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Introduction
Rui Lopes and Natalia Telepneva

Revolution was a word we heard often inside Mozambique. In fact, one of the first 
points which Comrade Mabote made to us as we set out from the Zambian border 
for the interior was the imperative of mobilising against a recalcitrant colonialism 
like that of Portugal gave Mozambicans a chance most other African states had 
missed. Here nationalist self-assertion could not remain a surface phenomenon, 
but inevitably involved a basic re-ordering of social relationships inherited from 
traditional society and from colonialism – in short it meant, in Mabote’s words, ‘the 
opportunity to have a revolution’.1

Thus John S. Saul, a Canadian activist and historian, recalled his impressions of 
his 1972 trip to the so-called liberated zones run by the Mozambique Liberation 
Front (FRELIMO). By the early 1970s, such carefully choreographed trips had 
become a staple in a series of diplomatic strategies adopted by Lusophone Africa’s 
independence movements to showcase not only the efficacy of their guerrilla but also 
the transformative nature of their embryonic state structures. Saul’s memoir serves as a 
reminder of these movements’ revolutionary promise as well as of the ideational power 
they often carried beyond their local contexts. This multilayered resonance is the focus 
of Globalizing Independence Struggles of Lusophone Africa.

The book stems from two complementary, if seemingly contradictory, impulses. On 
the one hand, it is driven by the conviction that there is enough that is distinctive about 
the struggles for independence in Portugal’s African colonies to merit close attention, 
thus compensating for the dearth of English-language scholarly books about this topic 
in a field largely dominated by studies on the British and French Empires. Such a focus 
can help complicate the grand narratives of decolonization, where the case of Lusophone 
Africa, if acknowledged at all, is typically addressed as a footnote-worthy outlier rather 
than as constitutive and transformative of the larger history of anticolonialism. On the 
other hand, we reject exceptionalist accounts that primarily explain the successes and 
failures of these liberation movements and postcolonial states through endogenous 
(and often essentializing) factors. Instead, while committedly recognizing the decisive 
agency of local actors, we argue that the trajectories of Angola, Cabo Verde,2 Guinea-
Bissau, Mozambique, and São Tomé and Príncipe can only be understood by situating 
them at the nexus of twentieth-century globalization.

 

 

 



Globalizing Independence Struggles of Lusophone Africa2

This research agenda – and, indeed, almost every word in the book’s title – comes 
with its own baggage that deserves unpacking. For instance, ‘independence’, like 
‘decolonization’, is a potentially misleading term to designate the end of colonial 
rule. Whether privileging a metropolitan lens (by speaking of ‘transfer of power’ and 
‘granting independence’) or a subaltern perspective (stressing ‘national liberation’ 
and ‘revolution’), historians traditionally use such concepts to identify a specific 
moment in time when colonies became officially recognized as sovereign states by 
the imperial authorities. Yet, as early as the 1960s, Ghanaian leader and pan-African 
theorist Kwame Nkrumah denounced forms of ‘neocolonialism’: as African countries 
continued to supply raw materials and cheap labour with little control over prices and 
salaries, they effectively remained exploited and subordinated to the interests of the 
former empires.3

More recently, increasingly challenged by activists and intellectuals who have 
reframed colonial power – and, correspondingly, anticolonial politics – as much 
vaster than administrative control, academia has gradually come to view the 
decolonizing process as both widely preceding formal sovereignty (entailing decades 
of resistance and theorization) and widely outlasting it (based on a critical analysis 
of enduring institutions, racism, economic dependency, curricula, public spaces 
and discourse). The latter view directly informs this book: while its texts follow the 
conventional use of ‘independence’ to refer to a historically situated change (and 
therefore labelling its aftermath as ‘post-independence’), the volume spans the 
period from 1961 to the late 1980s, approaching the legal attainment of sovereignty 
by Portugal’s African colonies in 1974/5 as an intermediary marker rather than an 
endpoint. Such chronology accepts the beginning of armed conflict as a watershed 
moment in the path towards independence, but it also acknowledges that this was but 
one aspect of broader political struggles for decolonization being waged on multiple 
fronts, many of which extended beyond the peace settlements with the Portuguese. 
The book’s core aim is to advance and stimulate discussion about those struggles’ 
scope, adopting a globalizing perspective that considers how far the national was 
shaped by the global.

By ‘globalizing’, we do not mean to insert Lusophone Africa in an inherently benign 
history of neoliberal globalization that underplays structural inequalities. Rather, 
the inspiration for this volume comes from an emerging scholarship interrogating 
the impact of decolonization on the broader history of the twentieth century. As 
Martin Thomas and Andrew S. Thompson have argued, both late colonialism and 
decolonization were intrinsically ‘globalizing’ processes.4 This is not to say that 
global connectivity – characterized by large-scale population flows, commerce, 
migration, and new transport and communication technologies – only emerged 
after 1945, or to further a naïve narrative of horizontal ‘expansion of international 
society’ that disregards foundational and lasting colonial legacies.5 The goal, instead, 
is to understand how specific forms of anticolonial politics and imperial dissolution 
shaped today’s world order, from fora like the United Nations Organization to the very 
reification of the nation-state.6 In the past years a rich literature about decolonization’s 
impact on international normative regimes has shown, for instance, that Global South 
actors both radicalized and undermined the UN’s human rights agenda.7

 

 

 

 

 



Introduction 3

Finally, the conceptual framework and the very expression ‘Lusophone Africa’ 
requires careful justification. For one thing, ‘Lusophone’ (i.e. Portuguese-speaking) 
is an inaccurate descriptor. While Portuguese remained the official language during 
and after colonialism, much of the population in this group of countries primarily 
communicated in African languages or variations of Creole. Regardless of what 
most people spoke, however, their communities were significantly affected by both 
Portuguese-speaking colonizers and anticolonial movements that defended the 
Portuguese language as a unifying tool. Rather than positing a coherent linguistic 
or cultural identity, then, ‘Lusophone’ is a synecdoche for a shared connection to 
Portuguese colonialism, working as an expedient shorthand to distinguish these 
countries from those in what is commonly known as Anglo- and Francophone Africa.

More problematically, ‘Lusophony’ has a neocolonial connotation linked to 
ideological and institutional efforts to reclaim Portugal’s cultural (if not necessarily 
political or economic) centrality in the new countries’ identities.8 Its acritical use risks 
prolonging an imperial imaginary, homogenizing the former colonies by downplaying 
their differences as well as the ties and commonalities with other societies. Therefore, 
instead of naturalizing ‘Lusophone Africa’, this book seeks to problematize the 
concept’s very (de)limitations, reflecting about the independence struggles’ profound 
entanglement with global processes beyond Portugal, be they the rise of international 
fora, Third-Worldism, New Left activism, Cold War espionage, trade deals or film 
distribution.

With that in mind, the book is arranged around three central themes. Part 1  
examines diverse ways in which nationalists from Lusophone Africa understood, 
interpreted and reworked contemporary ideas and rhetoric around statehood, culture 
and national unity. Part 2 expands the ongoing conversation about the contribution of 
African revolutionaries from the Portuguese colonies to fostering global networks and 
strategies, emphasizing their worldwide impact. Part 3 then draws out debates about 
achieving economic and political emancipation before and after independence, thus 
bridging the divide between the two eras. Before detailing each of these approaches, 
however, we will now briefly contextualize the struggles’ common background.

The rise of African nationalism and the fall of the 
Portuguese Empire

Literature on the Portuguese Empire’s final stages has amply documented some 
of its most outstanding features in terms of periodization, international status, 
authoritarianism, ideology and violent denouement. The empire’s origins are typically 
dated back to the fifteenth century, when a host of adventurers, navigators and 
mercenaries, backed by Portugal’s crown and its self-professed mission of spreading 
Christianity, began to explore the African coast, eventually setting up a network 
of small, fortified port cities around and beyond the continent, connecting trade 
networks from Lisbon to Nagasaki. The Portuguese profited mainly from the trade in 
goods and, most importantly, people, who were sold as slaves to work in Europe and 
on plantations in the Americas, including in Brazil, Portugal’s largest colony (until 

 

 



Globalizing Independence Struggles of Lusophone Africa4

its independence in 1822). By the early twentieth century, this empire encompassed 
modern-day Angola and Mozambique, in Southern Africa, and Guinea-Bissau (then 
called Portuguese Guinea), further west, as well as the archipelagos of Cabo Verde and 
São Tomé and Príncipe, off Africa’s Atlantic coast. Additionally, Portugal’s possessions 
included Goa, Daman and Diu (on the Indian subcontinent), Macao (bordering 
China) and East Timor (bordering Indonesia).9

The peculiarity of a small, unindustrialized country with a peripheral status in 
Europe harbouring the world’s third largest colonial empire did not go unremarked. 
In a seminal essay, Vladimir Lenin summed up a common understanding of Portugal’s 
condition as simultaneously a sovereign metropole and a British protectorate.10 
Later, Perry Anderson would argue that Portugal’s ‘underdeveloped’ economy made 
its empire particularly extractivist, coining the term ‘ultra-colonialism’ to describe 
‘at once the most primitive and the most extreme modality of colonialism’.11 Angola 
and Mozambique became large centres for the growth of coffee and cotton, São Tomé 
a world-famous producer of cacao, and Guinea-Bissau a peanuts exporter. Lisbon’s 
governments also profited from leasing the use of ports, railways and manpower 
to private concession companies and neighbouring governments, facilitating the 
transport of minerals extracted in the Belgian Congo, Rhodesia and the Republic 
of South Africa. Still, Portugal remained predominantly agrarian and dependent on 
remittances from migrants in Brazil.12 It was also politically unstable, with a 1926 coup 
instituting a military dictatorship.

The colonies were fundamental to the vision of Portugal’s revival as a ‘great 
European power’ espoused by António de Oliveira Salazar, who was appointed prime 
minister in 1932. Salazar made a concerted push to expand trade with the empire, 
introducing compulsory crops and instructing local administrations to assist with the 
allocation of African labour. The drive towards economic autarky relied on a strict 
racial hierarchy (only officially abolished in 1961) between a majority of so-called 
indigenous (indígenas), who were deprived of citizenship rights and subjected to forced 
labour and often extortionate taxes, and a minority of ‘non-indigenous’ (não indígenas) 
who included white Europeans and the culturally ‘assimilated’ (assimilados).13 Salazar’s 
worldview was enshrined in the 1933 constitution of the New State (Estado Novo), a 
corporatist, Catholic single-party regime which he led for the next thirty-five years. 
Part of Europe’s interwar fascist wave, the Estado Novo aggressively supressed political 
opposition and various freedoms through strict censorship and a succession of political 
police forces: PVDE (1933–45), PIDE (1945–69), DGS (1969–74).

While the need for colonial goods put increasing pressure on African labour 
during the Second World War (where Portugal remained neutral), only Angola and 
Mozambique were settler colonies with a significant Portuguese population. Salazar 
invested very little in the empire, leaving basic services such as education almost 
entirely to the Catholic Church. Even in Cabo Verde, whose population enjoyed some 
kind of de facto citizenship, colonial neglect contributed to devastating famines in the 
arid archipelago in 1941, 1943 and 1947–8, which endure in its inhabitants’ collective 
memory.14

In the postwar era, the Estado Novo reformulated its imperial ideology, evoking 
the Portuguese Empire’s ‘originality’ to sidestep the growing anticolonial momentum 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Introduction 5

abroad. It appropriated the theory of ‘Lusotropicalism’, from Brazilian sociologist 
Gilberto Freyre, according to which the Portuguese had less racist inclination than 
other European peoples and therefore a more benign, equalitarian relationship 
between colonizers and colonized. Accordingly, 1951’s constitutional revision 
identified Portugal as an ‘indivisible’, ‘pluricontinental nation’ that officially (if not in 
practice) did not have colonies, but rather ‘overseas provinces’ (províncias ultramarinas 
or ultramar).15

Consequently, as other states gradually responded to independence demands, the 
Estado Novo steadfastly refused to consider decolonization. The first big test came in 
1961 when a large strike in the north of Angola was met with overwhelming repression 
and followed by a series of riots in the colony’s capital, Luanda, escalating to war. While 
unable to militarily prevent India’s annexation of Goa, Daman and Diu later that 
year, the Portuguese dictatorship – under the leadership of Salazar and, since 1968, 
his successor, Marcelo Caetano – carried out protracted wars against anticolonial 
movements in Angola, Guinea-Bissau and Mozambique, which entailed abundant 
atrocities (like napalm showers or the infamous Wiriyamu massacre) and raids into 
neighbouring countries (including an attempted coup in Guinea-Conakry). These 
costly and increasingly unpopular wars – recalled in Portugal as a single ‘colonial 
war’ – eventually wore the regime down, ushering a movement of dissenting army 
captains to overthrow the Estado Novo on 25 April 1974, in a coup that immediately 
escalated into a popular, leftist uprising known as Carnation Revolution. It was during 
the ensuing revolutionary process, which lasted until November 1975, that Portugal’s 
governments negotiated the independence of all its territories in Africa.

Until relatively recently, this story was treated as insular and idiosyncratic, having 
been marginalized in English-language historiography,16 even if Portugal’s links to 
South Africa were highlighted by a radical strand of Anglophone scholarship in that 
region since the 1980s.17 Two developments changed this status quo. The first one arose 
out of the former metropole, where a surge of research funding from the Portuguese 
state and the European Union in the early 2000s brought about a generation of 
Portuguese historians with greater access to foreign debates, archives and bibliography, 
many of them studying abroad. Countering the imagery, inherited from Salazar, of late 
Portuguese colonialism as fundamentally unique and isolated by an overwhelmingly 
hostile international community, they stressed similarities and continuities with other 
imperial experiences while spotlighting the Estado Novo’s widespread international 
integration.18 Joined by colleagues from other countries, these scholars revealed a 
more complex and ambiguous history, reassessing the importance of developmentalist 
models, of the NATO membership, of the Azores’ geostrategic value to the Cold War 
and of the perspectives of Portugal’s closest allies (the United States, the UK, France, 
West Germany).19 In particular, research unearthed further connections to Rhodesia 
and South Africa, with the Portuguese Empire’s collapse engineering a major crisis of 
white minority rule in the continent.20

A parallel strand brought together scholars of African and transnational history, 
international relations and political theory, among other fields, who shifted the focus 
away from efforts to prolong the Portuguese Empire and into the efforts to bring it down. 
They explored the nucleus of organized opposition to Portuguese rule that emerged 
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both in the diaspora and among educated Africans across the empire’s urban centres – 
in Mindelo, Lourenço Marques, Luanda. Many of the men and women who later held 
leadership positions in the anticolonial movements grew up in families of either mixed 
race or assimilado parents. The majority were fluent in Portuguese alongside African 
languages and received education at either Protestant missions or at a handful of 
state-sponsored schools in the colonies, with some acquiring scholarships to study at 
universities in Portugal. Once there, several of them became involved in a movement 
of cultural resistance/renaissance to ‘rediscover’ African culture through literature, 
poetry and dance. Yet the Estado Novo’s fascist nature also inspired a more radical anti-
fascist response, with many students moving on from cultural anticolonialism towards 
Marxism. A few joined the underground opposition in Portugal, spearheaded by the 
Portuguese Communist Party. Some left the country, mainly for Paris, where they 
continued their activism, often in conversation with Francophone African intellectuals, 
and others spent most of the 1950s working for the colonial administration while 
building up resistance networks. These activists would dynamize movements fighting 
for the independence of different colonies, yet their intersected paths created a bond, 
manifested in ‘common front’ organizations, most notably the Conference of Nationalist 
Organizations of Portuguese Colonies (1961–79).21

Although activists originally hoped for negotiated, peaceful decolonization, 
incidents of colonial violence such as the massacres at Batepá (1953), Pidjiguiti (1959) 
and Mueda (1960) gradually acquired mythical proportions, galvanizing people across 
the empire. After founding the African Party of the Independence of Guinea and Cabo 
Verde (PAIGC), a group led by Amílcar Cabral moved to Conakry in 1960 to prepare 
for armed struggle, as did the collective that had created the Popular Movement of 
the Liberation of Angola (MPLA). In 1962, a coalition of Mozambican nationalist 
groups gathered in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, formed FRELIMO, headed by Eduardo 
Mondlane. In Congo-Lépoldville, a community of mainly Bakongo Angolans from 
the north of the country coalesced around Holden Roberto, who headed the Union 
of the Peoples of Angola (UPA). The 1961 uprising sped up the activists’ timetable on 
preparations for armed struggle, with full-fledged war breaking out in Angola, pitting 
Portugal’s troops against both the MPLA and the UPA. In 1963 and 1964, guerrilla 
campaigns were launched in Guinea-Bissau by the PAIGC and in Mozambique by 
FRELIMO.

While fighting the Portuguese military, the liberation movements faced local 
competitors and internal rivalries that would, to a large extent, determine the course 
of independence struggles as well as the countries’ post-independence trajectories. 
In Angola, the MPLA faced competition from the UPA – which in 1962 became the 
National Front of Liberation of Angola (FNLA) – and from the National Union for the 
Total Independence of Angola (UNITA). Moreover, FRELIMO and the PAIGC had 
to cope with the assassinations of Mondlane and Cabral, in 1969 and 1973. The latter 
movement was nonetheless the most successful militarily, gaining enough ground 
to unilaterally proclaim Guinea-Bissau’s independence in September 1973, although 
Portuguese recognition only came a year later, after the Carnation Revolution. Other 
independences followed in 1975: Mozambique (June), Cabo Verde (July), São Tomé 
and Príncipe (July), Angola (November).
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Nonetheless, legacies of violence, deprivation and Cold War entanglement severely 
undermined the socialist dreams of the movements-turned-ruling parties. Branches 
of the PAIGC ruled separately over Guinea-Bissau and Cabo Verde, with plans for 
unification being aborted in 1980 by the first of several Guinean military coups. 
FRELIMO and the MPLA contended with civil wars in Mozambique (1977–92) and 
Angola (1975–2002), respectively. The latter have also been presented as wars of 
‘external destabilization’, acknowledging that, while there were undoubtedly important 
‘internal’ dynamics, both conflicts mobilized multiple outsiders from the start.22 For 
instance, the United States-backed FNLA and UNITA, along with South African 
troops, fought the Soviet-backed MPLA alongside Cuban troops.

Building on the latest findings while pushing for a deeper assessment of 
decolonization’s historical ties to globalization, this book now gathers African, 
European, North and South American authors who draw on a trove of original written, 
oral and audiovisual sources from over twenty countries. We have organized their 
contributions around three main areas.

Ideas and rhetoric of liberation

Part 1 sheds light on the plurality of ideas and rhetoric among the anticolonial 
movements that engaged with repertoires stemming from diverse points of origin. 
On the one hand, this part expands a field of works insightfully analysing Lusophone 
African leaders’ discourse and specific conceptions of independence struggle.23 On the 
other hand, it defies the tendency, inherited from the first generation of Africanist 
scholars, to write the history of decolonization as a singular story of ‘resistance’ against 
colonial rule. Early accounts, written mainly by sympathetic foreign journalists and 
activists, focused on the liberation movements that later came to power – FRELIMO, 
MPLA, PAIGC – as representative of their nations-in-waiting.24 These narratives of 
national liberation tended to downplay tensions and inequities within African societies 
as well as external influences.25

Since then, a rich scholarship has begun to challenge monolithic narratives 
in various ways. Some scholars did it by studying ‘loyalists’, namely African troops 
recruited by the Portuguese colonizers, like how British, French and Dutch had 
done.26 Almost half of the colonial army in Angola, Mozambique and Guinea-Bissau 
consisted of African troops by 1974, although studies of ‘loyalism’ in the Portuguese 
Empire remain relatively rare.27 Another challenge came from those who emphasize 
the transnational nature of conflict in Africa, arguing that actors like the Katangese 
gendarmes in the Congo wars or the soldiers fighting for liberation of Southern Africa 
often defied strict national (or Cold War) characterization.28 Finally, a number of works 
have addressed ‘alternative’ nationalist currents that competed with the ‘dominant’ 
modernizing ideologies.29

The authors in Part 1 enter into conversation with these strands while extending the 
discussion to further explore the international and transnational aspects of Lusophone 
African ideological projects. The first two chapters investigate the politics of actors 
in Angola and Mozambique that challenged prominent movements. Alex J. Marino 
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looks at UPA leader Holden Roberto, a ‘bourgeois revolutionary’ who countered 
the MPLA’s socialism with notions of racial empowerment, economic development, 
individual liberty and anti-communism. While Roberto’s contacts with US officials 
and the CIA are well known, Marino unravels the role of figures like historian John 
Marcum – the author of two comprehensive volumes on the Angolan Revolution30 – in 
fleshing out a political framework to appeal to both African and American audiences. 
In turn, Lazlo Passemiers looks into the lesser-known Mozambique Revolutionary 
Committee (COREMO), a ‘small’ movement that split from FRELIMO to contest a 
claim to represent the Mozambican nation. While reworking familiar motifs, like a 
commitment to revolutionary militancy and Third-Worldism, COREMO pursued its 
own brand of pan-Africanism, privileging connections with neighbouring struggles in 
Zimbabwe and South Africa over those in Lusophone Africa.

By contrast, no Lusophone revolutionary leader has received as much consideration 
as Amílcar Cabral. Often named alongside influential anticolonial thinkers like 
Nkrumah and Frantz Fanon, Cabral has inspired extensive biographies, translations, 
studies and militant writings.31 In recent years, his texts, speeches and agronomic 
reports have been read through the lens of postcolonial theory.32 Digging into this 
body of work, Rita Narra charts and intervenes in the longstanding debate over 
Cabral’s ambiguous relationship with Marxism. Through a methodical close reading 
of his word choices, Narra reinterprets Cabral’s evolving approach to the concept 
of ‘class’, explaining how his original understanding of ‘culture’ came to synthesize 
Marxist doctrine and pan-Africanist ideals. Together with the previous ones, this 
chapter shows that liberation movements consciously integrated their struggles in a 
wider context. Conversely, the following group of chapters foregrounds how outsiders 
incorporated these struggles into their own national and international disputes about 
decolonization.

