques’ population, who reacted to the authori-

ties’ claim of land for urban development by moving and 

rapidly building shelter elsewhere, usually further away 

from the city.  In this respect, Monteiro (1973) concludes 

that the preference for certain construction techniques 

and building materials in the musseques would depend 

on various aspects, namely cost, availability and flexibil-

ity of use. Further to this, the temporary or permanent 

occupation, as well as the dynamic social structure of 

the household - which repeatedly required additions 

and/or modifications to the core structure of the build-

ing - would also define the type of dwelling to be con-

structed. This could, for example, make the difference 

between using stone, cement blocks (permanent mate-

rials) or earth and timber (temporary and/or demount-

able structures). 

The uncertainty with regard to the ownership of land 

combined with the precarious nature of the dwellings, 

lack of infrastructures and urban management, meant 

that the musseques have always been very susceptible 

to disasters. Fires, floods, landslides and other naturally 

occurring disasters frequently wiped out considerable 

areas of houses. For this reason, the design and imple-

mentation of a rehabilitation strategy of such areas is 

currently considered to be an absolute priority, as shall 

be explained in due course.

Top 19th century view of Luanda 

Bottom View of a musseque
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Life in the musseques today: building a sustain-

able future for the musseques and its inhabitants 

According to the UN-HABITAT more than 80% of 

Angola’s population lives in slum areas, many of those 

based in the peripheries of Luanda. Moreover, the capi-

tal has grown to more than four times the second largest 

city in Angola, and estimates indicate that it accounts 

for about a quarter of the country’s total population 

(UN-HABITAT, 2010). The poor conditions experienced 

in the musseques today have not undergone dramatic 

improvements over the last years. In fact, apart from 

the few musseques existing inside the actual city, which 

did not have further room to grow, the settlements in 

the periphery continue to expand outwards, increas-

ing the distance between the city and the musseques. 

In addition to the spreading out of existing areas, new 

musseques were even created after the independence. 

This is the case with the musseque Rocha Pinto which, 

as stated in Trindade (2000), has a population of roughly 

900 thousand people and, due to the distance to the 

city, has achieved nearly self-sufficiency by incorporating 

basic services within its limits.

Since the colonial period, efforts have been made 

towards finding the most adequate solution to tackle 

both the acute housing shortage as well as the problems 

resulting from the almost total lack of infrastructure 

in the musseques. Nevertheless, according to Amaral 

(1968), these urban planning experiments were not 

always very successful, since they often failed to consider 

natural and human environments. An example provided 

by the same author was the inadequacy of the building’s 

design to people’s cultural context, ignoring for example 

the importance of the outside space to cook or social-

ize.  Furthermore, many of the buildings were struc-

turally unsound and formed monotonous streets were 

landscape was scarce. As a result, valuable lessons were 

learnt regarding the need to have an in-depth knowl-

edge, of both the site and the inhabitants, in potential 

upgrading programmes. Spaces where communities can 

thrive and live harmoniously, where family life can evolve 

and be respected, creation of a diversity of spaces and 

houses which can be flexible and adaptable enough to 

accommodate different needs in different periods of 

people’s lives, were aspects recommended as primary 

for any successful urban intervention in the musseques.

Currently, probably more than ever, there seems to 

exist an agreement on the urgency of providing Angolan 

population with the right to housing and a decent qual-

ity of life. In 2004, extreme poverty was acknowledged 

by the government as a serious issue in Angola, as can 

be found in the document Strategy for Combating 

Poverty (República de Angola, 2004). Herein, the reduc-

tion of poverty and improvement of people’s quality of 

life is set as a goal to achieve in a near future, which 

necessarily entails action at the level of the building sec-

tor. Thus, the government hopes to improve the overall 

conditions of the musseques and degraded buildings of 

urban areas, mainly through urban requalification pro-

grammes. Such programmes would range from provid-

ing infrastructures to existing degraded areas, to design 

and building of whole new parts of the city. The latter 

would include construction of social housing to accom-

modate and relocate the poorest fringe of population 

- particularly the homeless and displaced. In line with this 

target, in 2008, the Government launched the National 

Urbanism and Housing Programme, with a very ambi-

tious goal of building 1 million houses before the end 

of 2012, from which 115 thousand will be provided by 

the government, 120 thousand by the private sector, 80 

thousand by cooperatives and 685 thousand will be con-

structed through self-help building activities.

The programme is still ongoing and, therefore, the 

amount of information available remains rather scarce. 

Nevertheless, questions have been raised regarding how 

the 1 million houses goal is being pursued and, espe-

cially, as to its effectiveness amongst the poor popula-

tion of the informal settlements. International organiza-

tions such as Amnesty International have reported that, 

in order to clear land for the construction of new hous-

ing developments, continuous evictions of thousands 

of families have been taking place in the periphery of 

Angolan cities. Furthermore, as Amnesty International 

adds, this has been done without any ‘prior notification, 

information or consultation, legal protection, adequate 

alternative accommodation or an effective remedy’ 

(Amnesty International, 2008, p.1) which, in the view of 

the organization, constitutes a clear violation of human 

rights. In order to highlight such issues, during the cel-

ebrations of the World Habitat Day in 2008, which took 

place in Luanda, Amnesty International directed an open 

letter to the Executive Director of the UN-HABITAT, con-

demning the choice of Luanda as the location for the 

celebrations, arguing that it constituted an ‘insult to the 

injury committed against Angola’s thousand affected by 

forced evictions’ (Amnesty International, 2008, p.3). 