Networks and strategies of solidarity

Part 2 reassesses the independence struggles’ global ramifications by analysing 
networks and strategies developed by both allies and adversaries of the Lusophone 
African movements. Thus, this part contributes to recent advances in both Cold 
War studies and Africanist scholarship that have uncovered a story that stretched 
way beyond Portuguese borders. Drawing on the example set by Algeria’s National 
Liberation Front during the Algerian War (1954–62), Lusophone African movements 
combined guerrilla fighting with active diplomacy.33 One branch of scholarship has 
investigated this ‘liberation diplomacy’, mapping an impressive campaign to obtain 
support – within and beyond Africa – from foreign media, international institutions, 
governments and non-state actors (churches, trade unions, grassroots activist groups), 
forging relationships that carried over into the post-independence period.34 Some 
of these networks transcended the male-dominated organizations, for example 
connecting women’s activists in Portugal and the colonies.35

Following in the footsteps of Arne Westad’s Global Cold War,36 historians have 
‘rediscovered’ the independence movements’ prolific connections to socialist countries. 
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The training and equipment provided by those countries were critical to the conduct of 
guerrilla wars, since Western countries would not offer any military aid. New approaches 
have focused on the Warsaw Pact members, finding ‘new forms of economic, political 
and cultural interconnectedness’ that linked Europe’s ‘periphery’ to the Third World.37 
It is now clear that the Soviets’ supposedly ‘junior allies’ like the Eastern European states 
and Cuba, along with China, often took the initiative in supporting the independence 
struggles, actually prompting more decisive action from Moscow.38

Meanwhile, scattered studies have gradually shown that the independence 
movements also successfully pursued contacts in the West, where they found 
sympathetic activists who protested against local government and business ties to 
Portuguese colonialism. Solidarity committees popped up within every NATO country, 
donating cash, educational material, medical supplies and blood transfusions.39 In the 
wars’ final years, Lusophone movements even obtained humanitarian aid from the 
governments of Denmark, Netherlands and Norway, as well as from ‘neutral’ Finland 
and, above all, Sweden.40 Their struggles have been incorporated in the ‘long 1960s’, 
when anticolonialism and Third-Worldism provided Western Europe’s New Left not 
only with an ‘access point’ to engage with the Global South but also with an ‘ideological 
template through which domestic political failings could be understood and contested’.41

Attempts to consider these links’ broader significance have emphasized activism’s 
transnational dimension, connecting people and ideas from the so-called First, 
Second and Third Worlds.42 Conversely, a closer look at south–south dynamics has 
chipped away the Third World’s supposed homogeneity, discerning in the non-aligned, 
Afro-Asian and pan-Africanist movements competing projects with very different 
priorities.43 Rather than a teleological account of exponential connectivity, the influx 
of research has given us a better sense of the dilemmas faced by the movements’ 
supporters.

The notion of multidirectional dynamics, whereby anticolonial solidarity trans
formed both the independence struggles on the ground and their supporters on 
the outside, is at the core of Part 2. The first two chapters focus on the impact on 
international cooperation and regional imagination. Joseph R. Parrott argues that 
the outbreak of war in Angola in 1961, combined with the Indian invasion of Goa, 
provoked a fundamental shift in the UN. In the ensuing discussions over violent 
responses to colonialism, the anti-imperial resolve of recently joined states ushered 
the West’s growing scepticism towards this body. The implications of Parrott’s chapter 
are further developed by Ana Moledo, who explores how ‘Southern Africa’ became 
an operative concept in various fora throughout the 1960s–70s. From pan-Africanist 
meetings to European solidarity networks, this regional unit occupied a central place 
in debates over the UN’s limitations, human rights and the global expansion of the 
Cold War.

The following chapters address intersections between the Lusophone African 
struggles and seemingly unrelated political tensions. Julião Soares Sousa demonstrates 
that FRELIMO, the MPLA and the PAIGC were pushed to engage with the Sino-
Soviet split, as the Afro-Asian People’s Solidarity Organization became an arena of 
competition between China and the USSR. In line with their Cold War non-alignment, 
these movements tried to negotiate a neutral position towards the split while having 
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to make occasional concessions in order to safeguard key sources of material and 
diplomatic support. In turn, Marçal de Menezes Paredes zooms in on Canadian 
religious and leftist activists who in the early 1970s, directly inspired by the struggle in 
Mozambique, formed the Toronto Committee for the Liberation of Portugal’s African 
Colonies. Paredes concludes that not only did the activists question Canada’s historical, 
political and economic relations to the Portuguese Empire, but they also linked this 
cause to their country’s own unresolved colonial features, especially in the context of 
Quebec’s separatist movement.

Finally, Gisele Lobato’s chapter highlights how the independence struggles also 
prompted transnational coordination among those who opposed decolonization. 
Taking as a starting point a secret operation carried out by Brazilians in 1975 Angola, 
Lobato exposes a complex of South American military, intelligence, police forces 
and mercenaries who exported to Africa the repressive apparatus of their home 
dictatorships. They followed a French doctrine about waging global war against 
a perceived blend of anticolonialism and communist expansionism, once again 
conveying how the history of Lusophone Africa entailed changing worldviews that far 
exceeded the horizons of purely national projects. With that in mind, our book’s Part 3 
is particularly concerned with how the development of these various ideologies and 
relationships ultimately affected the materialization of independence.

Economy and policies of independence

The premise of Part 3 is that the economic and policy demands of creating independent 
nations ushered in further international and transnational connections. The resistance 
against colonial and neocolonial business interests, like the pursuit of alternatives 
(in terms of socioeconomic, cultural and political models and partnerships), proved 
particularly challenging in the context of Lusophone Africa’s position in the global 
political economy. To highlight these issues does not imply adopting a deterministic, 
defeatist perspective that purely characterizes – and seeks to justify – the independence 
projects as failures. Rather, it means revisiting a rich tradition of reflection and debate 
about the limits and paradoxes of anticolonialism.

Historians acknowledge the centrality of notions of ‘development’ and 
‘modernization’ in revindications of anti- and postcolonial projects, albeit arguing over 
the extent to which these were informed by the Cold War or even by the migration of 
colonial experts to international institutions.44 As argued by Adom Getachew, in the 
1950s intellectuals like Nkrumah, W. E. B. Du Bois, George Padmore and Nnamdi 
Azikiwe approached decolonization as a process of ‘reordering the world that sought 
to create a domination-free and egalitarian international order’. Their reinvention 
of ‘self-determination’ as an ‘anticolonial concept’ culminated in the UN’s adoption 
of Resolution 1514, which decried foreign domination as a denial of fundamental 
human rights.45 However, by itself the codification of this right, like the attainment of 
formal sovereignty (‘flag independence’), did not amount to an egalitarian order. The 
tumults following the 1960 independence of Congo-Léopoldville – with the Belgian 
military backing up secessionist movements in an effort to reclaim control of mining 
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concessions – tragically illustrated the threat of continuous intrusion by former 
colonial powers.46

The ensuing series of coups across Africa (Algeria, Ghana, Mali) reinforced the sense 
that the initial experiments with ‘African socialism’ neither achieved the desired levels 
of economic prosperity nor did they protect the countries from outside interference. 
In fact, the history of decolonization could not be dissociated from the contemporary 
expansion of more internationalized production chains and markets. The global 
division of labour and uneven distribution of resources became the focus of analyses 
based on ‘dependency theory’ – and a critical revaluation of colonialism’s economic 
impact made a bestseller out of Walter Rodney’s How Europe Underdeveloped Africa. If 
political sovereignty and cultural emancipation dominated the political agendas of the 
first generation of African leaders, since the mid-1960s the priority shifted to economic 
justice, with Global South states pushing for a New International Economic Order.47

Against this background, Lusophone African leaders represented a second 
generation, critical of ‘African socialism’, seemingly favouring Soviet-style ‘scientific 
socialism’ as a vehicle for socioeconomic modernization.48 After coming to power, they 
adopted certain elements of the ‘Soviet model of development’, promoting agricultural 
productivity through the nationalization of large agricultural conglomerates and 
investing in social welfare as well as in small-scale industrial enterprises to improve 
their countries’ terms of trade, with help from international donors.49 Within a few 
years, the MPLA and FRELIMO proclaimed Angola and Mozambique ‘Marxist-
Leninist states’. Without denying anti-imperialist ideals, Jeremy Friedman has argued 
that the establishment of Marxist-Leninist parties was not necessarily meant to facilitate 
takeover of the economy as much as ‘the political and ideological control of the state 
and the population’.50 Ideology would thus be a tool in facing opposition to what some 
perceived as elite-driven projects on the ruins of an empire where developmentalism 
had been closely tied to repression.51

Opposition was not merely internal: armed and funded by regional and Western 
backers, FNLA and UNITA, in Angola, and Mozambican National Resistance 
(RENAMO), in Mozambique, posed military challenges to the MPLA and FRELIMO 
governments, which in turn furthered the need for support from socialist countries, 
reinforcing the Cold War entanglement. As recent literature has begun to delve into the 
economic relations with the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, however, it found them 
to be prone to complications and mismatched expectations.52 In fact, the economic front 
was hardly linear: all Lusophone African states retained Portugal as a major trade partner 
and accepted aid and investments from Western and private enterprises, especially in 
key sectors that could fund military expenditure and modernization projects.

Part 3 revolves around these ruptures, continuities and compromises. It begins 
by showcasing diverging views about the significance of foreign investments. As 
stressed by Aurora Almada e Santos, during the independence wars, the anticolonial 
movements and their allies in the UN condemned Western economic agents that 
collaborated with – and profited from – Portuguese colonialism, including on 
supposedly developmentalist projects like the Cahora Bassa Dam. Santos’s chapter 
reveals both the emergence of an economic front in the independence struggles and its 
limitations against a polarized UN. Przemysław Gasztold then shifts the focus to the 
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late 1970s–80s to see how far the Lusophone African movements were able to build 
on their wartime alliances in the post-independence era. Based on the case of Poland 
and Angola, Gasztold concludes that the former’s cost-conscious pragmatism made it 
difficult to develop a mutually beneficial relationship.

A couple of chapters are devoted to the contrasting cases of Cabo Verde and São 
Tomé and Príncipe. Uninhabited before the Portuguese had arrived in the fifteenth 
century and converted them into slave trade outposts, and therefore even more 
structurally shaped by colonialism, these territories were not the stage of liberation 
wars, but they nevertheless engaged in revolutionary projects following independence. 
According to Inês Nascimento Rodrigues and Gerhard Seibert, the smallest of the new 
countries, São Tomé and Príncipe, struggled to break away from the plantation system 
that had come to dominate its economy and social hierarchy. Attempts at socialist 
reforms were frustrated by successive practical obstacles, leading to an acceptance of 
Western principles in the late 1980s. In Cabo Verde, the PAIGC – whose cadres had 
been formed through the war in Guinea-Bissau – sought to extend its previous strategy 
of active diplomacy and non-alignment. As assessed by Victor Barros, Osvaldino 
Monteiro and Suzano Costa, however, in some ways the realpolitik of peace proved 
trickier than that of war, resulting in important concessions to former ideological 
opponents, including the companies and governments of the United States and South 
Africa.

The book’s final chapter discusses the continuation of the independence struggle on 
the cultural front, which was likewise moulded by both foreign relations and economic 
interests. Paulo Cunha, Catarina Laranjeiro and Rui Lopes analyse the PAIGC’s fight 
to liberate Guinea-Bissau’s film culture from colonial traces, weaponizing film imports 
and production while drawing inspiration from Latin American revolutions. Bringing 
together the volume’s leitmotifs, this case study once again demonstrates that, if 
these countries’ histories were partly wrought by a shared resistance to Portuguese 
colonialism, they are just as inextricable from the Cold War, pan-Africanism, Third-
Worldist revolutionary theories and the rise of global capitalism.

Under the slogan of ‘national reconstruction’, the independence movements of 
Lusophone Africa sought to tear down colonial oppression and replace it by new, 
forward-looking nations. As Cabral acknowledged, Guinea-Bissau had not been a 
unit before Portuguese occupation – it was an ‘African nation, forged in the struggle’ 
against colonialism.53 This struggle – like those of Portugal’s other colonies in Africa – 
was always more than armed violence. As it drew on – and mobilized – ideas, people 
and resources from around the globe, it vividly channelled the hybridity between 
national and global scales. Its hopes, victories and defeats thus remain a powerful 
starting point to learn about the contradictions and possibilities of change in the 
modern world.
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Bourgeois revolutionaries: Holden Roberto, 
American anti-communism and the Angolan 

Revolutionary Government in Exile
Alexander J. Marino

The rivalry between the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) and 
the National Front for the Liberation of Angola (FNLA) in the 1960s and 1970s defined 
the anticolonial struggle to free Angola from the Portuguese Empire.1 After early 
successes, the FNLA and its leader, Álvaro Holden Roberto, dominated international 
attention and garnered recognition in 1963 from the Organization of African Unity 
(OAU) as the leader of the Angolan people. Rather than working together towards their 
common goal of Angolan independence, both parties used propaganda, diplomacy 
and armed conflicts to downgrade and delegitimize their rival. The two parties formed 
parallel governments in exile, each fielding armies, youth wings, foreign ministries, 
refugee services, soccer teams and even music albums in the United States.2

The MPLA leaders rejected Roberto’s pro-American, bourgeois politics as anti-
revolutionary, and they derided the FNLA as a tribal organization focused on Northern 
Angola. Roberto had no college experience, seemingly no intellectual foundation 
for leading a revolutionary movement. The MPLA propaganda worked for years to 
diminish Holden Roberto and the FNLA, and the long-simmering tension between 
the two exploded into a civil war in 1975. Because the MPLA won the Angolan Civil 
War and has governed the country since 1975, many of the critiques of the FNLA 
and Holden Roberto appear valid, and the MPLA has largely overshadowed the FNLA 
in historical studies of Angolan liberation. However, taking the MPLA’s criticisms of 
Roberto at face value makes it difficult to understand the popularity and successes 
of a man who counted John F. Kennedy, Patrice Lumumba, Frantz Fanon and Habib 
Bourguiba as allies.

Holden Roberto’s place as the first internationally recognized leader of an 
independent Angolan government highlights the fundamentally bourgeois nature of 
early Angolan nationalist leaders and the early Angolan Revolution. Roberto’s personal 
successes in sports, business and politics reflected the aspirational goals of Angolan 
elites after the Second World War. Through his associations with Congolese political 
organizations, Roberto was recognized as a fierce proponent of anti-tribal, anti-racist 
politics. He was a skilled typist with experience running large organizations, and he 
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enjoyed a broad personal network with leaders across the globe. His brand of bourgeois 
politics helped him secure support from the United States and from American 
organizations, which allowed him to form the Angolan Revolutionary Government in 
Exile (Governo Revolucionário de Angola no Exílio, GRAE), the first representative 
government of the Angolan people recognized by the OAU.

Holden Roberto’s early successes became major challenges for the MPLA as it 
struggled to gain recognition from the OAU, the United Nations and the Angolan people 
in the early 1960s. The formation of the GRAE reflected his success in winning over 
a wide swath of Angolan elites, the vast majority of which had no college experience, 
yet nevertheless occupied prestigious positions in the colonial system. The GRAE’s 
political agenda reflected the desires and aspirations of Angolan elites, particularly 
its admonition of forced labour and support for investing in the earning potential 
of workers. Studying the GRAE through its own documents and those of its closest 
international supporters helps understand the politics of the Angolan Revolution and 
the limits of bourgeois anticolonial radicalism.

Bourgeois revolutionaries

In the mid-twentieth century, an overwhelming number of Angolans left their 
birthplaces to pursue educational or employment opportunities that were either 
unavailable at home or that they hoped would further their income-earning potential. 
The lure of jobs in cities and towns was amplified by a desire to earn wages to avoid 
forced labour, a form of modern slavery. Bourgeois families in Luanda and major towns 
faced a class crunch as blacks from the countryside moved to urban areas seeking 
employment and whites from the metropole moved to the colonies for a cheaper cost 
of living. In 1945, then 22-year-old Holden Roberto became part of a fast-growing 
cohort, working as an accountant for the Belgian colonial administration in what is 
today the Democratic Republic of Congo, where tens of thousands of his compatriots 
also lived and worked. Congo offered virtually unlimited employment opportunities as 
it rapidly industrialized after the Second World War.3 Conversely, only a small number 
of Angolans were able to pursue university degrees in Portugal or elsewhere in Europe, 
like the MPLA’s Agostinho Neto, Mário Pinto de Andrade and Lúcio Lara.4

Because the difference in quality of life between wage-earners and the rural poor 
was so great, all wage-earners in Angola essentially functioned as a bourgeois class all 
the way up to the 1960s. Angola did not truly develop a black proletariat until after the 
beginning of the liberation war in 1961. Wages provided an escape from forced labour 
and access to modern material goods. However, they did not provide an escape from 
the racism of imperialism.

Black wage-earners sought to eliminate legal and structural disadvantages they 
faced in the economy by whatever means possible. Education seemed to hold the 
promise of greater pay and access to forms of legal recognition by the state, whether 
it was assimilado (‘assimilated’) status in Angola or évolué (‘evolved’) in Congo. In 
theory such a status allowed for Africans to fully enjoy their wealth by removing racial 
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barriers to public accommodations and some citizenship rights. These legal terms 
did little to achieve racial equality for the few who could attain that status, nor did it 
address structural issues like the racial pay gap and colour line in some professions.5 
Many turned towards international ideologies and political programmes to address 
these racial inequalities.

Garveyism, pan-Africanism and the Free Trade Union movement were popular 
political movements in Central Africa long before the creation of the GRAE and 
the MPLA. They were particularly prevalent among the members of a rising black 
bourgeoisie that faced racism impeding their material success. The revolution for them 
would be to remove whites from the top of colonial bureaucracies, allowing for black-
owned businesses and black landlords to profit from capitalist exploitation. These 
ideas manifested themselves in the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s through major conferences, 
messianic movements, underground dissemination of Marcus Garvey’s Negro World 
and labour strikes. The borderland between Angola and Congo was a particular 
hotbed of this kind of activity, and Angolans in Congo were especially exposed to 
racial capitalist ideologies.6

Holden Roberto was but one of many Angolans who distinguished themselves 
in the Belgian Congo after the Second World War. Angolans were prominent in 
Congolese arts, music, sports, business and religion.7 Angolans found ways to own 
property and open shops, even when Congolese were barred from doing the same. 
Angolans had to pay a tax at the border and carry a passport. They were ineligible 
to achieve the évolué status that formally freed one from native law and some of the 
colony’s segregation decrees, even though they were informally considered as such.8 
They could be deported at the whim of authorities. Although Belgian employers and 
the Belgian state relied on Angolan labour, Angolans were quickly made scapegoats. 
Angolans were deported with great frequency, as the colonial state could do little to 
quell labour protest or messianic movements. Angolans played critical leadership roles 
in the 1945 strikes in Matadi and Léopoldville at the end of the war, pushing for better 
pay, improved living conditions and rights. Many were deported.9

Material success on one side of the Angola–Congo frontier meant little on the other 
side. The two bordering colonies featured competing official languages and currencies, 
meaning even those who had wealth or recognition as ‘assimilated’/‘evolved’ faced 
arbitrary imperial dictates that differentiated life in each colony. Angolans who were 
informally considered évolués in the Belgian Congo for speaking perfect French 
and working white-collar jobs were not necessarily eligible for assimilado status in 
Angola, where one had to speak fluent Portuguese and follow Portuguese customs. 
Wages earned on one side of the border could not necessarily be easily spent on 
the other. For wealthier families like Holden Roberto’s, which had business interests 
in Portuguese Angola, the Belgian Congo and French Central Africa, managing 
assets across colonial boundaries was a constant nightmare. Belgian, French and 
Portuguese authorities could shut the family off from access to their business interests 
and land holdings. The reality for Angolans in the mid-twentieth century was that 
there was nowhere to go to avoid systemic racism that limited career trajectories and 
citizenship rights.
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Holden Roberto

Holden Roberto’s connections in Congo with global anti-communists in the postwar 
years became the foundation for his political career and, ultimately, his contribution to 
Angolan independence. He emerged from the 1950s as the internationally recognized 
leader of the Angolan Revolution because he effectively represented and marshalled 
bourgeois Angolan values while also winning the support of American anti-
communists. Roberto’s grandfather was a Protestant preacher and church leader. After 
the Buta uprising and subsequent Portuguese crackdown on Protestant missionaries, 
Roberto’s family joined other Protestants in fleeing to the Belgian Congo to worship 
freely. Like thousands of other Angolans, his parents chose life in Congo as an escape 
from Portuguese colonialism.10

Holden Roberto’s considerable fame and professional networks propelled him to 
the forefront of Angolan nationalists. Roberto was a celebrity in Kinshasa from his days 
with the Daring Football Club, both as a player and as the team’s treasurer. Through 
his work as a clerk for the Belgian colonial government, for private businesses and for 
the Kingdom of Kongo, Roberto had friends and allies in Congo, Angola and overseas. 
In the 1950s, he was closely associated with anti-tribal, anti-racist organizations in 
Congo, and he advocated for Angolan politics along similar lines. By the late 1950s he 
was the most famous Angolan in the world, and he used his celebrity status to bring 
attention to the cause of Angolan independence.

Football played an incredibly important role in Holden Roberto’s political 
development. Roberto told historian John Marcum that ‘he first became aware of 
his own leadership ability while playing football’.11 Roberto played a pivotal role on 
multiple championship teams for Daring Club, a storied team with a massive fanbase. 
Roberto’s first season with the club was one of its most memorable, remembered as 
‘the glorious phalanx of 1949’.12 At one point in his career he was considered ‘one of 
the most athletic players in [Kinshasa]’.13 After a few years as a major contributor 
to the team on the field, Roberto transitioned to club management. He served as 
treasurer of the Daring Club as it grew to manage three other teams under the 
leadership of club president Cyrille Adoula. As treasurer, it would have fallen to 
Roberto to manage finances and find work for all four of the teams ran by the 
organization, as at that time Congolese footballers were not paid. Daring had the 
reputation as a club for clerks, having started in the schoolyard of a typing school 
and its players holding prestigious jobs in the colonial government or working for 
large commercial interests.14 Adoula and Roberto led the team to a championship 
in 1955.15

Cyrille Adoula opened doors for Roberto in the world of international trade 
unionism. As a bank clerk and labour activist, Adoula was an early Congolese 
member of Paul Henri Spaak’s anti-communist Socialist Party in Belgium.16 The 
Socialists were an anti-communist workers’ party that supported the Marshall 
Plan, NATO and European integration. Spaak’s party had close ties with American 
labour organizer Irving Brown of the American Federation of Labor and Congress 
of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO), who operated abroad on funds from the 
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA).17
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Roberto’s own work as a clerk provided a vast network of his own within Congolese 
politics. He worked in Kisangani in the aftermath of the Second World War, where he 
befriended Patrice Lumumba and first participated in what some scholars have called 
the ‘political awakening in the Congo’.18 He was there when Antoine-Marie Mobe led 
the Association des Évolués de Stanleyville, who implored the organization ‘to ignore 
this spirit of clan, of tribe, of region, to think only of our community of race and 
color … and to prepare for the Congo of tomorrow’. The Belgians deemed that Mobe 
had crossed beyond the approved rhetoric and goals of a ‘non-political’ organization 
and forced him to resign. Verhaegen argues that this was the inspiration for Patrice 
Lumumba’s national politics a decade later.19 There were also clearly echoes of Mobe in 
Holden Roberto’s political rhetoric.

Roberto and this new class of clerks sought an end to traditionalism and an 
embrace of Western paternalism, with a wage-earning father as the leader of his 
own family unit. These clerks were opponents of the Bakongo matriarchy, which 
empowered maternal uncles to lead entire generations of a family. That meant uncles, 
rather than parents, controlled the decisions for children in a family, including 
those regarding education and employment. Congolese periodicals were filled with 
articles condemning the matriarchy and in support of Western paternalism, in sharp 
contrast to conservatives like the seminarian Joseph Kasa-Vubu of the party Alliance 
des Bakongo (ABAKO), who advocated for maintaining traditions in villages while 
opening limited opportunities for évolués in the cities.20

As an Angolan politician, Roberto constantly tried to operate counter to his uncle’s 
conservative, pro-traditionalist approach. Through the Baptist Missionary Society, he 
sent letters to UN Secretary General Trygve Lie and to the president of the Fellowship 
of Reconciliation (FOR), A. J. Muste, for help and guidance on the situation in Angola. 
He received positive yet lukewarm responses from both.21 However, in response to the 
1951 letter, FOR member Homer A. Jack came to Kinshasa and met with Roberto and 
his compatriots. Roberto later told historian John Marcum that Jack was a ‘man against 
racism in the U.S.’ and that he had long been ‘seeking out such a missionary’ (emphasis 
in original).22 In 1953, Jack became the leader of the American Committee on Africa 
(ACOA), which was by far Roberto’s most important connection to Washington.

While Roberto focused on direct connections with international organizations, 
Kongo royalists in the Congolese city of Matadi sought to revive the power of the 
kingdom. Inspired by ABAKO’s attempt to build a political movement based on 
Bakongo ethnic identity, the matriarchy and the memory of the Kongo Kingdom’s past 
greatness, Angolans Eduardo Pinnock and Francisco Borralho Lulendo planned a trip 
to their homeland to measure support for a restoration of the throne in São Salvador. 
According to Roberto, ‘around Christmas time’ of 1951 they went into Angola ‘to play 
football’ as a ‘ruse to contact with people’. When Roberto heard about their trip, he 
called them to Kinshasa to discuss the outcome. Although his uncle Manuel Barros 
Nekaka agreed with the Matadi group’s plan to restore the monarchy, Roberto defied 
his uncle and rejected a return to the past. Roberto rejected organizing around the 
Bakongo identity and advocated for adopting a form of Angolan nationalism based 
on the politics he had known in Kisangani. He ‘argued for a modern, supra-tribal 
nationalism’, which the group rejected at the time.23 For the moment his belief in a 
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modern Angola free of the monarchy sidelined him, but in the coming years it would 
put him in a stronger position of leadership.

A 1955 scandal in Bakongo politics along the Belgian Congo–Angolan frontier 
galvanized Angolans in Congo to rally for independence. When the king of Kongo died 
without an heir, Angolan Bakongo leaders living in the Belgian Congo’s principal port, 
Matadi, led by Eduardo Pinnock, demanded a modern, Protestant king. Portuguese 
authorities refused, and instead a Catholic was crowned. Pinnock organized a protest 
across the border in Angola. Roberto and his uncle were against the plan from the 
start. Nevertheless, the ‘Matadi Group’ travelled to São Salvador and demanded the 
king abdicate in favour of a Protestant. The Portuguese humoured the protesters and 
allowed them their demonstration. The king remained in the throne, and the Matadi 
Group returned to the Belgian Congo defeated. Once the protesters had left the colony, 
the Portuguese government officially sealed the border. The closure of the frontier led 
Nekaka, Pinnock and Roberto to begin to talk about building international support for 
Bakongo nationalism. Roberto wrote again to the UN and asked for ‘the people of the 
Kongo Kingdom’ to become ‘a Trusteeship of the United States of America’. Ignored by 
the UN, Roberto turned to the American consulate in Lépodville to further press the 
issue.24

Roberto met with the staff of the American consulate in Lépodville in late 1955, 
which led to a twenty-year relationship between him and the US government. Holden 
made such an impression on the consulate staff that Consul General Robert McGregor 
wrote a critical memorandum to his superiors questioning American policy in Africa. 
McGregor was ‘sympathetic and attentive’ during his meeting with Roberto but was 
frustrated that he knew that the United States’ ‘relationships with the Portuguese in 
Europe preclude … doing anything’. He wanted Washington to ‘devise a propaganda 
campaign that would effectively destroy the myth that the Soviet is the champion of 
democracy and freedom’. He pointed out that American policy-makers were more 
than willing to ‘tolerate or overlook conditions’ in Angola while chastising the Soviets 
for similar behaviour in the Eastern Bloc. He noted, ‘The United States, being tied to 
the Metropolitan powers, will in ten years be devoid of a policy that will appeal to 
an emerging and awakened indigenous population in Africa.’ McGregor complained 
that American support for colonial regimes was ‘in effect driving these well-meaning 
and sincere Africans towards the Communists’, because the Soviet Union would 
actually ‘raise the cry and at least point the finger at injustice’. What he wanted was for 
Washington to ‘stand for freedom from all forms of oppression, for self-government, 
and for independence based upon self-determination’, regardless of whether or not the 
State Department believed a people were ready for independence.25

Perhaps in a classic case of diplomats in the field driving foreign policy, Roberto left 
the US consulate with cash from the CIA and the promise of more in the future.26 This 
included, but was not limited to, direct monthly payments amounting to $6,000 a year 
in 1955 dollars.27 The money probably came from the consulate’s budget for paying 
African informants to track potential sources of instability in the Belgian Congo.28

Following this breakthrough in 1955, Roberto’s political activities accelerated. In 
1956, he secretly visited Northern Angola to network with local Bakongo leaders and 
establish relations with non-Bakongo tribesmen in the area that would become the 
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main combat zone of the war of independence. He also quit his job to take a low-profile 
position with an insurance company. Under the leadership of Roberto, Nekaka and 
Pinnock, the Matadi and Léopoldville communities formed an official organization, 
the União dos Povos do Norte de Angola (UPNA), whose stated purpose was the 
independence of the old Kongo Kingdom from Portuguese rule. In the summer of 
1956, the UPNA’s leaders wrote letters directly to State Department officials seeking 
advice in identifying and contacting international supporters.29 These letters raised 
the UPNA’s profile among a growing group of advocates of rapid decolonization in 
Africa.

George Padmore, Kwame Nkrumah’s pan-African advisor, invited the UPNA 
to participate in the Conference of All African Peoples in Ghana set for 1958. The 
UPNA elected Roberto as its official representative, and the group fundraised from 
sympathetic donors for the trip.30 The conference was a gathering of independence 
organizers from across the continent, including Zambia’s Kenneth Kaunda, Congo’s 
Patrice Lumumba and, in the service of Algerian independence, Frantz Fanon. All 
had worked as clerks for the colonial regimes in their home countries. Roberto found 
himself plugged into a conference of clerks.31

Under the name ‘Haldane Roberto’ he made contacts with early arrivals in Accra 
and found that his peers agreed with him on his anti-tribal, supra-nationalist ideas. The 
tribal nature of the UPNA was off-putting to conference attendees, and they told him 
that he would find little support for such a cause. Roberto decided to drop the ‘Norte’ 
(north) from his organization and quickly produced literature and pamphlets for the 
União das Populações de Angola (UPA), which focused on democracy and national 
unity within an independent Angola.32 Armed with a borrowed typewriter, Roberto 
was finally able to put his nationalistic ideas for Angolan independence on paper. 
He declared that the UPNA represented the past, and that the UPA was a forward-
thinking movement that would provide relief to the Bakongo refugees in the Belgian 
Congo by securing independence from Portugal for all of Angola. Frantz Fanon later 
wrote in the newspaper of the Algerian National Liberation Front that ‘the delegates 
from Angola were welcomed with emotion and an enormous anger was expressed on 
hearing about the discriminatory and inhuman measures employed by the Portuguese 
authorities’.33 Roberto also left an impression on many Americans at the conference, 
like Irving Brown of the AFL-CIO, historian John Marcum and several members of 
ACOA, including George Houser.

George Houser of ACOA quickly became a prominent advocate for Holden Roberto 
in the United States. Houser used his steady stream of information from Roberto in his 
appeals as the head of ACOA. In 1960, George Houser reported to the US Congress 
that there were ‘relatively strong organizations of Angolan people who are organizing 
in anticolonial movements’ against Portugal in Léopoldville. He lobbied, in particular, 
for creating opportunities for African nationalists and supporting African labour 
movements. Houser pushed the State Department for funds to bring nationalist leaders 
and African students to the United States to directly compete with Soviet educational 
programmes. In a report to the United States Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
(SFRC), Houser argued that Africans tended towards workers’ socialism that rejected 
communism and sought to regulate capitalism. He made clear that, in his view, this 
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meant trade unions were an important tool for the United States to prevent communist 
infiltration into the continent.34

Roberto’s contacts with Americans deepened after the conference. Ghana paid for 
him to go to the United States, and Guinea issued him a passport under the name ‘José 
Gilmore’ and claimed him as a member of their UN delegation. He used the freedom of 
his diplomatic cover to visit a wide array of American officials and deepen his existing 
connections. Roberto frequented ACOA’s New York headquarters and visited Fanon’s 
hospital bed in Maryland.35 Homer Jack of ACOA introduced Roberto to the chair 
of the Senate Foreign Relations Subcommittee on Africa, Senator John F. Kennedy.36 
Kennedy’s office subscribed to the UPA’s newspaper, La Voix de la Nation Angolaise, 
and viewed him as exactly the kind of anti-communist revolutionary the United States 
needed to wage Cold War in the Third World.37

As a sign of his commitment to African affairs, JFK sent W. Averell Harriman on a 
fact-finding mission to Africa during the presidential campaign of 1960.38 Serving as 
Harriman’s translator was Holden Roberto’s close acquaintance, historian John Marcum. 
During the tour’s stop in Kinshasa, Marcum set up a series of meetings with Holden 
Roberto’s family and closest associates to gather intelligence on the Angolan leader. 
Marcum reported back to Harriman that Roberto was ‘anti-communist in orientation’ 
and wanted American support.39 At the same time, Harriman and Marcum rejected 
entreaties from several members of the MPLA. Kennedy’s envoys were aware of the 
MPLA’s communist sympathies and avoided contact.40 The message was clear: America 
wanted pro-Western, anti-communist Angolan allies. Kennedy believed this was vital 
for maintaining Angola’s Western orientation after independence. Kennedy sought 
to dominate and determine the struggle brewing between Angola’s independence 
movements as a part of his overall strategy for postcolonial Africa.

The UPA steadily recruited more followers among Angolans in Congo, who by 
the late 1950s numbered over a hundred thousand. Belgian authorities continued to 
deport Angolans to deter troublemaking, a practice that accelerated as Congo moved 
towards independence. Holden Roberto claimed that the wave of Angolans deported 
from Belgian Congo in 1959 after the riots that year in Léopoldville ‘galvanized the 
political consciousness of the forced labourers [sic] and the spoliated peasants of 
Angola’.41 In late 1960, Roberto lined up intensified efforts to organize in Northern 
Angola and, through allies in New York, got Angola and Portuguese Africa on the 
agenda for the spring session of the UN. These plans accelerated after the 4 February 
uprising in 1961 in Luanda.

On 15 March 1961, Roberto’s UPA launched a three-pronged assault at Portuguese 
imperialism that nearly brought Lisbon to heel. In the UN Security Council, the 
United States under Kennedy voted for the first time against Portugal on a colonial 
issue. In Angola, UPA forces invaded from across the border in Congo. Prepared for 
the moment, Roberto addressed a crowd of reporters in New York and declared that 
Portuguese imperialism was ‘an avalanche of violence which knows no bounds and 
has engendered violence on the part of the Angolans, a just anger which is aching to 
express itself ’.42

Roberto’s forces captured a large swath of Northern Angola and killed over 250 
Portuguese civilians in its opening days. The offensive sparked a general revolt in 
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Northern Angola, and rebel bands roamed the countryside attacking every Portuguese 
in sight. UPA fighters also directed their violence against the Ovimbundu labourers 
who had replaced their brethren in the coffee fields, marking the first mass violence 
committed by Angolans against fellow Angolans during the war. Settlers fled and 
anarchy prevailed. With their leader abroad and little organizational direction, UPA 
forces were unprepared to govern the towns, plantations and military installations they 
had conquered. The haphazard offensive came to a halt a mere 30 miles from Luanda. 
Roberto never imagined the invasion would be so successful.43

Recruitment for the UPA soared after the 15 March invasion. Angolans living in 
Congo flocked the UPA headquarters in Lépoldville to join the movement. Roberto 
received promises of aid from nearly every African capital, as well as from international 
aid organizations such as Catholic Relief Services, Church World Service, Lutheran 
World Relief and the African Service Institute.44

The Angolan Revolutionary Government in Exile

Riding on the success of the initial 15 March invasion, Roberto led a consolidation 
of Angolan political movements into a big tent organization to bring all Angolan 
nationalists under unified leadership. In early 1962 he formed an alliance between the 
two largest Angolan groups in Congo – his own UPA and the Angolan Democratic 
Party (PDA) led by Emmanuel Kounzika – to form a National Front for the Liberation 
of Angola (FNLA). A week later, the FNLA announced the creation of the GRAE, 
with UPA and PDA leaders holding key positions in the new government’s cabinet.45 
The newly created GRAE represented the culmination of Roberto’s organizing among 
bourgeois Angolan leaders. His personal dynamism and rapid accumulation of political 
and military power were attractive assets to energized and enthusiastic revolutionaries.

The GRAE was the result of over a year of recruiting bourgeois Angolan leaders in 
Angola, Congo and Europe. It was already no small feat to bring together the PDA and 
the UPA, who together represented the tens of thousands of Angolans living in Congo 
working myriad jobs with competing patronage networks. With Holden Roberto as 
prime minister and Emmanuel Kounzika as vice-premier, the GRAE had two leaders 
with extensive personal wealth and networks in Angola and Congo, who could help 
fund the revolution and employ leaders with friendly business contacts. Kounzika was 
a clerk who had been involved in messianic movements on both sides of the border 
and eventually led his own commercial firm.46 Command of the armed forces fell to 
Southerners who had served in the colonial army, first João Baptista, and then José 
Kalundungo after the death of Baptista in 1962. UPA cadres recruited Baptista when 
he was stationed in Noqui, sister city to Matadi across the border in Congo. A former 
nursing student, Baptista fled Angola in August 1960 and very quickly rose the ranks 
in the UPA, bringing other Angolan deserters across the border to form the nucleus 
of the UPA army. One of Baptista’s followers was José Melo, who went on to receive 
training in Léopoldville from a Tunisian officer in early 1961. His forces were in the 
country on 14 March.47 Also in 1961, Roberto convinced university student Jonas 
Savimbi, another Southerner, to become UPA’s secretary general and the foreign 
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minister of the GRAE. He immediately secured new recruits among fellow Angolan 
university students in Europe and Southerners to the cause. Luanda also had strong 
representation most notably among a group of Catholic priests and seminarians led by 
Rosario Neto who was UPA vice-president.48

The GRAE quickly set out to develop diplomatic, informational, military and 
economic programmes to fully assert itself as a nation-state with all the levers of 
national power. It operated an army, provided refugee relief services, medical services, 
educational services, propaganda services, a labour union, a youth wing, a woman’s 
organization and a large overseas diplomatic presence. The government viewed 
increasing kill counts in the field, number of refugees served and propaganda output as 
important metrics of the revolution. The GRAE opened an Angola office in New York 
and quickly began planning diplomatic missions in Algeria and Tunisia.49

The GRAE was exactly the kind of bourgeois revolutionary organization that 
American anti-communists could support. To make sure Angolan news struck the 
right tone with American anti-communist audiences, John Marcum and George 
Houser wrote or heavily edited Roberto’s speeches. Historian Bill Minter congratulated 
Marcum for his excellent work on Roberto’s public remarks, particularly singling out 
the consistent references to a ‘Maxon-Dixon’ line in Africa.50 John Marcum wanted 
to make clear to his supporters that Americans needed to back the new organization, 
which he thought would ‘determine the political complexion’ of Africa and was, 
therefore, in dire need of American support. Without help from Washington, Marcum 
threatened that the United States might ‘awaken to find that those who fought for 
ideals that we shared were eliminated’.51

The GRAE opened new lines of financial support among anti-communists that 
supplemented Roberto’s existing funding from Ghana, Algeria, Tunisia, Congo, the 
CIA, the AFL-CIO and the ACOA. The GRAE-affiliated trade union, the General 
League of Angolan Workers (LGTA), wrote to Irving Brown in 1961 warning the 
AFL-CIO of the communist leanings of the Union Nationale des Travailleurs Angolais 
(UNTA), the MPLA-backed Angolan labour union.52 With increasing pressure to act, 
AFL-CIO president George Meany wrote to the US State Department in December 
1962 complaining that more work was needed to aid Angolan refugees because he 
had heard from Holden Roberto and Angolan unionists that the MPLA was ‘receiving 
extensive aid from Iron Curtain countries’.53 Meany worried that because ‘Roberto’s 
party is anti-Soviet, there is always the danger that the lack of any Western support will 
drive many into the hands of totalitarian movements’, such as the MPLA, which Meany 
claimed was ‘penetrated by pro-communist elements’.54

The AFL-CIO responded on its own to create the Emergency Relief to Angola 
(ERA) programme for refugees. AFL-CIO leaders Maida Springer and Irving Brown 
founded the ERA with the help of Thomas Melady’s Africa Service Institute and the 
American Committee on Africa. The ERA operated massive donation drives among 
American unions, churches, business groups and civic organizations to support the 
GRAE’s refugee relief efforts. Organizations in support of the ERA even included 
Catholic Relief Services, Church World Services, Lutheran World Relief, the African 
Research Foundation, the International Rescue Committee, the Chicago Dry Cleaners 
Association and the Africa Committee of the National Council of Churches. The 
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ERA sourced thousands of pounds of used clothing, typewriters, office equipment, 
automobiles, food, blankets, medical supplies and hundreds of thousands of dollars 
of medicine.55 Unionized workers and churches poured in support from all over the 
country.

The main recipient of ERA donations was the GRAE’s refugee relief service, the 
Serviço de Assistência aos Refugiados de Angola (SARA). Founded by Dr José Liahuca 
and Rui Teixeira, SARA directly grew out of efforts by George Houser of ACOA and 
John Marcum to create new avenues for supporting Holden Roberto’s nationalist 
movement. Eventually SARA had the money to bring in Canadian Ian Gilchrist as 
a doctor. Gilchrist was a devout Christian and strong anti-communist, who dutifully 
wrote to American audiences of the dangers of communist propaganda seeping into 
Léopoldville and the need for a pro-American propaganda counter-offensive. The 
creation of GRAE led to a huge influx of funding for SARA and an expansion of its 
refugee services, including schools, hospitals and job-training programmes.56

The huge influx of foreign aid proved that the GRAE was a great propaganda success. 
It legitimized Roberto’s leadership beyond his own ethnic group precisely when 
military activity in Angola decreased and his forces increasingly fought more against 
the MPLA rather than the Portuguese. Furthermore, in 1963 the OAU recognized the 
GRAE/FNLA as the one true Angolan liberation movement. Not only did the OAU 
recognize Roberto as the leader of the Angolan Resistance, it made the colony the 
top priority of its ‘liberation agenda’.57 This opened the door for more international 
funding while also marginalizing his main rival, the MPLA.

John Marcum reported to his contacts in the United States that the GRAE ‘brought 
about a radical change in the Angolan situation’. He believed that the GRAE’s rise sent 
the MPLA into a tailspin. Marcum noted that fighting between Neto and Viriato da 
Cruz led to a public fracturing of the MPLA leadership. Marcum believed that the 
rift between Neto and Cruz, along with the MPLA’s proposed front with tribalist, 
monarchist, collaborationist and communist-aligned Angolan political parties, 
invalidated the MPLA in the eyes of the OAU.58 He also reported that Léopoldville 
was emerging as a centre of liberation movements, with Holden Roberto in the 
centre, describing what would eventually become the Congo Alliance.59 Ultimately, 
Marcum made clear that ‘these developments offer tremendous opportunities to the 
Government in Exile, but create many problems for it as well. It must now begin to 
look and act like a government, step up the military campaign, and provide for the 
greatly increased medical needs which will result.’60 The GRAE had at its disposal 
probably the maximum support available at the time from anti-communist forces in 
the world, which was realistically its only viable source of foreign aid.

The GRAE’s closest African allies tried their best to limit Roberto’s funding, arms 
and training from the socialist world. Frantz Fanon, who operated on Irving Brown-
funnelled CIA funds even as he represented Algerian revolutionaries, was anti-
MPLA.61 Habib Bourguiba was likewise a longtime AFL-CIO ally and, by the CIA’s 
estimation, ‘firmly anti-Communist’ and perhaps the most consistent North African 
ally of the GRAE.62 When Washington worried that Roberto might take support from 
Beijing, Tunisian foreign minister Mongi Slim, a close supporter of Holden Roberto, 
assured Francis Russell, US ambassador to Tunisia, that ‘Roberto and his associates 
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are anti-Communist, as is Adoula’.63 Of course Congo was perhaps the most staunchly 
anti-communist of all newly independent African governments in the early 1960s, 
and the largest financial, political and military backer of the GRAE. Congo’s anti-
communist credentials were above reproach, even blocking Algerian volunteers from 
training GRAE cadres in Congo in response to the perception in Congo that the 
Algerian Revolution was moving towards communism. Congolese Sûreté chief Victor 
Nendaka assured the American ambassador to Léopoldville that Congo was ‘engaged 
in a life-or-death struggle with Communism’, and that the United States could ‘count 
on me’ to prevent communist aid to the GRAE.64

Although Congo was the GRAE’s biggest supporter, it also severely limited 
Roberto’s military options. One aspect of the GRAE’s military strategy was to attack the 
Portuguese colonial economy, which ultimately paid for Portugal’s counterinsurgency 
efforts. However, Roberto knew better than to cut Angola’s Benguela Railroad, which 
was the main route for Congolese ores to make their way to global markets. The 
railroad was an easy target of significant value that Roberto’s forces simply refused to 
attack. With limited military options, Roberto’s main hope remained that the Kennedy 
administration would exert pressure on Portugal through diplomatic channels to 
accept Angolan independence.