Nonetheless, the progress on the construction of 

houses since the launch of the National Urbanism and 

Housing Programme has been frequently reported as 

successful through local and international news agen-

cies. Additionally, despite the accusations of forced 

evictions, the rehousing process of some of the people 

whose houses had been demolished between 2004 

and 2006 is expected to start in September 2011, as 

recently announced by the government. The intention of 

eliminating the musseques entails, yet again, profound 

changes and adaptations from the low-income popula-

tion, who so many times throughout Angola’s history 

had to readjust to new realities and paradigms, building 

new homes, livelihoods, social and economic structures 

from scratch. Reusing existing housing does not seem to 

be included in any plan or strategy, which rather prefer 

looking at more radical solutions, whereby eliminating 

the musseques is the main objective. However, while 

such plans do not come into practice, people have been 

developing creative solutions to adapt existing dwell-

ings to meet constantly changing needs. A building in a 

restrained plot of land can easily change configuration 

to accommodate a growing family, create private areas 

to rent out, or incorporate a small business accessible 

through the elevation facing the road. Houses in the 

musseques thus grow organically, expand horizontally 

and/or vertically, usually according to peoples’ financial 

means. This dynamics has been possible partially thanks 

to the wide availability of prefabricated building materi-

als such as cement blocks or metal sheet roofing, which 

have clearly outgrown traditional building practices in 

popularity and appear to be the way forward when it 

comes to informal settlements in Luanda.

The Constitutional Law of Angola’s article 85th 

states that ‘every citizen has the right to appropriate 

housing and to a decent quality of life. It carries on by 

declaring that the state has the responsibility to ‘pro-

mote the social and economic conditions to ensure the 

right to housing and quality of life’ (Assembleia Nacional 

 

Kids playing in musseque Chicala
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– Comissão Constitucional, 2010). Although, apparently, 

the country is heading towards this direction, it is clear 

that there is still much work to be carried out, in order to 

sustainably mitigate the housing shortages in Angola. In 

this respect, the way that built environment is conceptu-

alized may indeed play a significant role in assisting the 

poor population achieving a better quality of life. The 

familiarity with self-help building of the informal settle-

ments seems to have been picked up and is now being 

utilised as an important tool of the National Housing 

Programme. Self-building kits have been made avail-

able for the low-income population, who, according to 

the Government, will also be able to benefit from spe-

cial financial schemes to buy or rent houses. As stated 

above, the programme is still ongoing, however, accord-

ing to recent statements that consider the possibility of 

surpassing the goal of 1 million houses, the country’s 

reconstruction process mentioned in the beginning of 

this paper appears to be taking place in Angola. One 

will have to wait until 2012 to determine the immediate 

success as well as the sustainability of the programme. 

More importantly, it is fundamental to assess its effects 

in areas such as the musseques, where the most press-

ing issues exist. 

In 1983, we were reminded by Amaral (1983) that 

the research focused on the evolution of the musseques’ 

environment is very scarce. He further adds that the 
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urban periphery is an incredibly complex reality and, 

therefore, any intervention or proposed upgrading pro-

gramme necessarily requires the action of studies, which 

should be conducted by a multidisciplinary team, given 

the different nature of the many issues inherent to the 

periphery of Luanda (economic, social, technical, juridi-

cal, financial, etc). Regrettably, this situation has not 

changed over the last years and the musseques still lack 

thorough studies and research. 

Considering all the aforementioned, if on the one 

hand it is a reality that the musseques are lacking 

even the most basic infrastructures and are, therefore, 

in urgent need of an intervention; on the other hand 

one has to wonder whether a radical solution based on 

demolishing the existing to rebuild according to western 

models is the most adequate one for this particular con-

text. The flexibility and adaptability which characterizes 

these informal settlements, despite reflecting a sustain-

able practice, is also often regarded as a sign of inse-

curity. For this reason,  it is likely that people are open 

to embrace a new style of living which will necessarily 

include a new approach towards the built environment. 

A deep understanding of the social characteristics 

of these informal settlements as well as of their social, 

economic and environmental contexts may prove to be 

a fundamental tool to orient towards a sustainability 

agenda of any future policy or upgrading plan for the 

informal peri-urban settlements in Luanda.

Left Wide availability of prefabricated building 

materials in the musseques 

Middle Eliminating the musseques entails  

profound changes for the low- income popoulation                                               

Right Self-building kits in the musseques
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Reinterpreting Tal Chappar

name of project_Tal Chappar Sanctuary  location_Chappar Village, District Churu, Rajasthan, India  name of 
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Footprints of Industrial Giants

images_Karen Doviner, Yigal Tartakowsky and Michal Morad  acknowledgements_I would like to thank architect 

Alon Zohar, my partner in studio, for his inspiring comments and his time and effort devoted to advance our 
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Legacy of the Cold War
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Luanda’s New Frontier
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TRANSCENDING TIME
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KALOUSTIAN ARCHITECT  name of key architect_Paul Kaloustian  name of photographer_Paul Kaloustian   
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2006 (due to the 2006 war the project was delayed, the bar opened as soon as the war ended)  lighting_cold 

cathode lights and candles  sound system_ alcons audio  furniture_custom designed - manufactured by ARDECO 

amatouri  website address of design firm_www.paulkaloustian.com
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