Unfortunately for the cause of Angolan independence, the Kennedy administration 
was still trying to straddle the fence between supporting African nationalism and 
allies in Europe. Even though the White House produced several optimistic reports 
of the future success of the GRAE, a draft memo to the American ambassador to the 
UN, Adlai Stevenson, described Kennedy’s goal as ‘to protect both our African and 
European interests’. The Kennedy administration did not want Portugal to face ‘broad 
sanctions’ that would endanger American positions in Europe, particularly the Lajes 
Airfield in the Azores Islands.65 In private, the United States did try to move Portugal 
towards decolonization. In a candid conversation in Lisbon, Undersecretary of State 
George Ball warned dictator António de Oliveira Salazar that Portuguese efforts to 
hold Angola would ‘be frustrated by the violence likely to be initiated by opposing 
forces’.66 The United States would not take any action that would decisively tip the 
scales in favour of Roberto and his government in exile. The GRAE would have to fight 
and win the war on its own.

Unfortunately for Holden Roberto, the military situation did not favour his Angolan 
National Liberation Army (ELNA). In some ways the ELNA was a victim of its own 
success: the 1961 attacks had secured an impossibly large area to defend. By the end 
of 1962, the ELNA’s area of operations had shrunk along the border with Congo and 
in areas of rough terrain that made it difficult for the Portuguese military to support 
wheeled and tracked equipment. The army faced generally poor morale, especially 
after a series of purges in response to the death of Army Commander João Baptista in 
January 1962 and accusations against Roberto that he had ordered Baptista’s execution.67 
Whereas the GRAE was quite capable of securing medicine and clothing for refugees, 
arms and ammunition were less forthcoming. To turn things around, Roberto needed 
more military support, particularly from his host, the Government of Congo.

To Holden Roberto’s great dismay, Moïse Tshombe replaced FNLA supporter Cyrille 
Adoula as prime minister of Congo in 1964. African countries viewed Tshombe as a sellout 
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to European interests, and as prime minister he moved to normalize relations between 
Congo and Portugal. The GRAE suffered from guilt by association in its diplomatic 
efforts across the continent, even as Tshombe moved to stifle Roberto’s movement. 
One Portuguese intelligence officer told an American counterpart that the Portuguese 
were ‘delighted’ that Tshombe was ‘working hand in glove to deny him [Roberto] arms 
and material’.68 Roberto vented to the Nigerian ambassador to Congo that Tshombe 
was planning on kicking the GRAE out of Congo, and that Congolese president Kasa-
Vubu and his ABAKO party were making things difficult along the border with Angola. 
Roberto worried that Tshombe and Kasa-Vubu were planning to replace his allies in 
government, including Congolese military leaders like General Joseph Mobutu. Roberto 
feared that the conservative duo of Tshombe and Kasa-Vubu planned on liquidating the 
federal government and handing power directly to the customary chiefs.69 In early 1964, 
US president Lyndon Johnson’s administration strongly considered a plan to covertly 
intervene in support of Roberto and the GRAE. Amidst those discussions in Washington, 
Tshombe met with US Undersecretary of State for African Affairs, G. Mennen ‘Soapy’ 
Williams, and asked him to recall the US ambassador and to stop all support for Roberto. 
When informed of the request, President Johnson acquiesced; he told Williams that he 
was worried that the Congo was disintegrating. Johnson decided that ‘time was running 
out and the Congo must be saved’.70 The 303 Committee, an oversight panel composed of 
members from the National Security Agency and the CIA, tabled Roberto’s aid package in 
response.71 Roberto’s annus horribilis only got worse that summer when his relationship 
with Jonas Savimbi fell apart.

Jonas Savimbi’s exit from the GRAE in July 1964 was viewed by many outsiders 
as the end of the movement’s viability. Angered by the lack of progress in the war 
and the Bakongo monopoly over leadership positions, Savimbi quit the GRAE. 
After his departure, Ovimbundu membership plummeted. His critiques of Holden 
Roberto echoed earlier accusations of being an American puppet, tribalism and 
authoritarianism. The New York Times declared at the Cairo Conference of Heads of 
African States, where Savimbi announced his resignation, that ‘Africans hear resistance 
in Angola has collapsed’.72

In the fallout from Savimbi’s departure and Tshombe’s squeezing of the GRAE’s 
assets and funding, the various functionaries of the government in exile turned on 
Roberto as well. The government’s refugee relief agency, SARA, collapsed as Roberto 
raided its funding to keep the rest of the GRAE solvent. He constantly borrowed 
money from SARA to cover expenses, both personal and governmental, dutifully 
tracking what he borrowed with the intent of paying back. SARA’s revenue streams 
were different from that of the GRAE as a whole; some foreign donors send money 
and supplies directly to SARA. To secure his grip on the agency, Roberto replaced 
SARA’s director with a Northerner who promptly chased off the organization’s doctor, 
Dr José Liahuca. By mid-1965 more than half the nurses had quit, as well as most of the 
doctors, including founding members Ian Gilchrist and Rui Teixeira. Without money, 
doctors and nurses, SARA virtually ceased to exist. Dissidents in the GRAE, FNLA 
and UPA demanded that Roberto step down or make serious changes.73 Seeing none, 
in 1965, the LGTA disaffiliated from the GRAE.74 Roberto remained president of the 
GRAE, which at that point was a government in name only.
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After a once promising start for the GRAE, by 1965 Holden Roberto’s anti-
communist bourgeoisie alliance fell apart. The Congolese government, once an ally, no 
longer allowed the GRAE to import weapons. The CIA reported that Roberto’s military 
was hardly a coherent force, wracked by mutinies, low on morale and lacking basic 
supplies and ammunition. The overall opinion of Roberto among the embassy staff in 
Léopoldville plummeted. Even his staunchest supporters began to doubt his leadership. 
John Marcum, author of The Angolan Revolution, for the first time questioned ‘Roberto’s 
leadership ability and potential’. Marcum’s opinion was particularly damning, given 
that the CIA viewed him as ‘the closest American to Roberto’.75

Conclusion

The MPLA was the main beneficiary of Roberto and the GRAE’s decline. Whereas 
the 1964 Cairo meeting was disastrous for Roberto, it was a resounding success 
for the MPLA. The African heads of state decided to create a committee to investigate the 
exclusion of the MPLA from the GRAE. More importantly for the MPLA, Holden 
Roberto’s movement appeared in tatters after the defection of its foreign minister at a 
well-attended press conference. Taken together with other key defections, battlefield 
losses and persistent rumours that Roberto was an American crony, the GRAE appeared 
to be on the ropes. An official MPLA memo on the conference did not hold back the 
party’s glee for Roberto’s misfortune, musing that ‘one wonders what will happen to 
the captain of the “Daring Football Club” whose president was Cyrille Adoula if the 
imperialists don’t decide to give him a hand’.76

The very things that made the GRAE successful also explain how it unravelled 
in Cairo. Roberto was a micro-manager, and his personal rule was unsustainable, 
particularly as he grew paranoid after a series of assassination attempts. The GRAE 
was entirely dependent upon the Government of the Democratic Republic of Congo 
and Roberto’s American financial supporters. Congolese and American support would 
only go so far, and the GRAE suffered from the limitations imposed by its benefactors. 
Roberto’s bourgeois supporters never provided decisive financial, diplomatic or 
military aid, and his government simply did not have the means to properly support 
troops in the field, refugee services in Congo and diplomatic efforts abroad. As his 
failures mounted, Roberto turned to his most loyal supporters, who all shared a similar 
upbringing in Congo. By 1964, the GRAE’s inherent contradictions had chased off 
leaders representing Luanda and Southern Angola. The GRAE had become an inner 
circle of Roberto loyalists, mostly hailing from the north. Roberto had become the 
MPLA’s caricature of him.

The GRAE made a contribution to the cause of Angolan independence. It 
represented the maximum support that wealthy Angolans living in Congo could 
muster with backing from American-led anti-communist organizations. They were 
plugged into a wider world of bourgeois rebels, in part because of American cultivation 
of such networks. American anti-communists supported liberals like Holden Roberto 
and the GRAE, but their support had limits. The GRAE was the manifestation of these 
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historical processes and contradictions inherent in the arrangement provided for its 
quick rise, and then fall.
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‘Our country or death’: Reconstructing the 
Mozambique Revolutionary Committee’s political 

ideology through its public discourse
Lazlo Passemiers

In March 1965, Kenneth Kaunda’s Zambian government organized a unity meeting 
between Mozambican liberation movements. While FRELIMO (Mozambique Liberation 
Front) refused to participate, the Mozambique African National Congress (MANC), 
the reconstituted National Democratic Union of Mozambique (UDENAMO), 
the Monomotapa National Democratic Union (UDENAMO-Monomatapa), the 
Independent Mozambique African National Union (UNAMI) and the reanimated 
Mozambique African National Union (MANU) subsequently agreed to join forces 
in their fight to overthrow Portuguese colonialism.1 Three of these movements 
(UDENAMO, UDENAMO-Monomatapa and MANU) were splinter groups that had 
broken away from FRELIMO over personal and ideological disagreements. This new 
united front was formed in June 1965 and named the Mozambique Revolutionary 
Committee (COREMO). To inform the world of its revolutionary intentions, 
COREMO announced in its constitution: ‘WHEREAS the situation in Mozambique 
demands the cry, “PATRIA OU MORTE – OUR COUNTRY OR DEATH”; [COREMO] 
DECLARES that it launches a strong and united call upon all true freedom-loving 
sons and daughters of Mozambique to come forward and wage a bitter fight … for 
the redemption of Mozambique from the imperialist yoke’.2 After making this clarion 
call, COREMO competed with FRELIMO to lead Mozambicans to freedom from 1965 
to 1974.

COREMO presented itself as a united and genuine movement in the fight for 
Mozambican independence. While Adelino Gwambe was elected as COREMO’s first 
president in 1965, the following year, it was led by Paulo Gumane, who significantly 
shaped COREMO’s development and trajectory. COREMO’s main operational base 
and source of support was Zambia. Kaunda’s government provided COREMO with 
permanent headquarters in Lusaka and a training camp in the Eastern Province 
on the border with Mozambique near Petauke. It also received moderate assistance 
from other governments, including Ghana, Egypt and the People’s Republic of 
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China. COREMO organized campaigns from Zambia into Mozambique, held a 
small operational presence in Mozambique and tried to secure funding and military 
training for its members waiting in exile. Its membership size, international support 
base and military capabilities were, however, undeniably smaller than FRELIMO’s. 
Unlike FRELIMO, COREMO also failed to receive official recognition from the OAU’s 
African Liberation Committee (ALC) or gain membership in the Afro-Asian People’s 
Solidarity Organization (AAPSO). This lack of recognition hampered its operational 
capabilities and forced COREMO to seek support from friendly heads of state, 
international donors and fellow liberation movements to maintain its existence.3

While founded mainly by leaders who had broken away from – and regularly 
critiqued – FRELIMO, COREMO should not simply be seen as an anti-FRELIMO 
movement. This was the most viable alternative liberation movement to compete 
with FRELIMO during Mozambique’s liberation struggle, even if it was left out of 
the negotiation table in Lusaka in June 1974, where the Portuguese authorities and 
FRELIMO discussed Mozambique’s decolonization. That same month, the Zambian 
government closed COREMO’s offices, arrested and detained its members across 
Zambia and seized its military material. Those COREMO leaders who could escape 
joined the National Coalition Party (PCN), formed in August 1974. The PCN 
represented a coalition of smaller movements that wanted to contest FRELIMO’s 
position as the sole representative of the Mozambican people in an election.4 The 
dissolution into the PCN marks the formal end of COREMO’s existence.

In this chapter, I use surviving fragments of COREMO’s public discourse – 
spanning from 1965 to 1974 – to reconstruct part of its political ideology. Throughout 
its existence, COREMO regularly announced its view on Mozambique’s liberation 
struggle, seeking to garner local and internal support. Using COREMO documents 
and media interviews, I discuss how leaders defined their struggle for independence 
in the broader context of Mozambique’s anticolonial struggle, Africa’s decolonization 
and the global Cold War. Such public discourse elucidates how COREMO’s leadership 
presented the movement to its members (current and prospective) and to the wider 
world. The relationship between ideology and discourse is salient.5 Discourse helps 
movements persuade their audience about the value of their existence, actions and 
goals. How and what ideas are presented is central to understanding a liberation 
movement’s ideology.6 Like all movements, COREMO communicated its political 
ideas via slogans; political rhetoric, manifestos and communiques; and imagery and 
visual symbols.7 Official party material by movements like COREMO foregrounds 
neglected African voices and perspectives on historiographical topics like the Cold 
War and Africa’s decolonization.8

An analysis of such public discourse provides historical insight into COREMO’s 
smaller yet effective role in the fight against Portuguese colonialism. It clarifies how 
COREMO sought to promote its own vision of Mozambican decolonization at a time 
when significant ideological changes were happening in Mozambique, Africa and the 
outside world, thus contributing to the historiographical project of foregrounding 
‘alternative and competing national imaginations’.9 My analysis is, however, limited to 
how leaders presented their liberation movement. The views of COREMO’s rank-and-
file members are not part of this reconstruction due to the methodological limitations 
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of my sources. This top-down approach, nevertheless, remains a valuable step in 
understanding COREMO’s ideology. Leaders within political organizations have great 
impact on their movements’ shared ideas, as they can ‘strongly influence the specific 
contents of a political ideology, that is, its discursive superstructure’.10

From my analysis of COREMO’s public discourse, three political ideologies stand 
out: African Nationalism, pan-Africanism and Third-Worldism. While this trinity was 
interconnected and a common feature of many African anticolonial movements,11 a 
close reading of the discourse surrounding COREMO’s interpretations and discursive 
uses deepens our understanding of Mozambique’s liberation struggle. First, COREMO 
aligned itself with a version of African Nationalism that was centred around the notion 
of Africanism. As such, it provided Mozambicans with an alternative view of the 
struggle that competed with FRELIMO’s non-racial version of African Nationalism 
shaped by scientific socialism. Second, as part of its pan-Africanist ideology of 
linking Mozambique’s national liberation to Africa’s continental liberation, COREMO 
primarily connected its struggle to liberate Mozambique to the struggles from across 
the southern African region rather than to a broader Lusophone African struggle. 
This regional perspective might result in a need to recalibrate – or at least broaden – 
our analysis of how some Lusophone African liberation movements perceived their 
identity and framed their struggle in a continental context. Third, despite COREMO 
receiving notable military support from China throughout the second half of the 
1960s,12 non-alignment and Third-Worldism, rather than Maoism, momentarily 
defined COREMO’s discourse. COREMO’s Cold War ideological framing around 
Third-Worldism and non-alignment significantly diminished from the late 1960s 
onwards. While much of the outside world and global powers perceived Mozambique’s 
liberation struggle through a Cold War lens,13 and FRELIMO increasingly gravitated 
towards the Soviet Union and scientific socialism, COREMO seemed less concerned 
with explicitly projecting its struggle to liberate Mozambique in a Cold War context.

While the historiography on Lusophone Africa’s liberation struggles continues to 
grow, concerted efforts to study the political ideology of anticolonial movements are 
uncommon. Ronald Chicolte, Michel Cahen and Joel das Neves Tembe have conducted 
valuable research on ideology and the liberation struggle.14 Meanwhile, Colin Darch 
and David Hedges have focused on the use of rhetoric during Mozambique’s transition 
to independence.15 Such studies, however, mainly focus on the ideology and discourse 
of the liberation movements that gained power after independence, like FRELIMO or 
the MPLA. The ideological profile of smaller and unsuccessful liberation movements 
has been neglected in historiography, especially when they have ceased to exist.

Historians have not adequately engaged with COREMO’s political ideology. Most 
references to COREMO in the historiography occur as part of general studies of 
Mozambican history or Mozambique’s struggle for independence.16 There has been 
some research by Calisto Baquete and Corrado Tornimbeni that deals more directly 
with COREMO – but even this research provides a limited discussion of ideology. It 
also usually fails to consider COREMO on its own terms, rather seeing it as a form 
of anti-FRELIMO opposition.17 Chicolte made one of the few concerted attempts at 
assessing COREMO’s ideological alignment.18 Unfortunately, his assessment ends in 
1965, the year that COREMO was formed, so he could only analyse a small sample 
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of the movement’s public discourse. Chicolte identified a ‘strong explicit position’ 
for anticolonialism, anti-imperialism, independence and self-determination, violent 
struggle, territorial unity, social justice, pan-Africanism and Third World unity.19 
While this assessment points in the right direction, it lacks detail and nuance. My 
research builds on Chicolte’s efforts by analysing a more comprehensive collection of 
COREMO public discourse covering the period of 1965–74. This approach will shed 
light on COREMO’s ideological change and continuity over time.

The public discourse that I use to reconstruct COREMO’s ideological alignment 
has been preserved by various archives and repositories. The most important are 
Chicolte’s papers at the University of Southern California (available online thanks 
to the Aluka project), the John Marcum Papers at Stanford University and the 
Portuguese national, diplomatic and military archives in Lisbon. All these archives 
have preserved fragments of COREMO’s discourse that were meant for public 
consumption. I extensively relied on COREMO’s organs to reconstruct its ideology 
and supplemented them with other public material such as communiques, party 
documents and media interviews. I looked for specific markers that could be linked 
to particular ideologies, having divided my analysis into three categories: national, 
continental and global ideological perspectives.

I acknowledge that COREMO’s public discourse did not necessarily match 
its actions on the ground or represent a sincere expression of its leaders’ views on 
Mozambican liberation. Further comparative analysis of COREMO’s actions during 
the struggle, possibly in combination with an analysis of its leaders’ private discourse, 
must be conducted to gain a fuller, balanced picture of COREMO’s political ideology. 
While such additional analysis falls outside of this chapter’s scope, examining public 
discourse is a crucial first step in the search for a holistic understanding of this 
neglected liberation movement.

COREMO and Mozambican liberation: A militant 
Africanist vision of African Nationalism

African Nationalism shaped COREMO’s views on Mozambique’s liberation. While 
various nationalisms emerged in the context of Africa’s anticolonial struggles,20 a 
common denominator was that they all wanted to overthrow colonial rule. The idea 
of a shared experience of suffering under colonialism in a specific colonial territory 
was commonly used to construct notions of nationhood in post-Second World War 
Africa.21 A defining feature of African Nationalism was that the idea of the nation-state 
emerged before a nation of people was tied to such a project.22 Most forms of African 
Nationalism also emphasized fighting tribalism by promoting national unity and 
accepted that colonially imposed borders should initially define the new nation-state.23 
COREMO’s nationalism was based on a Mozambican identity and a Mozambican 
nation-state that would emanate from a joint effort by oppressed African Mozambicans 
to use armed struggle to liberate the colonial territory from Portuguese rule.

National unity was central to COREMO’s African nationalist project. As a movement 
that rose out of the amalgamation of smaller liberation movements, COREMO 
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depicted itself as a united body that fought in the interests of all Mozambicans, both 
inside and outside of Mozambique.24 This image was further emphasized after another 
unity meeting in 1971 in Zambia, which saw FRELIMO dissidents like Uria Simango 
join COREMO.25

While FRELIMO represented an earlier effort to form a united front, for 
COREMO’s leaders FRELIMO was an illegitimate movement unwilling to cooperate 
with others.26 In his 1967 memorandum submitted to the OAU’s Summit Conference 
of Heads of African States, Paulo Gumane asked if it was ‘correct that a struggle of 
seven and half million people be undermined by one Party? [FRELIMO]’.27 Like most 
Mozambican liberation movements,28 COREMO portrayed itself as the only true 
representative of Mozambique’s liberation struggle, representing the people’s interests, 
and it increasingly used its organs to discredit FRELIMO. The idea of presenting a 
united body of liberation movements aligned with the notion of unity of purpose that 
the OAU and pan-Africanist leaders like Kwame Nkrumah, Julius Nyerere or Kenneth 
Kaunda promoted.

Forging such unity around the Mozambican identity was central to COREMO’s 
political ideology. Throughout its existence, it reasoned that unity among Mozambicans 
was the only way forward in the fight to overthrow Portuguese colonialism. Past 
failures by early anticolonial resistance and liberation movements to successfully 
rid Mozambique of Portuguese colonialism were attributed to a lack of unity, which 
had emerged because of a divide-and-rule strategy by the Portuguese colonial state.29 
COREMO made such appeals for unity inside of Mozambique via pamphlets30 and 
outside of it in official publications and statements. But achieving such unity was easier 
said than done.

COREMO, like FRELIMO, had the difficult task of selling the concept of 
the Mozambican nation to Mozambicans, as such ideology needed to compete 
with existing local identities and conceptions31 and was being constructed by 
Mozambicans outside of the national territory. It accepted Mozambique’s colonial 
borders as a defining feature of such national identity, rejecting ethnic, cultural and 
religious divisions. I did not come across any signs of regional or ethnic favouritism. 
Instead, COREMO’s discourse regularly emphasized the negative implications of 
such ethnic-based nationalism, which aligned with the stance of African nationalist 
leaders like Nkrumah and Kaunda against tribalism. In one of its 1967 pamphlets, 
COREMO’s secretary general called ‘for the complete liquidation of tribal ties as 
[COREMO] fights for the formation of a single family’,32 while in January 1973, 
Gumane argued that ‘we must also wage a relentless war against provincialisms, 
regionalism and tribalism, for it is easier to fight against Portuguese colonialism than 
the evils of small-group mentality politics’.33 When COREMO attended the unity 
meeting in Lusaka in July 1971, it announced that ‘the new structure of COREMO 
must ensure the participation of people from all regions and from all walks of life’.34 
At least in its public discourse, COREMO took a strong stance against ethnic and 
regional nationalism.

COREMO’s leadership in exile also acknowledged that their position as part of the 
Mozambican diaspora was disconnected from that of Mozambicans inside the colony. 
While the idea of a nation was often linked to being related by birth to a particular 
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territory,35 the issue of Mozambique’s significant diasporic community complicated 
matters. This was a common problem for Mozambican liberation movements, which 
were generally conceived abroad and did not have automatic support among the 
population inside Mozambique.36 As such, COREMO’s discourse regularly tried to 
close this gap by fostering the idea of unity among Mozambicans at home and in exile. 
It vouched that COREMO was ‘ready to die side by side with our people at home’ 
and promised that most of its leadership would be based inside of Mozambique at 
all times,37 as ‘no revolution can be a success if directed only from outside a given 
country’.38 In his opening message for 1969, Gumane appealed ‘for UNITY of all 
Mozambicans at home and abroad so that we can concentrate all our efforts and energy 
for the liberation of our Motherland [original emphasis]’.39 COREMO was self-aware 
that its position outside of Mozambique might interfere with building a solid united 
force against Portuguese colonialism.

Since COREMO was formed at a time when anticolonial movements had turned to 
armed struggle, starting on 25 September 1964 when FRELIMO guerrillas attacked a 
Portuguese base in northern Mozambique,40 its African Nationalism was also defined 
by militancy. The Estado Novo’s reluctance to weaken its grip over its colonies pushed 
Lusophone anticolonial movements towards violence. This evolution resulted in a new 
period of militant political action and discourse by nationalist movements inspired by 
contemporaneously popular liberation ideologies.41 Anticolonial thinkers like Frantz 
Fanon argued that Africa’s decolonization could not be achieved without liberatory 
violence, as the colonial system emerged from and depended on violence.42 As Fanon 
states, ‘In its bare reality, decolonization reeds of red-hot cannonballs and bloody 
knives. For the last be the first only after a murderous and decisive confrontation 
between the two protagonists.’43

Such a militant stance was central to COREMO’s identity as an African nationalist 
movement. Before the formation of COREMO, leaders like Gwambe had long 
proposed the need for an armed struggle, and Gumane’s reconstituted UDENAMO 
had already started military training for its members in Congo.44 Soon after its 
formation, COREMO launched its armed wing, the Revolutionary Peoples’ Army 
of Mozambique (EREPOMO), to lead its struggle. This was a crucial development, 
as competition between FRELIMO and COREMO emerged and armed insurrection 
inside Mozambique became increasingly vital in claiming authenticity as a liberation 
movement.45 Such competition between movements was not unique to COREMO and 
FRELIMO, as illustrated by Alex Marino’s chapter in this book, which addresses the 
tension between the MPLA and FNLA.

Much of COREMO’s discourse and symbolism was militant and militaristic. In 
its constitution, COREMO described itself as a ‘Politico-Military organization’,46 and 
its official motto was Pátria ou Morte (Our Country or Death).47 The front cover of its 
organ, The Valiant Hero, depicted drawings of a muscular African man holding a 
spear and a COREMO flag,48 and in the case of O Combatante (The Combatant), a 
silhouette of three men in combat fatigues, one holding a rifle and another holding 
COREMO’s flag.49 Even the names of these two magazines relied on military language. 
For COREMO, Mozambique’s liberation had to be won through the barrel of a gun and 
with the blood spilt by Mozambicans.
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As part of its militant stance, COREMO was critical of a negotiated settlement for 
Mozambique’s independence or any reforms to the colonial system. It argued that any 
negotiations had to be advanced by Mozambique’s liberation movements after the 
armed struggle had been conducted. It emphasized that ‘the people of Mozambique 
are not prepared to sit back and listen to words that are meaningless to the freedom 
of Mozambique’.50 However, COREMO’s position as a liberation movement was 
precarious. Its position in the liberation struggle needed strengthening before 
COREMO could clarify the conditions it wanted to negotiate and compromise.51 Even 
in 1973, when COREMO’s military capacities and operations inside of Mozambique 
seemed to have significantly decreased due to the dominance of FRELIMO and the 
steady decline of COREMO’s external support base, COREMO emphasized that past 
peaceful resolutions had failed, and that armed struggle was the only way forward 
for Mozambique’s independence and liberation.52 Nevertheless, as part of COREMO’s 
merger into the PCN in 1974, and in Mozambique’s new political context of a peaceful 
power transfer, COREMO leaders had to give up their vision of an armed victory.

COREMO coupled this militant stance with the idea of self-reliance in the struggle. 
As a movement that represented the Mozambican people, COREMO argued that it 
was in the self-interest of the masses to take and maintain control over their destiny. It 
continuously emphasized that the struggle for Mozambique’s independence had to be 
conducted by Mozambicans themselves, with little outside assistance. In 1965, The Voice 
of Coremo declared, ‘We are going to free ourselves with our own blood’ and ‘direct the 
revolution ourselves’, as ‘no Revolution can be a success if directed only from outside a 
given country’.53 While COREMO considered external support a ‘stimulating factor’ for 
its struggle,54 the main impetus had to come from the Mozambican people. This do-it-
yourself attitude to liberation was clearly expressed in 1972 when it declared: ‘Seven 
years ago when the armed offensive was launched, COREMO militants were badly 
armed with home-made guns, pangas, spears and arrows. Today, Coremo can boast of 
modern weapons mainly captured from the demoralised enemy troops.’55

The issue of self-reliance also influenced how COREMO spoke about external 
support for its struggle. While taking on a non-aligned stance towards sourcing 
international support, COREMO’s constant downplaying of foreign assistance was 
probably shaped by its failure to receive official recognition from the ALC and 
attract significant foreign backing as its position in Mozambique’s liberation struggle 
deteriorated. Influenced by decolonization and Cold War politics, the OAU and the 
AAPSO favoured FRELIMO over COREMO.56 As shown throughout this book, 
international organizations like these served as crucial platforms for liberation 
movements to state their case and garner support. Despite consistent efforts to gain 
such recognition and support, COREMO’s leaders were increasingly frustrated 
with their lack of success and used the language of self-sufficiency to bolster the 
movement’s liberation credentials. This argument was evident when making 
comparisons to FRELIMO. They described COREMO as reliant on ‘Mozambicans 
in all walks of life, educated, non-educated, with very little financial support from 
outside’, and FRELIMO as reliant on an external ‘network of fund-raising groups’.57 To 
conjure up support, COREMO used the clarion call: ‘Fellow Mozambicans, we are all 
aware that arms are bought by money, and since we don’t have it, we must buy them 
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by our own blood as we have done in the past.’58 In 1972, Vilankulu argued that ‘if 
this policy of allowing foreigners to interfere in the internal affairs of Mozambique is 
taking place during armed revolution, what then will happen after independence’?59 
This notion of self-determination after independence was central to the discourse 
of African nationalist movements.60 Regarding foreign assistance’s future role in 
postcolonial Mozambique, they emphasized that once political power had been 
obtained, COREMO would implement a people-centred democracy and commence 
with the struggle for economic freedom by guarding against neocolonialism.61

COREMO also frequently used historical legitimacy to support its nationalist 
struggle. The idea that ‘past national glories and military victories’ were meant to foster 
a sense of patriotism in a nation has been an integral part of more conservative forms 
of nationalism.62 Throughout its public discourse, COREMO firmly placed its fight 
against the Portuguese state in a longer historical struggle of resistance in Mozambique, 
from Maguiguana’s (Gungunyane’s successor) rebellion against the Portuguese in late 
nineteenth-century Gaza to Yao chief Mataka’s longstanding opposition to colonial 
rule in Northern Mozambique.63 COREMO argued that such earlier efforts across 
Mozambique bolstered its commitment.64

By connecting its struggles to previous anticolonial resistance, COREMO sought 
historical legitimacy and attempted to connect its external existence to the histories 
of Mozambicans inside the country. Links to such early forms of resistance are also 
reflected in some of the visual symbols COREMO used in its publications, depicting 
pre-industrial weapons used in popular uprisings in Mozambique, like the bow and 
arrow, spear and axe.65 COREMO did not shy away from using such past anticolonial 
heritage, and its ideological discourse often focused on traditional African culture and 
referred to deep historical roots. It perceived its armed struggle as the last stage in this 
long history that would result in a final victory for Mozambicans.

While COREMO’s nationalism crossed African ethnic or linguistic lines, it did 
not cross racial lines. Instead, Africanist ideas dominated its nationalist discourse. 
The conception of Africanism centred around African values, pride and unity and 
was closely orientated towards pan-Africanism.66 Such a form of African Nationalism 
linked the notion of nationalism to that of race and the struggle for independence, 
and self-determination to the African identity.67 While COREMO saw race as a 
social construct imposed through colonialism and referred to itself as a movement 
that united Mozambicans ‘without discrimination of sex, ethnic origin, religious 
belief or otherwise’,68 it is evident that it wanted to represent the interests of African 
Mozambicans, especially those Africans who before 1961 had been classified as 
indígenas (indigenous) rather than those who had been ‘upgraded’ to the status of 
assimilado (assimilated).69

As far as I can tell, COREMO had no white members, and its policy on other racial 
groups, including mestiços (mixed race) or the Indian minority, was unclear. Non-
Africans seem to have been excluded from its conception of the Mozambican nation. It 
emphasized that African Mozambicans were the original owners of Mozambique and 
declared that ‘our basic outlook of Mozambican politics is African. We cannot afford 
to do otherwise because our country is part and parcel of the African continent.’70 It 
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described itself as ‘a mass organization and movement of all the people of Mozambique 
who share the belief in the African character of our country’.71

Unlike African nationalist movements that were critical of traditional African rule 
and authority (as they considered them impediments to national unity), COREMO 
defined itself as a movement that acknowledged and respected such African heritage.72 
COREMO declared its commitment ‘to promote and support worthy African customs 
and culture’ as one of its aims and objectives in its constitution.73 The opening editorial 
for its periodical, Voice of Coremo, similarly noted, ‘The Portuguese Government is 
violently usurping the powers of our people and Chiefs and rendering our culture 
and customs utterly useless.’74 It critiqued the Portuguese colonial policy of overseas 
provinces and its asssimilado policy of destroying African culture and civilization75 
and vouched ‘to bring back the lost heritage, the respects and the dignities of our 
Chiefs which the Portuguese imperialists, colonialists and oppressors have since 
denied them’.76 While imagining a newly liberated nation-state, COREMO thus did 
not envision a complete break from Africa’s cultural traditions.

The concept of African majority rule dominated COREMO’s discourse about 
liberated Mozambique and further reflected the African-centred character of its 
ideology. In a 1972 memorandum submitted to the UN Committee on Decolonization 
by COREMO’s secretary for information, Arcanjo Faustino Kambeu declared that ‘our 
revolutionary violence is aimed at establishing a government of Africans by Africans 
for Africans, with all people who have their only loyalty to Africa and who are ready 
to accept the concept of African majority rule’.77 He further explained that ‘African 
majority rule can guarantee genuine freedom and a lasting peace in which all men, 
black & white, will be citizens of a common state and will live and be governed as 
individuals and not as distinctive racial groups’.78 Such a new democracy would be 
shaped by Africans and marked by an end to racial discrimination.79

Kambeu’s remark about loyalty to Africa and accepting African majority rule is 
reminiscent of South Africa’s Pan-Africanist Congress (PAC) leader Robert Sobukwe, 
who famously used this criterion to define who is African.80 Sobukwe’s views came 
from a long tradition of Africanist thinkers like Anton Lembede and A. P. Mda.81 Like 
these South African intellectuals, COREMO argued that white economic, political 
and military supremacy had to be overthrown to establish African freedom. This 
new system would allow Africans to participate and shape institutions, create their 
own organizations and determine the country’s make-up.82 Similar to the case of its 
demands for armed victory, COREMO’s Africanist views disappeared as the PCN 
demanded a multiracial future settlement for Mozambique.83

COREMO’s form of African Nationalism thus offered Mozambicans a different 
pathway to Mozambican liberation. While national unity was central to the ideas of 
COREMO and FRELIMO,84 COREMO was generally concerned with unity among 
Mozambique’s African population. Unlike FRELIMO, which adopted a non-racial 
approach, COREMO believed that Africans should be the sole drivers of Mozambique’s 
independence and oversee shaping its postcolonial future. Such an alternative view 
eventually lost to FRELIMO’s vision, as COREMO was excluded from participating in 
Mozambique’s negotiations and its postcolonial politics.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Globalizing Independence Struggles of Lusophone Africa50

COREMO and African liberation: Pan-Africanism and 
Southern African solidarity

Nationalist movements commonly connected their discourses around anticolonial 
efforts for national liberation to broader international struggles.85 Such international 
solidarity was a defining feature of socialist forms of nationalism.86 In the case of 
African liberation movements, pan-African narratives were regularly employed in 
the discourse on national liberation.87 For Nkrumah, national liberation was the first 
step of a long process that would lead to continental unity and, eventually, the true 
decolonization of Africa.88 Since COREMO saw its struggle to liberate Mozambique as 
a way of emancipating and uniting Mozambican Africans, its allegiance to supporting 
the plight of other Africans was a logical next step. The connection between nationalist 
and internationalist struggles featured prominently in COREMO’s public discourse, 
which used pan-African ideas to explain its objectives of national liberation.

COREMO consistently proclaimed its commitment to pan-Africanism. In 1973, 
Kambeu explained, ‘Coremo, has always relied on the African people as the basis of 
our struggle and has been guided by the principles of Pan-Africanism.’89 Such pan-
Africanist alignment was also visible in COREMO’s party flag, which included pan-
Africanist colours of black, red, yellow and green. It declared its support of the OAU 
and believed that the African continent’s further unification was central to African 
liberation struggles. Such views were, however, sometimes conflicting. The Voice of 
Coremo declared that COREMO was ‘a Pan-Africanist Movement and shall respect 
the Principles of the [OAU] Charter’,90 which indicated recognizing national territorial 
integrity and autonomy. Yet the programme of COREMO’s constitution committed 
‘to struggle together with the whole of Africa for the immediate eradication of all 
foreign domination politically, economically, socially and culturally and achievement 
of the complete political unification of Africa into ONE POWERFUL NATION’,91 
which aligned with Nkrumah’s more radical continental vision. As COREMO’s views 
about postcolonial Mozambique are scarce, it is difficult to ascertain how it envisioned 
independent Mozambique’s future relations with other African countries and to assess 
its commitment to move beyond national independence and eventually towards full 
African unity.

COREMO anticipated that such pan-Africanist sentiments would aid its attempts 
to gain support from African countries and the OAU. In 1965, COREMO submitted 
a memorandum to the OAU that declared: ‘It is our hope that the sincerity and 
faithfulness of the member states of the OAU bound by the Addis-Ababa Charter shall 
be the motivating factor to the recognition [of COREMO].’92 This call for recognition 
and assistance aligned with the OAU charter’s principles, demanding that all member 
states show ‘absolute dedication to the total emancipation of the African territories’.93

However, COREMO was not afraid to call out the OAU and its member states for 
decisions it deemed as acting against the spirit of pan-Africanism.94 Nor did it refrain 
from critiquing the ALC’s suggestion to dissolve COREMO and join FRELIMO, or 
desist from granting it official recognitions.95 The lack of OAU support eventually 
affected COREMO. In 1972, it lamented, ‘Up to now COREMO has not succeeded in 
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convincing as many independent African States, as it could be desired, of its right to 
the political, material and financial support for which the OAU Liberation Committee 
was created.’96

Southern Africa formed a central part of COREMO’s pan-Africanist discourse. 
COREMO connected its armed struggle to liberate Mozambique to other Southern 
African liberation movements’ efforts to topple white minority and colonial rule in the 
region. The first issue of The Voice of Coremo in 1965 articulated these views clearly 
by trumpeting that ‘no inch of African Soil will remain an Island of Salazar Smith & 
Verwoerd’.97 COREMO remained committed to these ideas throughout its existence. In 
January 1973, it reiterated its determination ‘to help ease the situation by intensifying 
its armed struggle and consolidating its positions inside Mozambique and work for the 
complete elimination of colonialism and forces of evil in Southern Africa’.98 COREMO’s 
organs also regularly featured articles on Southern Africa’s political situation and 
often used the liberation names, referring to South Africa as Azania and Rhodesia as 
Zimbabwe.99 Leaders like Gwambe, Gumane and David Mabunda had lived, studied 
or worked in low- to mid-level working-class jobs in Southern African countries,100 
which probably shaped COREMO’s connection to such regional interest and solidarity.

Pan-Africanist solidarity was an essential ideology in Southern Africa’s regional 
liberation struggle, and fostering working relationships or supporting other liberation 
movements was promoted as central to accelerating the total liberation of the region.101 
In 1965, Paulo Gumane released a clarion call announcing that ‘the nationalist leaders 
of Southern Africa must unite our forces and consolidate our efforts in a united front to 
confront the three enemies of Africa Salazar, Smith and Verw[oer]d with confidence’.102 
COREMO occasionally showed camaraderie with the PAC and the Zimbabwe African 
National Union (ZANU) by reporting on some of their activities. In 1966, The Valiant 
Hero featured an open letter read at the sixth anniversary of the Sharpeville and Langa 
massacres organized by PAC’s Cairo mission,103 while COREMO’s organs featured 
articles that focused on the politics of ZANU.104 Even though COREMO’s relationship 
with ZANU remains unclear, its relationship with PAC extended beyond public 
discourse as, in 1968, COREMO assisted PAC members trying to infiltrate South 
Africa via Mozambique.105 In turn, except in the case of some media interviews when 
its leaders visited Congo, COREMO did not even mention the FNLA, with whom it 
tried to establish longstanding relations.106

Commonalities between these movements existed. COREMO, PAC, ZANU and 
the FNLA were all categorized as ‘inauthentic’ liberation movements whose access 
to resources in the context of Sino-Soviet competition mainly came from China.107 
COREMO and the PAC also adopted a clear Africanist ideology. Gumane claims 
to have been a PAC member while working in the Cape Province in the 1950s, and 
Gumane’s UDENAMO and PAC had both been part of the Congo Alliance from 1963 
to 1964.108 While calling for a unified fight against white minority rule and colonialism 
in Southern Africa, COREMO did not express a vision of extending such regional 
solidarity after attaining national independence.

A close reading of public discourse reveals that COREMO placed notably less 
emphasis on creating connections with a broader Lusophone African struggle. While 
there were examples of COREMO expressing solidarity with the struggles against 
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colonialism in Angola and Guinea-Bissau,109 they featured less prominently. A possible 
explanation is that, apart from its attempts to establish a working relationship with 
the FNLA, COREMO did not form part of an established network like the CONCP.110 
Instead, it had to rely on working relationships with individual liberation movements 
like the PAC or FNLA for the occasional support. As part of the CONCP, FRELIMO 
emphasized its connection to a wider Lusophone struggle, representing a bond that 
emerged among leaders studying in Europe and fostered further in exile.111 For 
COREMO, Mozambique’s geopolitical position, its leadership’s connections with 
Zimbabwe and South Africa and its lack of solid formal relations with other Lusophone 
African liberation movements seem to have been a more significant factor in shaping 
how it framed its struggle to liberate Mozambique.

COREMO and global liberation: Third-Worldism and 
non-alignment

National liberation projects in the 1950s and 1960s in Africa, Asia, the Middle East 
and Latin America coincided with the formation of various ‘pan movements’, which, in 
turn, were linked to the idea of Third-Worldism.112 During the Cold War, anticolonial 
nationalism and ‘pan solidarity projects’ were coupled with the notion of a ‘social and 
political consciousness of a common struggle against imperialism’ among the world’s 
oppressed people in the Third World.113 These ideas about Third-Worldism were 
connected to Bandung and the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), and non-alignment 
formed an integral part of most versions of pan-Africanism. For pan-Africanists like 
George Padmore, African states needed to avoid developing exclusive links to either 
side of the Cold War.114 African nationalist leaders like Ghana’s Nkrumah and Egypt’s 
Gamal Abdel Nassar, who supported COREMO at the party’s inception, were big 
proponents of non-alignment.115

COREMO’s first president, Adelino Gwambe, used his past relationships with 
Ghana to secure a COREMO office in Ghana and receive financial support, while 
Valentino Sithole had been heading COREMO’s mission in Cairo.116 Bandung and the 
NAM symbolized contemporaneous attempts to form solidarity among Third World 
nations that had to operate in a bipolar Cold War world.117 While Third-Worldism 
was created out of the Cold War, it was meant to oppose the dominant ideologies of 
Western capitalist and Soviet communist blocs and protect African, Asian and Latin 
American countries from new forms of subjugation.118

During its first years of existence (1965–7), COREMO’s political discourse regularly 
mentioned Third-Worldism and non-alignment. In the context of such Third World 
solidarity, COREMO’s international perspective extended beyond the African continent. 
One of the resolutions passed at COREMO’s first annual conference in 1965 was that 
Mozambique’s ‘struggle can be won ONLY through intensification of a people’s ARMED 
STRUGGLE at home and total collaboration with other Revolutionary movements 
throughout the World’.119 COREMO’s discourse continuously expressed solidarity 
with other nations worldwide, whether newly formed nation-states or those fighting 
for national liberation.120 Its form of ‘anticolonial internationalism’ was moderate, 
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but sometimes elements of more radical anticolonial internationalism surfaced.121 
While respecting national sovereignty, moderate anticolonial internationalism sought 
equal cooperation and solidarity between nation-states and reconceptualized the 
international world order that would break the dependency on and interference by 
external nations.122

In the case of COREMO, the West received the most critique in its discourse, 
reflecting the position of more leftist-orientated non-aligned states that condemned 
capitalism.123 While Gumane went on a tour to the United States in 1968 and 1973, 
and Vilankulu was COREMO’s representative in New York from as early as 1972,124 
Western imperialism and capitalism, mainly linked to the United States, were 
attacked by COREMO in its public discourse. NATO’s military support of Portuguese 
colonialism and the indirect economic exploitation of Mozambique by NATO member 
states were constantly critiqued.125 This included the United States’ military training 
of the Portuguese army, West Germany’s supply of military material and Western 
involvement in constructing the Cahora Bassa Dam.126

COREMO considered its fight against the Portuguese colonial state as part of a 
broader international progressive movement against (primarily Western) imperialism, 
colonialism and neocolonialism across the Third World.127 In 1967, COREMO’s 
secretary of information Julius Dzonzi broadcasted:

The people of Mozambique are aware of the fact that they are not alone in their 
struggle. The people of the heroic Vietnam are with us, the peoples of Angola, 
Zimbabwe and Azania are with us. And we also know that the revolutionary 
nations and peoples of Africa and Asia, and above all the great Chinese people 
under the leadership of President Mao Tse-tung, are with us in the common 
struggle against imperialism.128

O Combatante similarly explained in 1972 that ‘our people under their vanguard 
Party, COREMO, will continue to fulfil their internationalist duty and firmly support 
not only the colonial and oppressed people in Africa but also the anti-imperialist 
struggle of the oppressed peoples and oppressed nations throughout the world’.129 Such 
support and solidarity were envisioned as a two-way streak, arguing that ‘COREMO 
is one with all of you in your struggle because your struggle is our struggle and vice 
versa’.130

As part of this discourse, COREMO’s struggle in Mozambique was depicted as 
part of a global fight that would result in ‘the creation of a NEW WORLD’ without 
imperialism, capitalism and exploitation by people or nations.131 At a 1967 women’s 
conference in Albania, COREMO’s secretary for women’s affairs, Priscilla Gumane 
(Paulo Gumane’s wife), announced that ‘the women and men, the brave sons and 
daughters of Africa, Asia, Latin American and the sisters and brothers of socialist 
Albania today constitute the storm centres of the world’.132 COREMO greatly 
supported the idea of a new wind of change blowing across the Third World. In 1965, it 
expressed excitement and optimism about Indonesian president Sukarno’s Conference 
of the New Emerging Forces (referring to the colonies fighting for or recently gaining 
independence) by declaring that the meeting would ‘mean fair representation of the 
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oppressed and the underprivileged people of the world’.133 Under Sukarno, Indonesia 
had become an essential player in the NAM, as he was intent on politically uniting the 
Third World. But most members of the NAM rejected Sukarno’s more radical anti-
Western outlook towards relations with former colonial powers and the UN.134

Like Sukarno, COREMO was critical of the UN. While sending various delegations 
to the UN, COREMO critiqued this supranational organization for being influenced by 
Western powers and lacking concrete action to stop colonialism and imperialism.135 O 
Combatante described COREMO as the revolutionary ‘baby’ born of Mozambicans, which 
would resort to actions rather than words, as it was tired of UN’s ‘talks and promises’.136 
It declared that ‘Coremo shall consciously pursue a POLICY of Positive Neutrality and 
Non-Alignment in International Conflicts and COLD WAR, but shall always stand for 
the TRUTH and for the Peoples Just Cause [original emphasis]’.137 COREMO believed 
that the nation-state should not be abandoned, but instead, fair and equal relations should 
be established between nations.138 This vision was aligned with the concept of Third-
Worldism and non-alignment, representing a moderate form of internationalism.

COREMO’s explicit mention of non-alignment disappeared after the movement’s 
first few years. By 1967, COREMO had failed to become an AAPSO member, an 
organization which embodied the idea of Third World solidarity,139 despite at least 
three attempts to gain membership. As discussed in Julião Soares Sousa’s chapter in 
this book, the Sino-Soviet split had a toll on the AAPSO; so, as the Soviet Union’s 
influence increased, COREMO’s support from China is likely to have blocked its 
membership.140 COREMO subsequently still linked its struggle to that of other 
oppressed peoples across the Third World, but the focus of its ideological discourse 
became more dominated by Mozambican African Nationalism and pan-Africanism.

While openly anti-imperialist, critical of capitalism and supportive of socialist-
aligned liberation movements worldwide, COREMO rarely featured explicit communist 
or socialist ideological discourse in its publications or included strong and outspoken 
support for such ideals. COREMO’s 1965 constitution and preamble featured clear 
socialist language and visions,141 but its further discourse quickly refrained from 
mentioning such explicit ideological aims. COREMO occasionally celebrated leftist 
heroes like Vladimir Lenin, Ernesto Che Guevara and Mao Zedong and sought to draw 
lessons from the Russian October Revolution and the South Vietnamese Resistance.142 
In the 1960s, the People’s Republic of China backed COREMO and Third-Worldism, 
providing COREMO with military training and material.143

Still, to what extent Maoism and Maoist interpretations of Third-Worldism inspired 
COREMO’s political ideology remains unclear. While self-reliance, mass support and 
armed struggle were crucial components of Maoist thinking, COREMO hardly ever 
mentioned Maoism, the peasantry or a communist future in its public discourse. In a 
1973 newspaper interview, Gumane even stated, ‘We Africans can never be communist. 
We like to own land’ and ‘Community living in China suits the Chinese. But it wouldn’t 
suit the Africans. We believe in ownership’.144 COREMO’s momentary support from 
China in the 1960s seems to have had little lasting influence.

While COREMO’s use of Cold War ideological discourse decreased, FRELIMO’s 
actions and views moved in the opposite direction. With growing support from the 
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Soviet Union, FRELIMO was drawn closer to Marxist-Leninism, especially under the 
leadership of Samora Machel.145 While operating in the same international environment 
that shaped its liberation politics and trajectory as a liberation movement, COREMO’s 
political ideology was much less determined by the Global Cold War, especially after 
its support from Cold War actors decreased.

Conclusion

When analysing COREMO’s public discourse from 1965 to 1974, it becomes clear 
that African Nationalism, pan-Africanism and Third-Worldism defined COREMO’s 
projected political ideology. First and foremost, the small Mozambican liberation 
movement was concerned with fighting for Mozambican independence. It proudly 
depicted itself as an African nationalist movement that represented the voice and 
interests of Mozambican Africans. In this way, it differed from FRELIMO’s multiracial 
version. Reconstructing COREMO’s political ideology demonstrates that Mozambique’s 
liberation struggle was not solely driven by FRELIMO but instead entailed different, 
competing visions of liberation and independence.

Because of the strong sense of Africanism, COREMO also viewed its national 
struggle as connected to a broader pan-Africanist objective to liberate the continent. 
But unlike FRELIMO, the focus of COREMO’s pan-Africanist discourse and solidarity 
was mainly concerned with that of neighbouring Zimbabwe and South Africa rather 
than a wider Lusophone Africa. COREMO’s public discourse, therefore, reveals 
how the historiographical lens of a connected Lusophone African struggle provides 
a limited perspective on how smaller movements conceptualized their fight against 
colonialism.

COREMO’s views of Mozambique’s liberation struggle in the context of the global 
Cold War were also less explicit in its public discourse. In contrast to FRELIMO, 
socialism was not a defining feature of COREMO’s ideology. While it momentarily 
embraced the concept of non-alignment and was consistently committed to Third 
World solidarity, any Cold War discourse by COREMO paled if compared to the 
weight of African Nationalism and pan-Africanism, which served as more useful 
rhetorical devices to contextualize the movement’s struggle. Yet pan-Africanism as 
an ideal beyond national liberation and radical anticolonial internationalism did not 
prominently shape COREMO’s political ideology either. While Cold War ideologies 
and power struggles affected COREMO’s trajectory and decisions, analysing its public 
discourse reveals that moving beyond Cold War categorizations can produce novel 
perspectives on Africa’s anticolonial struggles.

To advance the understanding of Mozambique’s anticolonial history, it is best to 
approach COREMO as a sincere liberation movement. COREMO was not merely 
a movement created by disgruntled former FRELIMO members. Reconstructing 
COREMO’s public discourse reveals a clear and consistent ideological projection 
about its struggle to liberate Mozambique, influenced by a unique mixture of national, 
regional and global forces and ideas.
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‘If you want to call it Marxism, you may call it 
Marxism’: Amílcar Cabral on class and national 

liberation
Rita Lucas Narra

If one employs the search tool on Amílcar Cabral’s archive, the only document 
that appears under the category ‘Marxism’ is a footnote scribbled at the back of a 
cigarette pack – ‘DO NOT FORGET TO ASK FOR THE BOOK! – Principles of 
Marxism-Leninism [emphasis added]’.1 Nonetheless, the meagre search results can 
be misleading. Amílcar Cabral’s framework of social and political analysis is imbued 
with Marxist concepts and formulas, although he consistently refrained from openly 
affiliating himself with Marxism. Indeed, several of his most renowned speeches made 
when he was leader of the PAIGC (African Party for the Independence of Guinea and 
Cabo Verde) engage in the core debates of Marxist doctrine, encompassing matters 
of class and class struggle, modes of production, philosophy of history and more. 
Confronted frequently with the ‘Marxist question’ – are you a Marxist? – Cabral 
adeptly manoeuvred through the enquiry, leaving it unresolved. This approach has 
been interpreted as a means to carve out a sphere of autonomy for Guinean and Cabo 
Verdean affairs within the Cold War.2

This chapter delves into some of Amílcar Cabral’s key speeches to understand 
how Marxist doctrine influenced the ideological landscape of the PAIGC’s national 
liberation project. In particular, I will explore Cabral’s employment of the concept 
of class as a prism through which we can observe the tensions arising from the 
convergence of the classical Marxist doctrine and African settings. Cabral’s uses of 
‘class’ have received some scholarly attention, with a primary focus on his analysis of 
various social and economic groups and their roles within the context of liberation 
struggle.3 Comprehensive overviews, however, are scarce. This chapter aims to fill 
this gap by offering an encompassing and diachronic analysis of Cabral’s uses of class, 
critically mapping its evolution across the 1960s and the early 1970s. All the texts 
under consideration were originally speeches delivered by Cabral in various forums. 
Of special significance are his lectures presented at the Frantz Fanon Centre in Milan 
(1964), the Tricontinental conference in Havana (1966) and the PAIGC cadres’ seminar 
in Conakry (1969).
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Although the thorough reading of these speeches forms the core of this chapter, 
a first section will contextualize the discussion by outlining the manner in which 
Cabralian scholarship has approached the theme of Marxism and ideology more 
broadly. Then the chapter examines the overarching characteristics of the African 
Socialist corpus of ideologies, considering the pan-African background of Guinea-
Bissau’s armed struggle, and seeks to locate the role of ‘class’ within these narratives. 
The concluding sections map out Cabral’s application of the concept of class during 
the 1960s and, finally, delve into the conceptualization of ‘culture’ he introduced in the 
1970s. I argue that this later conceptualization may be interpreted as a culmination of 
the debates from the 1960s, featuring a resolute assertion of culture’s ‘class character’ 
within the national liberation imaginary, bearing both Cabral’s Marxist influences and 
the distinctive imprint of recent anticolonial African history.

This chapter has two distinctive features. First, it argues that Cabral’s political 
discourse is not an adornment of more ‘important’ dimensions, as it is often claimed. 
Although Cabral was indeed aware of his audiences’ likes, which influenced the way 
his speeches were designed, the mapping of the uses of ‘class’ and their evolution 
over time show Cabral’s autonomous and long-lasting reflection upon these topics. 
Secondly, this chapter is fashioned as a case study of the anticolonial appropriation of 
originally Western concepts, providing a micro yet detailed picture of how these larger 
processes occurred.4

Rather than attempting a definite categorization of Amílcar Cabral’s affiliation with 
Marxism or debating the applicability of Marxist constructs within African contexts, 
the chapter aims to unravel how key Marxist principles, debates and ideas shaped 
Cabral’s political thought and, consequently, his practice. Approaching anticolonial 
theory5 as an exercise in ideological non-alignment, I do not wish to present Cabral’s 
national project as merely a variant of Marxist doctrine, but to examine how this 
intellectual tradition was harnessed to forge new ‘revolutionary scripts’.6 The analysis 
of Cabral’s uses of class also contributes to our understanding both of his discursive 
strategies and of African anticolonial political thought more broadly. Concerning 
the latter, it is possible to see how Cabral participates in a global effort to decolonize 
originally Eurocentric political theories and formulations. Mapping his uses of class – 
and its absences – shows how this conceptualization changed over time and became 
one of Cabral’s core concerns, but it also reveals his ability as a speaker, adapting key 
categories based on his audience.

Marxism and ideology

Although the intersection between Amílcar Cabral and Marxism has been the central 
subject of different studies,7 it has mostly been integrated into broader debates 
concerning his political thought.8 Over time, a significant part of Cabralian scholarship 
has downplayed the importance of ideology as an access point to Cabral’s political 
universe, structured around a rigid division between speech and action. Cabral has 
been presented as a ‘man of action … better understood if people look to what he 
did, rather than what he said’,9 and as a remarkable leader who was ‘no ideological 
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simpleton’, urging readers to look beyond his ‘colourful socialist rhetoric’.10 In 2002, 
Pablo Idahosa chose as epigraph for his essay on Cabral’s understandings of culture 
and ethnicity a quote where Cabral posits that people fight for material benefits, not 
ideas.11 In general, the argument goes that while other African leaders devoted much 
of their time to sophisticated theories of struggle, Cabral cultivated his pragmatism 
and wit, which in turn explained the remarkable achievements of armed struggle in 
Guinea-Bissau.

Amílcar Cabral’s life path seemed to facilitate such a perception, which Cabral 
himself partially nurtured. Born in Bafatá (Guinea-Bissau), in 1924, and raised in 
Mindelo (Cabo Verde), Cabral arrived in Lisbon in 1945 to study not philosophy or 
politics but agronomy. After graduating, he worked for an agricultural research station 
in Guinea-Bissau where he was put in charge of the country’s first agricultural survey, 
traversing the country and collecting data. Having become involved in student and 
anticolonial politics in Lisbon and Bissau, he founded the PAIGC in the late 1950s. 
With the support of Guinea-Conakry’s president, Ahmed Sekou Touré, he then 
moved to Conakry, where he started mobilizing people and resources for the PAIGC’s 
binational project of independence (and political unity) of Guinea-Bissau and Cabo 
Verde. In 1963, the PAIGC initiated armed struggle in the neighbouring Guinea-
Bissau, and Cabral remained the movement’s undisputed leader until his assassination 
on 20 January 1973 in Conakry.

However, while he was a pragmatic leader, Cabral also valued ideology and 
emphasized the importance of ideological debate within the independence struggle, 
from Guinean forests to the stages of international forums. During a speech at the 
Tricontinental conference, Cabral identified ‘ideological deficiency, not to say the 
total lack of ideology, within the national liberation movements’ as ‘one of the greatest 
weaknesses of our struggle against imperialism, if not the greatest weakness of all’. 
Although revolution could fail even if based on ‘perfectly conceived theories’, Cabral 
argued, ‘nobody has yet made a successful revolution without a revolutionary theory’.12

As medicine against the ‘poverty of ideology’, Cabral largely relied on Marxist 
frameworks of analysis. He selected, adapted and bent Marxist theses, categories and 
imagery to align with the unique contexts of Guinea-Bissau and Cabo Verde. The broad 
liberation ethos, cultivated by the Marxist tradition, the Marxist-Leninist analysis of 
colonialism and imperialism, as well as categories like ‘mode of production’, ‘petty 
bourgeoisie’ or ‘class’, alongside Marxist philosophy of history, constituted essential 
elements within Cabral’s political thought. While he evaded straightforward answers 
when asked about his Marxist affiliation, Cabral did acknowledge the aspects that 
aligned him with Marxist principles. These included his goals of ending the ‘exploitation 
of man by man’ and achieving economic development by means of social justice and 
popular power, among others. In a Q&A session in the University of London, on 27 
October 1971, he stated:

But ideology is important to Guinea. As I’ve said, never again do we want our 
people to be exploited. Our desire to develop our country with social justice and 
power in the hands of the people is our ideological basis. Never again do we want 
to see a group or a class of people exploiting or dominating the work of our people. 
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That’s our basis. If you want to call it Marxism, you may call it Marxism. That’s 
your responsibility.13

Since Cabral was the PAIGC’s chief ideologue, his views significantly influenced 
the party’s positions. In fact, the vast majority of the party’s political manual was 
developed on the basis of passages from Cabral’s speeches.14 His non-committed 
stance would survive his assassination in 1973, and, in the aftermath of independence, 
PAIGC would be the only of the three major Lusophone anticolonial movements 
not to adopt Marxist-Leninism as the state’s official ideology.15 Yet despite Cabral’s 
reluctance to define himself as a Marxist and the perception by some observers that 
his socialist project was the ‘most viable African alternative to the Soviet model of 
socialist development’,16 his clear ideological affinity with Marxist doctrine, as well 
as his diplomatic skill, garnered him sympathy and thus support from the USSR and 
other socialist countries.17

The ambiguity surrounding Amílcar Cabral’s ideological stance perplexed observers 
who relentlessly sought a definite answer on the matter throughout the 1960s and 
1970s. While Cabral’s evasive responses may seem like mere survival strategies in a 
polarized world, he also presented a compelling argument for PAIGC’s geopolitical 
and ideological autonomy beyond the constraints of the Cold War. As pointed out by 
Teresa Almeida Cravo, even a proudly centrist, economically liberal publication like 
the British magazine The Economist could vouch for Cabral and the PAIGC’s non-
communist credentials.18

These political manoeuvres may appear abstract or rhetorical, but national 
liberation movements recognized the influence their discourse could wield on public 
opinion, producing tangible results, especially in Western countries. Ideological 
debates carried a broader significance for political conduct and were not considered 
mere embellishments of ‘realpolitik’ strategies, as they came to be increasingly 
acknowledged later.19 Different schools of thought – Marxism, Liberalism, Humanism 
and the like – were creatively mobilized by anticolonial thinkers to carve out an 
autonomous political space for national liberation. These endeavours constituted an 
anticolonial approach to modernity, intent on crafting counter-hegemonic historical 
narratives. ‘From Louverture to Lenin’,20 and onward to contemporary national 
liberation projects, anticolonial activists reshaped their ideological horizon and 
embraced the task of ‘worldmaking’.21

Cabral’s conceptualization of class: From Milan to 
Havana and Conakry

By the 1960s, ‘African socialism’ was the ‘ideology of Africa’.22 An umbrella term for 
a range of transformative projects pursued at different times in countries such as 
Ghana, Guinea-Conakry, Senegal and Tanzania, African socialism encompassed 
a diverse array of wide national and ideological iterations. They loosely converged 
around ideas of communalism, economic development and social justice.23 Although 
many advocates were eager to stress that they were not communists or even Marxists, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Amílcar Cabral on Class and National Liberation 67

African socialists engaged in some manner with Marxist doctrine, incorporating 
African contexts and sensibilities into an ideological framework originally tailored for 
industrialized settings. In this process, figures like Kwamme Nkrumah can be seen as 
presenting some of ‘the most ambitious attempt[s]‌ so far made in Africa to revise some 
of the basic postulates of Marxism-Leninism’.24 This was manifested in arguments for 
‘leapfrogging’ historical stages, the rejection of Marxism’s entrenched atheism and the 
questioning of the universal mandate of some Marxist categories.

‘Class’ was one of such categories. The relevance of class as a political category in 
African settings became a significant subject of inquiry for African socialists, and 
these debates played a crucial role in shaping African postcolonial settings. In general, 
African socialists rejected class as something foreign to Africa. Some claimed ‘class’ 
was entirely absent from African scenarios, ‘insist[ing] that no classes in the Marxian 
sense [could] be found’.25 Others, like Nkrumah, justified its temporary existence in 
Africa as a colonial export, which introduced an until then unknown class structure. 
And still others, like Touré, claimed that even if classes were currently emerging in 
Africa, the progression could still be stopped.26 They all agreed, nonetheless, that 
class was foreign to traditional structure and social system of Africa. This agreement 
stemmed from the belief either that African values inherently aligned with socialism, 
or that Africa’s development had been impeded by colonialism, preventing it from 
reaching the historical stage where class distinctions would develop.

Regardless of the specific rationale, African socialists refused, in the words of 
Tanzania’s first president, Julius Nyerere, to follow their European counterparts in 
‘sanctifying this conflict itself into a philosophy’.27 Nyerere further pointed out that in 
indigenous African languages, there was no equivalent word for ‘class’. This perspective 
was used to salvage the persecuted and supressed historical memory of precolonial 
Africa, portraying it as a society without class divisions and highlighting its supposed 
‘African essence’ based on communal and fraternal values. This portrayal effectively 
established an idealized precolonial golden era as ‘the social political ancestor’ for the 
concept of African socialism.28 The distant past therefore became the envisioned future, 
and the notion of conflict was conveniently attributed to the influence of colonialism 
and its neocolonial manifestations.

African socialism informed much of Amílcar Cabral’s pan-African ideological 
landscape. Kenneth Grundy points out the strength of these ideas among West 
African political elites.29 The PAIGC was headquartered in Guinea-Conakry while also 
harbouring bases in Senegal, which borders Guinea-Bissau to the north, and Cabral 
constantly communicated with figures such as Nyerere, Nkrumah, Touré and Léopold 
Senghor, so he was well aware of ongoing debates surrounding African socialism. 
However, his engagement often took the form of a counterpoint rather than a direct 
variation. Notably, the question of class would eventually emerge as a pivotal aspect of 
his political ideology.

 The focus of Cabral’s writings evolved in accordance with his shifting priorities. 
After youthful incursions into poetry during the 1940s and his agronomical research 
in the 1950s, Cabral turned to political and organizational matters in his writings. In 
the early 1960s, he was mainly concerned with the analysis and critique of Portuguese 
colonialism, a crucial step in garnering international recognition for the PAIGC’s 
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cause, which was actively mobilizing for armed struggle at that time. Consequently, his 
public addresses did not delve into specific social conditions on the ground in Guinea-
Bissau. The first speech in which class appears as a subject of debate is the lecture 
delivered in May 1964 at the Frantz Fanon Centre in Milan, an anticolonial hub of 
the Italian left founded in the previous year. Speaking before a Western audience who 
knew little about Guinea-Bissau, Cabral shared his conclusions about the attitudes of 
the country’s different ethnic groups towards liberation struggle.

In Milan, Cabral engaged in a critical examination of fundamental tenets within 
Marxist doctrine, which probably appealed to the leftist audience. In particular, his 
lecture highlighted the shortcomings of Marxist theory regarding Guinean reality 
and PAIGC’s organizational needs. He recounted how, during the initial phases of 
the liberation struggle, the core cadre of the PAIGC ‘looked for the working class in 
Guinea and … did not find it’.30 The divergence in context and circumstances led to a 
discrepancy over Marxist meanings and concepts. His European friends, continued 
Cabral, conceptualized revolution as the ‘fall of the bourgeoisie’. They also struggled to 
grasp the unique nature of the PAIGC as a distinct entity, not conforming to the mould 
of a typical ‘European party’.31

Cabral also addressed the exclusion of colonized peoples in historical narratives – a 
theme of prime importance in his discourse. The negation of the colonized peoples’ 
historical process is one of colonialism’s greatest weapons, argued Cabral. 
Notwithstanding the fierce opposition to imperialism, the Marxist doctrine was equally 
based upon that denial – an outcome of its European worldview. If ‘all history was the 
history of class struggle’ and class did not develop in colonized settings, as a result 
of its ‘backwardness’ according to modern standards, then colonized peoples found 
themselves outside of history. Cabral challenged such reasoning epistemologically:

There is a preconception held by many people, even on the left, that imperialism 
made us enter history at the moment when it began its adventure in our countries. 
This preconception must be denounced: for somebody on the left, and for Marxists 
in particular, history obviously means the class struggle. Our opinion is exactly the 
contrary. We consider that when imperialism arrived in Guinea it made us leave 
history – our history. We agree that history in our country is the result of class 
struggle, but we have our own class struggles.32

Despite fierce criticism of the shortcomings of Marxist interpretations within African 
contexts, Cabral seldom overtly rejected them. Rather, in a style that became his 
trademark, Cabral offered modifications aimed at encompassing the complexities of 
colonized societies. He carefully navigated this task, avoiding a complete dismissal 
of the Marxist framework that posits history as a product of class struggle. In this 
vein, Cabral acknowledged that even Guinea-Bissau entailed ‘its own class struggles’. 
However, he challenged the centrality of class struggle in colonial settings, arguing 
the main contradiction did not revolve around class divisions, but rather centred on 
the collective endeavours of an entire populace in opposition to the ruling class of 
imperialist nations.33 Cabral regarded these questions as crucial in understanding the 
potential for revolutionary processes within so-called underdeveloped nations.34
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While these considerations might seem confined to the realm of ideology, Cabral 
recognized their direct relevance to PAIGC’s political and organizational problems. In 
this case, the non-centrality of class struggle in colonial settings raised a particularly 
important question: ‘Somebody asked which class is the “agent” of history … Our 
answer is that it is all [emphasis original] the social strata of society … What commands 
history in colonial conditions is not [emphasis added] the class struggle.’35 Cabral’s 
analysis thus led him to recognize that the revolutionary potential in colonial locations 
resided in ‘all the social strata’, as people united in the rejection of the colonial system.

Cabral was nonetheless acutely aware that the ‘dominated people … only present[ed] 
an ensemble vis-à-vis the oppressor’.36 Thus, the end of Portuguese rule represented a 
major challenge to national unity. National liberation in itself, Cabral warned, was not 
intrinsically revolutionary, but rather a ground to be disputed by anticolonial radicals. 
Here lied the possibility, Cabral hoped and believed, of turning the ‘negative’ unity of 
anticolonialism into a ‘positive’ postcolonial political project.

 The key potential for revolutionary transformation after independence lay within 
the group that Cabral designated as petty bourgeoisie. In colonial contexts, the petty 
bourgeoisie held a disproportionate degree of power, a consequence of intricate 
historical, political and social dynamics. Given the absence of a working class in 
Guinea-Bissau in a strict Marxist sense and limited abilities of the peasantry to lead 
the struggle, petty bourgeoisie acquired a level of influence that was out of proportion 
to their numbers. It was not a revolutionary force, but a ‘physical force’ which should 
be directed to revolutionary purposes.37 The key role of the petty bourgeoisie, however, 
was problematic. Their leadership positions were marked by an internal struggle, 
torn between the allure of neocolonial temptations with their ‘group interests’ and 
the commitment to national-popular aspirations of the people. This duality posed a 
significant challenge to the advancement of the liberation movement. Cabral distilled 
this dilemma in a rhetorical question: ‘Are we asking [the petty bourgeoise] to commit 
[class] suicide?’38

 The precarious unity that characterized national anticolonial fronts was the main 
subject of Cabral’s address at the Tricontinental conference in Havana, held at the 
Habana Libre Hotel in January 1966. There, Cabral gave one of the conference’s most 
acclaimed speeches, entitled ‘Presuppositions and Objectives of National Liberation 
in Relation to Social Structure’, later widely known as ‘The Weapon of Theory’. Before 
an audience of over five hundred delegates, Cabral spoke to those ‘who want their 
revolution to be a true revolution’,39 as the meeting in Havana assembled the radical 
faction of national liberation and anti-imperialist movements from all across Africa, 
Asia and Latin America.40 Cabral devoted the speech to ‘the struggle against our 
weaknesses’, singling out, as mentioned before, the poor practices of ideological debate 
and the absence of a theoretical framework for national liberation movements’ action 
as the greatest among them. Expanding on a wide range of topics, the speech again 
explored in depth Marxist frameworks of analysis regarding anticolonial struggles.

 A direct link can be traced between the speeches delivered in Milan and Havana, 
as the latter picks up in depth several questions introduced in the former. Once more, 
Cabral addressed the place of colonized peoples within historical narratives and its 
relation to class understandings. Given that class is held by many as the ‘motive force 
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of history’, Cabral questioned the audience in Havana if ‘history begins only with 
the development of the phenomenon of “class” ’. If one answered in the affirmative, 
colonized peoples then would be excluded from history, whether via an imperialist 
or via a Marxist lens. Rather than dismiss the thesis, Cabral ‘provincialized’ class 
struggle, presenting it as more context-dependant and circumscribed. He argued that 
class struggle was the motive force of history, but only in a specific historical period, 
stating, ‘This means that before the class struggle – and necessarily after it, since in 
this world there is no before without an after – one or several factors was and will be 
the motive force of history [emphasis added].’41 Cabral thus reassured the delegates 
that ‘for people building socialism’ history would not cease, even when the process of 
eliminating classes and class struggle would be complete.42

The concept of class continued to occupy a key position in Cabral’s discourse as 
he addressed the role of ethnic differences in the progress of the national liberation 
movements. Ethnicity and class were often paired together as competing factors 
within the liberation struggle. In Havana, Cabral unambiguously asserted the 
primacy of class over ethnic or other differences as the core of division within the 
struggle: ‘Contradictions between classes, even when only embryonic, are of far greater 
importance than the contradictions between tribes.’43 This represented a small, but 
significant change in favour of the importance of class in comparison to his position 
in Milan, where he had resisted naming class the main contradiction in liberation 
struggles.44

It is possible that it was the nature of the audience – and the radical anti-
imperialist agenda – which also influenced Cabral’s understanding of class. Although 
‘neocolonialism’ was not a new concern, its menace loomed particularly large at the 
hall of Habana Libre Hotel, where the majority of Tricontinental’s delegates shared a 
commitment against foreign domination while championing armed revolt, socialism 
and the creation of new institutions to resist North American imperialism.45

Cabral also revisited the question he had raised two years earlier in Milan regarding 
the role of the petty bourgeoisie. Once again, he delved into the dilemma faced by this 
class. Cabral emphasized that the petty bourgeoisie, often positioned as a ‘services 
class’, removed from direct production and therefore lacking significant power found 
itself compelled to align with those who possessed real influence: either ‘imperialist 
capital’ or ‘the native working classes’.46 In contrast to the lack of clarity in Milan, 
Cabral was now resolute about the necessary course of action. Referring to this choice 
of the petty bourgeoisie, he famously stated, ‘This means that in order to truly fulfil the 
role in the national liberation struggle, the revolutionary petty bourgeoisie must be 
capable of committing suicide as a class in order to be reborn as revolutionary workers, 
completely identified with the deepest aspirations of the people to which they belong.’47

From the speeches at Milan and Havana emerge a set of core questions to which 
Cabral steadily devoted his reflection. It is possible to observe how class was gaining 
space within his framework of analysis, increasingly entangled with a national 
imaginary. At times, the two dimensions (nation and class) even merged: if in 1964 
Cabral described the driving agent of history as ‘all the social strata’, in 1966 he called 
it the ‘nation-class’.48
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 However, while at the Tricontinental Cabral had expressed revolutionary optimism, 
the following years became very difficult for the armed struggle in Guinea-Bissau. 
Although the PAIGC expanded control over large swaths of territory in the earlier 
years, by the end of the decade major difficulties in the guerrilla became apparent. 
The PAIGC struggled to expand its operations in the eastern region, dominated by the 
Fula. Moreover, it seemed increasingly difficult to take control over fortified posts and 
towns while countering Portugal’s air dominance. In 1968, the Portuguese General 
António de Spínola introduced a brand new ‘counter-insurgency strategy’ designed 
to win over the local population, which presented a further challenge to the PAIGC. 
The slow progress in the war generated much debate over military strategy including 
with the Cuban advisers who believed that Cabral needed to reenergize the pace 
of the armed struggle. By 1969, the war in Guinea-Bissau had stalled, exacerbating 
deep-seated grievances against the overwhelmingly Cabo Verdean leadership and the 
binational project.49

 Other African developments were also of concern to Cabral. The late 1950s and 
early 1960s had represented a period of high optimism for Africa’s social and economic 
transformation. However, events such as the so-called Congo Crisis, followed by 
a string of military coups in Algeria (1965), Ghana (1966) and Mali (1968) showed 
the continuous power of the former colonial rulers and of elites who were often 
frustrated with the state-led – and largely authoritarian – socialist-inspired economic 
development projects. Cabral was particularly friendly with Ghana’s first president, 
Kwame Nkrumah, who had been ousted from power by the military in 1966 and who 
lived the rest of his life in exile in Conakry. To Cabral, the fundamental reasons for 
Nkrumah’s downfall were internal, as the ex-president failed to foster internal unity 
and reduce the power of the ‘tribal chiefs’.50

 These concerns and developments must have informed the Cabral-led seminar 
held for PAIGC’s cadres between 18 and 24 November 1969, in Conakry. The seminar 
consisted of a set of lectures (followed by questions and answers) which later became 
known under the title Analysis of a Few Types of Resistance.51 Given the internal and 
external developments discussed above, Cabral’s primary objective seemed to be 
to fortify ideological awareness by revising, dissecting and deliberating upon the 
fundamental concepts, organizational structures and goals of the PAIGC.

 It is perhaps not surprising that speaking to the PAIGC cadres in Conakry, Cabral 
emphasized unity as a cornerstone of the anticolonial front against the Portuguese. 
Cabral gave a long presentation on the topic, delineating the potential of unity while 
simultaneously acknowledging its inherent limitations. He regarded unity as a concept 
that was fluid and adaptable, much like the evolving and dynamic nature of the term 
‘the people’. In essence, both unity and the concept of ‘the people’ were evolving 
abstractions. Cabral highlighted that Guinea-Bissau’s geographical boundaries were 
a colonial construct, devoid of any preexisting history of political unity prior to the 
arrival of the Portuguese. PAIGC believed that embarking on an armed struggle 
against a common foreign enemy had the potential to catalyse the formation of a new 
Guinean-Cabo Verdean national identity, making no secret of the contingent character 
of its national project.52

 

 

 

 



Globalizing Independence Struggles of Lusophone Africa72

 In the Conakry seminar, although Cabral avoided the heavy Marxist jargon of his 
interventions for Italian intellectuals and Third World revolutionaries, the concept 
of ‘class’ surfaced in relation to the overarching theme of unity. In contrast with his 
speeches in Milan and Havana, Cabral downplayed the importance of class vis-à-vis 
ethnic distinctions within the process of forging an effective anticolonial coalition. 
Cabral noted that a distinctive advantage lay in the fact that their homeland lacked 
pronounced class disparities or extensive socioeconomic inequalities. He elaborated 
that while there were embryonic class differences, they did not constitute the primary 
determinant. Rather, the challenge stemmed from the presence of various ethnic 
groups, which Cabral identified as a significant vulnerability in their struggle for 
unity.53 Although his discourse did not revolve around the concept of class per se, 
he emphasized internal division and exploitation as undermining unity at different 
moments in the history of Cabo Verde and Guinea-Bissau:

All of you know what the social reality of our land is, the disastrous consequence 
of colonialist exploitation. But let us not put all the blame on the colonialists. 
There is also exploitation of our folk by our folk … Many of the Cape Verdean 
people suffered because of exploitation by landowners, themselves Cape Verdeans. 
Similarly, in Guiné, part of the great suffering of our people was at the hands of 
our own folk. We must not at all forget this, so that we shall know that to do in 
the future.54

The notion of class was thus subsumed into other categories, like exploitation, 
which were presumably deemed more resonant with his audience. After all, the 
goal of the PAIGC, according to Cabral, was not simply political independence. The 
objective was to ensure that the liberators of today did not turn into abusers of power 
of tomorrow: ‘Our objective cannot be to go and tend to the governor’s palace only to 
do in our land what the governor would like to do.’55

Culture: A class concept and a non-antagonist solution

One can provide two different interpretations as to why Cabral’s discourse on 
class was fairly variable in the 1960s. In the 1980s, Étienne Balibar and Immanuel 
Wallerstein undertook a broad conceptual inquiry to ‘class’ as a key modern category.56 
Approaching the endless polysemy of class across the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, they presented it as a production of an overlap between two different sets of 
meanings: class codifications rooted in ‘attributes’ and class understandings focused on 
‘processes’. In the first case, class referred to specific economic and social groups, and 
its uses searched for a clear set of attributes in social reality – for instance, the ‘working 
class’ as synonymous with an industrialized, urban workforce, expected to perform a 
wide range of political endeavours, which the PAIGC did not find in Guinea-Bissau. 
In the second case, however, the uses of ‘class as processes’ focused mainly on the 
imaginary of social stratification and issuing dynamics of domination and inequality. 
In the second interpretation, class became a relational concept and thus broadened 
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its appeal as a political and analytical concept, enabling non-Western actors to apply 
the concepts to their settings. The mid-1960s assertion of class primacy by Cabral, 
for instance, should be read in this light, given the absence in Guinea-Bissau of a 
class structure in Marxist terms. Indeed, part of the history of Marxism as ‘travelling 
theory’,57 particularly to ‘peripheral’ contexts, can be read as the history of the tensions 
between class uses directed to attributes and class understandings aimed at processes – 
and in that regard, the Cabralian itinerary of class provides a fruitful case study.

 The second interpretation takes the different uses of ‘class’ as an outcome of 
overlapping temporalities. The PAIGC operated in a particular context, waging an 
armed struggle at a time when most of the former colonies had already achieved 
independence. Nonetheless, in the Guinean territory freed from Portuguese control 
the foundations of the future postcolonial society immediately begun being laid, 
progressing with the guerrilla. The liberation struggle against Portuguese colonialism 
and the liberation challenges of a postcolonial order represented two very different 
lenses and orders of problems, which overlapped in Guinea-Bissau. In each, class 
had different weights – and as Cabral had to address alternately each ‘temporality’, 
so class knew different positions in his discourse. In the struggle against Portuguese 
colonialism, class was downplayed so that the ‘all the social strata’ could emerge as the 
revolutionary agent – even if there existed, as we have seen, ‘exploitation of our folk 
by our folk’. In a postcolonial order, however, class had a newfound centrality, as it 
provided the grammar to address the threat of neocolonialism.

 With the progression of liberation struggle, as independence became a closer 
prospect, class became more important in Cabral’s political thought. With the ‘main 
contradiction’ represented by colonialism fading away, the precarious character of 
anticolonial unity sharpened. Unlike Nkrumah, who by then had already turned 
vociferously against earlier African socialist stances and embraced a more favourable 
stance towards ‘scientific socialism’,58 the closing of the decade finds Amílcar Cabral 
exploring the new possibilities offered by the national anticolonial project. This last 
attempt was expressed in Cabral’s definition of culture introduced in the turn towards 
the 1970s, crossing Marxist influences and African liberation ideologies.

 Throughout the 1960s, the concept of ‘culture’ did not have major appearances in 
Amílcar Cabral’s discourse. In general, Cabral subscribed to pan-African and Negritude 
views on culture as the backbone of African identity, although he tried to ‘move 
beyond the limitations of negritude’.59 But Cabral could also be ruthless towards what 
he regarded as the ‘backward’ elements of African culture.60 In the section he devoted 
to culture in Analysis of a Few Types of Resistance, Cabral posited that African culture 
was something to be cherished through a political lens. However, if seen through a 
‘scientific’ lens, culture was something in need of adjustments and correction.

 In the 1970s, the concept of culture assumed a pivotal role in Cabral’s writings and 
speeches. He delivered one of his initial lectures on this subject at Syracuse University 
in New York on 20 February 1970 titled ‘National Liberation and Culture’.61 He later 
presented variations of the same speech at a UNESCO experts’ meeting in Paris in 
July 1972 and at Lincoln University in Pennsylvania on 15 October 1972, where 
Cabral received an honorary degree.62 In these addresses, Cabral elevated culture to 
a central position within the framework of anticolonial struggle and thus the anchor 
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of the postcolonial future. By designating culture as the collective possession of the 
‘popular masses’, Cabral rooted the potential for a liberated postcolonial future within 
a distinctly African context.

 This marked a significant departure from his previous perspectives. Cabral had 
previously regarded popular masses as a ‘physical force of revolution’, rather than a 
revolutionary force. However, his stance underwent a shift, as clear from his lectures 
delivered at Syracuse, Pennsylvania and Paris. In these addresses, culture assumed a 
role synonymous with anticolonial resistance. As he stated in his New York address, 
in 1970, ‘The value of culture as an element of resistance to foreign domination lies 
in the fact that culture is the vigorous manifestation on the ideological or idealist 
pane of the physical and historical reality of the society that is dominated or to be 
dominated. Culture is simultaneously the fruit of a people’s history and a determinant 
of history.’63

 However, Cabral acknowledged that within the broader context of ‘the people’, 
culture was not distributed equally. He contended that while bourgeois groups might 
have fostered connections with colonial powers and thereby detached from their 
indigenous culture, the popular masses adopted a different stance. For them, culture 
became a survival strategy – a means to safeguard their identity and heritage amidst 
colonial suppression. In fact, Cabral accorded an almost mythical significance to 
culture, as seen in his 1970 speech: ‘Repressed, persecuted, betrayed by some social 
groups who were in league with the colonialists, African culture survived all the 
storms, taking refuge in the villages, in the forests and in the spirit of the generations 
who were victims of colonialism.’64

 In Cabral’s conception, the popular masses thus became bearers of culture, their 
rightful guardians. Without them there would be no anticolonial resistance and indeed 
no nation to support the liberation struggle. According to Cabral, the liberation 
movement ‘must furthermore embody the mass character, the popular character of 
the culture’.65 Two years later, Cabral strengthened this defence of popular masses as 
bearers of culture. In a very similar passage as the one quoted above, he stated, ‘Thus 
the question of a “return to the source” or a “cultural renaissance” does not arise and 
could not arise for the masses of these people, for it is they who are the repository of 
the culture and at the same time the only social sector who can preserve and built it up 
and make history.’66

 Indeed, Cabral unambiguously asserted this late definition of culture as a class 
concept. In fact, it can be seen as the culmination of the volatile uses of the term 
throughout the 1960s. Some English translations of his Syracuse speech in 1970 fail to 
capture the categorical affirmation of the ‘class character’ of culture, often using terms 
like ‘popular’ or other terms interchangeably. However, upon consulting the original 
typewritten drafts in Portuguese, which bear Cabral’s own handwritten corrections, 
the clarity of his stance becomes evident. Given the importance of the original text and 
the potential for misreading, allow me to provide a literal translation: ‘If, in reality, the 
multiplicity of social and ethnic categories creates a certain complexity in determining 
culture’s role in the liberation movement, it is vital not to lose sight of the decisive 
importance of the class character of culture for the liberation struggle, even when that 
category is or appears to be embryonic [original emphasis].’67
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 Through this class-based definition of culture a clear ideological path is outlined 
and fixed: to remain true to the liberation movement, popular aspirations must evolve 
into national imperatives and vice versa, merging them in the process. The petty 
bourgeoisie is seen as having the opportunity to utilize the space created by armed 
struggle to foster a ‘total identification with the environmental reality’ and promote 
a ‘progressive cultural identification of the various social groups participating in 
the struggle’.68 This definition of culture builds upon earlier reflections about the 
in-between condition of the petty bourgeoisie as the revolutionary vanguard group, 
and the terminology of ‘class suicide’ disappears.

 When recalling Cabral’s 1964 lecture in Milan, where he identified ‘all the 
social strata’ as potential agents of Guinea-Bissau’s revolution, it becomes evident 
that a significant transformation has taken place. Cabral now clearly identifies a 
revolutionary agent within the social national strata, specifically ‘the popular masses’. 
His speeches are also increasingly addressing internal political divisions. Nonetheless, 
Amílcar Cabral remains steadfast in his commitment to the national liberation project, 
pursuing an ideological solution that can extend the original anticolonial unity beyond 
the departure of the Portuguese, anchoring it in a postcolonial context.

 While overtly informed by class analysis, Cabral resisted embracing antagonism as 
an engine force of socialist revolution. This rejection of antagonism is very clear, given 
that Cabral still posited the liberation struggle as the space capable of ‘bring[ing] diverse 
interests into harmony’, resolving contradictions and defining common objectives.69 
Echoes of the different African socialist worldviews may be identified here, although 
in different historical circumstances. Unlike his African socialist counterparts, on the 
one hand, Cabral embraced the analytical and political usefulness of class for PAIGC’s 
national project; but on the other, he accompanied African socialists in their resistance 
to ‘sanctify’ class conflict itself ‘into a philosophy’ via appeals to class struggle.70

Conclusion

The investigation of Cabral’s approach to the concept of ‘class’ shows the great 
adaptability of the PAIGC’s founding leader and the evolution of his ideas according 
to changing circumstances. Speaking in international leftist circles, such as in Milan 
and Havana, Cabral directly engaged with Marxist concepts familiar to his audiences, 
applying them to the African context. If, in Milan, Cabral argued that the main 
contradiction in the national liberation movement did not revolve around class 
divisions, at the more radical Tricontinental conference, he centred class struggle as 
the defining characteristic of division. In turn, while speaking to the PAIGC cadres 
in Conakry in 1969, Cabral did not theorize the concept of ‘class’ but rather focused 
on unity. Still, the class-based framework entered his discourse by way of discussions 
around ‘internal’ inequality, bringing to light the privileged native elites which 
collaborated with colonialism.

Amílcar Cabral’s notion of class, however, did not solely depend on his target 
audience. It was subjected to evolution as a result of internal and external events. Cabral 
devoted a growing attention to ‘class’ across this period, as the revolutionary hopes 
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of anticolonial radicals began to fade away. The string of African coups and Cabral’s 
own growing awareness of divisions inside his binationalist liberation movement, 
the PAIGC, compounded his worries about the complicity of postcolonial African 
political elites with the imperialist powers. Thus, Cabral increasingly emphasized unity 
and internal exploitation in his 1969 lectures.

Cabral’s views on culture then offered both an explanation and a possible solution 
to the dangers emanating from the post-independence context. As the departure of the 
Portuguese grew as a real possibility in the early 1970s, the danger of neocolonialism 
and internal divisions suddenly became a more pressing concern. Thus, Cabral 
elevated culture to a class concept, designating the popular masses as its guardians 
against foreign domination. This shift marked a departure from his earlier focus on 
revolutionary forces, now emphasizing culture’s crucial role in resistance. Cabral’s 
speeches at institutions like Syracuse University framed culture as both a historical 
product and a determinant of history. He saw culture as a means for the marginalized 
to preserve their identity and counter colonial oppression. Amid Guinea-Bissau’s 
approaching independence, Cabral’s synthesis of ideologies aimed to unify diverse 
groups under a shared cultural framework for the postcolonial era.

In a context of increasingly frustrated revolutionary hopes, Cabral drew on Marxist 
doctrine and the pan-African body of socialist ideologies, but sought to carve out 
a distinct approach. Such a solution only seemed possible given the recent African 
history of unity against colonialism and the wide range of possible futures available for 
a short period – different futures still being envisioned in a 1972 Guinea-Bissau about 
to gain its formal independence.
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The year after Africa: How the UN response to 
Angola and Goa militarized decolonization

R. Joseph Parrott

Lusophone decolonization was a truly global process. The Estado Novo regime defined 
Portugal as a multicontinental nation, stretching from Europe and spanning the globe 
through its numerous African ‘provinces’ centred on massive Angola and its Indian 
enclaves clustered around Goa all the way to Chinese Macao and tiny East Timor. 
Portugal’s Empire was therefore broadly entwined with the Global South – the regions 
of Asia, Africa and Latin America that shared long histories of colonial domination – 
and so was anti-imperial resistance to it. Yet Portugal, a small and extremely poor state 
by European standards, dominated by an inflexible dictatorship dedicated to social 
conservatism and imperial nostalgia, successfully held on to its empire more than 
a decade longer than its more powerful neighbours. In the process, it compelled a 
militarization of nationalist organizing. The result is a historical case study that reflects 
major trends surrounding decolonization and which outlasted familiar British and 
French examples to shape the direction of global anti-imperial politics.

Portugal’s intertwined history with the UN during Lisbon’s annus horribilis 
of 1961 captures the origins of this process and its impact on global debates about 
empire and liberation. In March, a nationalist rebellion broke out in Angola, eliciting 
a violent Portuguese response. This set the stage for the Indian invasion and eventual 
annexation of the imperial enclaves of Goa, Daman and Diu just before the new 
year. Both events landed before the UN Security Council (UNSC), bringing the 
organization’s championship of rights-based discourse into conflict with its central 
mission of maintaining international peace and the territorial integrity of member 
states. And since the Euro-American powers established the foundations of the UN 
and the international law it upheld, these events also pitted the inviolability of imperial 
borders against the growing commitment to self-determination championed by an 
expanding Southern membership.1 While the UN’s successful rearticulation of self-
determination legitimized liberation movements, its inability to respond decisively to 
these cases defined limitations on matters of decolonization that bolstered the militant 
turn in Southern nationalism.

This chapter therefore contributes to a growing literature on the complex role of the 
UN in decolonization. Africa has been central to this discussion, with the intervention 
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in post-independence Congo garnering the most attention, but this focus downplays 
the global nature of imperialism and the role the body played in articulating a broad 
language of resistance. Rather, as Adom Getachew recently argued, Southern states 
used the UN to advance a new definition of self-determination as ‘non-domination’ 
that went beyond the idea’s European origins. This directly informed the 1960 UN 
General Assembly (UNGA) Declaration on Granting Independence to Colonial 
Peoples and a variety of projects aimed at creating a more egalitarian world order.2 Yet 
how these broad ambitions could compel transfers of power remains a footnote, in part 
because most studies focus on Anglo- and Francophone colonies in which political 
independence was either achieved or promised by 1960. Despite the Global South’s 
successful reimagination of self-determination and global economics, it proved difficult 
for the UN – and its members – to achieve such transformations when metropolitan 
states like Portugal resisted. There were, according to Eva-Maria Muschik, ‘limits to 
what critiques in New York could achieve on the ground’, so UN success generally 
came when assuming a trusteeship role that filled the void left by already departing 
colonial governments.3 As the linked cases of Angola and Goa illustrate, impasses 
between rights-based discourses and political realities often demanded militant 
responses. Nationalists then justified their revolutions by citing customs that evolved 
at the UN but which did not always appear in official resolutions.

The events of 1961 defined an increasingly militant tone for anticolonial politics just 
months after the Year of Africa gave millions hope that rapid, peaceful decolonization 
was possible. Southern actors collaborated across continental divides to legitimize 
liberating violence as an acceptable response to colonial subjugation, referencing 
and informing UN debates as they sought to integrate this idea into international law 
and practice. The armed invasion of Goa by India, the global symbol of non-violent 
activism, represented a powerful testament to this trend, especially when it received 
effective sanction through international acquiescence. These events simultaneously 
revealed and encouraged a shift in the tenor of Third World politics towards a new 
brand of revolutionary anti-imperialism.4 The UN became a useful body for criticizing 
Portugal and legitimizing nationalist challenges to the status quo ex post facto, but the 
impetus for change relied on military action.5 The friction between this political reality 
and the founding ideology of the UN convinced many within Western states that 
the body had strayed dangerously from its original purpose and offered diminishing 
returns. The result was a clarification of the UN’s limited ability to promote the actual 
process of political decolonization even as it played an invaluable role institutionalizing 
Southern challenges to the Northern-dominated international system.

Angola and the limits of UN decolonization

The post-Second World War international order legitimized the process of 
decolonization but made few concrete plans on how to achieve it. The enshrinement 
of human rights and the concept of national self-determination in the UN’s Charter 
and foundational structures gave colonial populations hope that movements for 
independence might gain sympathetic international hearings. Yet the body itself was 
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designed and influenced by European countries that continued to view empire as 
their right, meaning it would take a transformation in membership and philosophy 
to position bodies like the UN’s Trusteeship Council against colonialism.6 Beginning 
with the Philippines in 1946 and India in 1947, decolonization spread from Asia 
to Africa, picking up speed after the recognition of Ghana’s independence in 1957. 
These transfers of power moved more slowly than subject peoples desired, but 
they accelerated as colonial revolts and intellectual challenges to empire mounted. 
Insurgencies in Vietnam, Kenya, Malaysia and Algeria pressured European powers to 
abandon formal colonialism, while the proliferation of new states in the Global South 
articulated a powerful international condemnation of broader practices of empire 
through the UNGA and its more democratic committees.

The issue became central to global politics in 1960 when seventeen Sub-Saharan 
nations gained independence during what became known as the Year of Africa. African 
and Asian states now outnumbered European representatives and their Western allies 
in the UNGA, creating conditions that shifted the priorities of the body towards the 
concerns of the Global South. In December, the passage of General Resolution 1514 
(XV) on Granting Independence to Colonial Peoples established new precedent 
when it argued that ‘all peoples have the right to self-determination’ and that the 
denial of these rights through the ‘alien subjugation, domination, and exploitation’ of 
colonialism was no longer acceptable. It called for an end to violence aimed at political 
protest and urged the immediate transfer of power in dependent territories ‘without 
any conditions or reservations’, though there was no clear sense of how such transfers 
would occur.7 The months following this resolution therefore became a pivotal test 
for the form Southern struggles for self-determination would take. The focus came to 
rest squarely on the dwindling number of European holdouts who refused to consider 
decolonization, with tiny Portugal and its globe-spanning empire earning special 
interest. The day after passing Resolution 1415 (XV), the UNGA passed another 
declaration pointedly identifying Lisbon’s overseas possessions as non-self-governing 
territories and demanding information.8

Portugal’s Estado Novo was not surprised by the attention, having spent the previous 
decade bolstering its empire while facing challenges from powerful neighbours like 
India. Reclassifying the colonies as overseas provinces in 1951 to evade supranational 
oversight, the dictatorship of António Salazar deployed an expansive surveillance 
system and swift violence to maintain an oppressive order. The state jailed nationalists, 
detaining or exiling them to distant outposts across the empire in hopes of containing 
agitation. When signs of nationalist or labour unrest bubbled to the surface, Portugal 
responded with decisive force. In one example, the military response to peaceful 
protesters crossing the Goan border from India in 1955 resulted in nearly two dozen 
dead and over two hundred wounded. Four years later, state police killed and wounded 
at least twenty-five striking workers on the Pidjiguiti docks of Guinea-Bissau.9 Such 
efforts maintained an internal quiescence even as they increased tensions with 
neighbouring states.

Yet nationalists were organizing, often in exile, and trends at the UN provided 
momentum for these fledgling movements if not necessarily an ultimate solution. 
In 1961, Amílcar Cabral, the head of the Conakry-based PAIGC, offered a measured 
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appreciation of the newfound assertiveness of the UN, praising it for challenging 
the ‘myth’ of Portugal’s overseas provinces. Cabral took encouragement from the 
demonstration that an ‘overwhelming majority of UN members’ were committed to 
resolving the problem of Lusophone colonialism in ways that ‘increase the isolation of 
the Portuguese government’ while strengthening the nascent anticolonial movements. 
But he lamented that well-intentioned resolutions offered little more than ‘moral 
victor[ies]’.10 The body itself proved incapable of successfully intervening to compel 
decolonization, a perception reinforced by Secretary General Dag Hammarskjöld’s 
ineffective intervention in the Congo that led Cabral to lump the UN with ‘American 
imperialists and Belgian colonialists’ after the assassination of Patrice Lumumba.11 
Ultimately, Cabral concluded that ‘[the UN] has shown itself incapable of resolving 
disputes between colonised peoples and the colonial powers’.12 The organization 
provided an important voice championing decolonization, but it lacked the power and 
authority to force it.

Rather, the UN offered useful justifications for what Lusophone nationalists like 
Cabral believed was the necessary response to stubborn colonialism: armed revolt. 
Portugal’s suppression of African nationalism and refusal to cooperate with UN fact-
finding missions signalled that the relatively peaceful political evolution towards 
independence that occurred in Ghana or Guinea-Conakry was unlikely. Yet the UN 
Resolutions affirmed that the days of colonialism were decidedly over. The result 
was a global impasse that the most influential nationalists concluded could only be 
broken by force of arms. Cabral referenced the Algerian War against France as proof 
that armed struggle was the necessary response to the silencing of political will.13 
The PAIGC began patiently preparing for an armed revolt and formalizing linkages 
with like-minded nationalists in other colonies with the hopes of creating a multi-
front challenge to Portugal’s Empire. While reflecting on the UN resolutions that 
closed the Year of Africa, Cabral told a French audience that the choice facing the 
burgeoning freedom campaigns in Guinea-Bissau, Angola and Goa was clear: ‘Either 
the government allows the effective exercise of political and democratic activities in 
our countries or it intensifies preparations for the outbreak of a colonial war.’14

This outbreak of organized violence came sooner than anticipated. On 15 March 
1961, the Congo-based UPA invaded Angola from the north, inspiring a revolt that 
invited a destructive Portuguese response. This capped off months of unrest in Angola 
that undermined the Portuguese narrative of quiescent colonies. The UPA operated 
outside Cabral’s coalition, but it had its own ambiguous relationship with the UN. 
Originally founded as a Bakongo nationalist organization, the party that became 
the UPA spent the late 1950s unsuccessfully lobbying for UN recognition with help 
from the American Committee on Africa.15 By the end of 1960, the young nationalist 
Holden Roberto, directly influenced by the Algerian model, asserted control over 
the UPA and set it on the path towards armed revolt.16 Yet there was still a role for 
the body to play, and the UPA invasion coincided with a UNSC vote on a resolution 
condemning Portuguese colonialism first proposed by the coalition of Afro-Asian 
states in response to earlier unrest. As his troops crossed the border, Roberto warned 
reporters in New York that Portugal was ‘attempting to bamboozle the world with 
legalistic nonsense’ about the domestic nature of the conflict while ‘exterminating 
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the African population of Angola by forced labor … deportations, assassinations 
and terror’.17 The UPA justified its revolution as a response to the violent nature of 
Portuguese colonialism.

The same day Roberto made this speech, the UN voted on a Security Council 
Resolution calling for Portugal to move towards self-determination and provide 
information to the UN on conditions within its colonies. Sponsored by Liberia, 
the debate from 14 to 15 March centred around whether rising tensions in Angola 
threatened international peace and merited UNSC attention. While Portugal argued it 
held the sovereign right to maintain order in its territory, delegations from the Global 
South objected. The Ghanian representative echoed Roberto in claiming that the 
genesis and maintenance of colonial control relied on the use of force and concluded by 
citing Resolution 1514 (XV) demanding that ‘all armed action or repressive measures’ 
against dependent populations be discontinued.18 These arguments represented a 
direct challenge to the imperial sovereignty enshrined in both international law and 
UN practice to that point.

Yet moving beyond the familiar language of self-determination, a central contention 
of their argument was that Portugal no longer had a monopoly on violence, and that 
continued repression would invite and justify wider conflict. As the representative from 
the United Arab Republic presciently intimated just hours before news of the UPA 
invasion broke, ‘force may delay the attainment of independence, but the nationalists 
will have the last word’.19 While rejecting the legitimacy of revolutionary violence, the 
threat of it served to sway the United States, which was desperate to avoid another 
conflagration like that in the Congo.20 But the UNSC’s European powers remained 
unconvinced, as did many of their allies. The resolution did not pass due to a fatal 
number of abstentions but was newsworthy as the first time that the United States 
voted against a NATO ally (and with the Soviet Union) on a colonial issue. This fit 
with Roberto’s goal to use the militant threat of revolution to push the UN and wider 
international community into ‘exert[ing] pressure on Portugal’.21

The United States’ vote infuriated the Salazar regime, but the reality was the Western 
powers remained deeply sceptical of expanding the UN role in decolonization. The 
Kennedy administration, which was only three months into its tenure, believed that 
the relatively moderate Liberian proposal in the UNSC – bound to fail due to French 
and British hostility – would soothe calls for more assertive measures in the General 
Assembly. This latter route held the potential for the ‘creation of UN machinery on 
Angola’, which Secretary of State Dean Rusk and the State Department wanted to avoid 
given the international body’s disastrous intervention in the Congo and an assuredly 
irate reaction from Portuguese dictator Salazar.22 Rusk saw the vote as making the 
best of a difficult situation, simultaneously protecting a NATO ally while encouraging 
Portugal to reevaluate existing policies. More than currying favour with the Global 
South, the US government saw itself buying time for Lisbon and warding off more 
radical proposals.

While Roberto and other nationalists hoped the vote would be the first step in 
formalizing world opinion against Portugal, the reality is that neither the United States 
nor its allies had any plans to let that happen. All sought to avoid inviting the UN 
into the Western alliance’s affairs, though this did little to dissuade howls of protest 
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from Salazar’s government. Rather, Washington officials hoped to deal with the matter 
internally as part of a Western solution to the problem of empire. But that summer, 
both France and a somewhat reluctant Britain rejected the United States’ push to 
increase pressure on Portugal through NATO, fearing that any such move would create 
problematic precedents for their own empires. This combined with US scepticism of 
the UN route to undermine serious efforts against Portugal.23

Both the United States and Great Britain adopted unilateral embargoes on the sale 
of military materiel to Portugal for use in the colonies, but they blocked discussions 
of similar policies through the UN and NATO. As a result, Lisbon faced only minor 
roadblocks, obtaining weapons of war from France, West Germany and other 
sympathetic nations, even if it could not access all the British and US materiel it would 
have liked. As the summer turned to fall, Portugal used its superior military might to 
roll back the gains made by Roberto’s UPA, reclaiming effective control of Angola by 
August 1961.

The result was a setback for the cause of decolonization at the UN. Permanent 
European members and the vetoes they wielded made it practically impossible for 
Afro-Asian states to redirect the UNSC. Their activism would be limited to the General 
Assembly and committees such as the Trusteeship Council, where the powerful Western 
European states and their American allies worked to manage any new initiatives. This 
raised barriers to the creation of effective new machinery as the Global South sought 
to direct the UN towards the thorny questions of decolonization. The body’s primary 
activities remained information gathering and dissemination, which was itself limited 
in Angola by Portugal’s lack of cooperation.24

Nationalists celebrated UN actions, but primarily because they further legitimized 
their causes and by extension their increasingly militant movements. Triumphantly 
referencing Portugal’s ‘defeat’ at the UN in early 1961, Cabral’s PAIGC argued, ‘We 
want them to be isolated in the world, since an isolated enemy, alone, without support, 
is easier to defeat.’25 Like the UPA, Cabral’s party was preparing for an armed conflict 
because it believed this was the most likely solution for ending Portuguese rule. It 
also believed the mobilization of world opinion against Lisbon justified this course of 
action and revealed an emerging embrace of revolutionary liberation politics, at least 
among Southern states.

Goa, the triumph of armed intervention

The shift towards militancy did not fit neatly with the foundational ideas of the UN, but 
it became part of a broader effort by Global South states to challenge the inequalities of 
international law. This shift became most apparent in a dispute over another Portuguese 
territory, the Indian enclave of Goa. Along with a handful of non-contiguous coastal 
territories that dated to Portugal’s period of exploration and expansion in the 1500s – 
notably Daman and Diu – Goa was at the centre of a diplomatic row between India and 
Lisbon since the former’s independence in 1947. Having quashed a Goan nationalist 
movement in the 1940s, Portugal became the lone European state seriously resisting 
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decolonization on the subcontinent after the de facto transfer of power to India of 
French Pondicherry (Puducherry) in 1954–6. The trend encouraged a new wave 
of nationalism in Portuguese territory and in the regional metropolis of Bombay 
(Mumbai). By the mid-1950s, nationalist resistance took two forms, one coordinating 
a series of peaceful campaigns of Gandhian civil disobedience known as Satyagraha 
and the other advocating militant uprisings. Portugal responded with force to both, 
but the non-contiguous nature of its holdings made a defence difficult outside Goa. 
In 1954, nationalists managed to take over the upriver holdings of Dadra and Nagar 
Haveli, requesting permission to join the Indian state that surrounded the newly freed 
territories.26

This created a conundrum for Indian prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru. He 
sought leadership of the transnational anti-imperial and non-aligned movements in 
part by globalizing ideas of non-violence pioneered by Gandhi, which were closely 
associated with Nehru’s Indian National Congress. India promoted collaboration 
with newly independent states through mutual respect for territorial sovereignty and 
non-aggression, formalized in the Panscheel concept, which informed the vision of 
neutrality that Nehru championed at the famed Bandung conference of 1955.27 Yet 
pacifist did not mean passive, and Nehru emphasized active confrontation with 
colonial powers, especially in the UN. In the 1950s, India enhanced its reputation with 
Global South states by leading the attack on South African apartheid (specifically its 
treatment of ethnic Indians), sanctioning Portuguese territories after the assault on 
Satyagrahis in 1954, and actively agitating against Portugal at the UN in ways that 
augured for the resolutions of 1960.28 But Nehru’s government hesitated to directly 
antagonize the NATO member – going so far as to forbid Indian protesters to cross 
the Goan border – so the revolt in Dadra and Nagar Haveli offered a problematic 
wrinkle. Nehru refused Lisbon’s request to send troops through Indian territory to 
stifle the rebellion and provided expertise to the free government, but Delhi ignored 
requests for annexation despite a local referendum – much to the irritation of many 
within Nehru’s own party.29 Indian foreign policy sought to build prestige and trust 
with both Western and Southern states by walking a tightrope of peacefully assertive 
anti-imperialism; Dadra and Nagar Haveli threatened that balance.

The frustrations boiled over as supranational bodies proved deferential to imperial 
powers despite Indian attempts to promote Southern priorities within them. While 
preferring action in the increasingly friendly UNGA, India also worked through the 
International Court of Justice (ICJ) despite objecting to Portugal’s referral of the Dadra 
and Nagar Haveli issue. While arguments concentrated on differing interpretations 
and translations of two-hundred-year-old treaties and decrees, India mounted a 
broader challenge to the nature of international law using two key arguments. First, 
Indian officials questioned the value of law defined by imperial precedents, objecting 
to the court’s usage of agreements and customs created between European powers, 
since India only agreed to ICJ resolution on issues arising after 1930 – which should 
not include claims to Portuguese sovereignty from centuries past. Second, it subtly 
sought to legitimize the right of anticolonial revolution as a legitimate means of self-
determination, arguing in 1957:
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When a people, by a successful insurrection, have liberated itself from an unwanted 
colonial rule and has organized itself as an independent community under a de 
facto government, international law – and least of all the Charter of the United 
Nations – does not place any restriction on the right of that community to decide 
in full freedom its own political destiny.30

The Indian government essentially argued that Portugal had no right to reassert its rule 
over colonies that forcibly freed themselves from European control, anticipating key 
ideas that emerged at the Security Council hearings on Angola in 1961. In particular, 
it championed a logic for international recognition of Global South sovereignty that 
rejected historic colonial claims based on force while subtly legitimizing militant forms 
of nationalism.

This diplomatic duel did little to assuage a growing number of critics within India. 
Nehru felt that Portugal’s Empire was an archaic fantasy that was bound to follow the 
fate of the more powerful French and British Empires that fled India and were now 
quitting Africa. But it was taking longer than anticipated and fuelling frustration. 
Domestic audiences called for a forceful conclusion to the matter, with India’s powerful 
UN representative and defense minister, Krishna Menon, playing to constituents when 
he publicly mused in 1959 that ‘Goa is our territory … Whether the territory of Goa 
is liberated by means of force or by means of persuasion is a question we ourselves 
will have to decide’.31 Such statements created an opening for more assertive action. 
The next year, Goan nationalists in Bombay watching the Year of Africa unfold 
decried Nehru’s ‘bankruptcy of policy’ since the supposed leader of the Non-Aligned 
Movement seemed content to watch others solve the Portuguese problem.32

The ICJ’s 1960 verdict only added fuel to this fire. Relying heavily upon Luso-
British agreements and customs from the prior century, the court concluded that 
Portugal maintained a civilian rite of passage to its sovereign territories of Dadra 
and Nagar Haveli but that India was under no obligation to allow foreign military 
forces to traverse its territory.33 The conclusions did nothing to resolve the standoff but 
seemingly bolstered imperial claims just months before major UN resolutions began 
chipping away at legal justifications for European imperialism.

The decision set the stage for the Angola debate, but it also highlighted the extent 
to which the tenor of Third World politics was shifting. After all, Portugal was far 
from alone in resisting local demands for self-determination. The Algerian struggle 
that inspired Lusophone nationalists grew directly from a French refusal to consider 
African decolonization, even after its earlier defeat in Vietnam.34 Southern leaders 
increasingly drifted towards this more militant vision of Southern nationalism, 
initially headlined by state leaders like Egypt’s Gamel Abdel Nasser but later most 
closely associated with revolutionaries like Cabral. The Egyptian leader supplied arms 
to the Algerian National Liberation Front (FLN), then turned his attention to the 
Lusophone colonies, directly contrasting with Nehru’s cautious, legalistic attempts to 
negotiate peaceful transfers of power. The diverging visions of Third World diplomacy 
represented by Nehru and Nasser were enshrined in the creation of the Non-Aligned 
Movement, where each sought to bend the new organization to their specific vision of 
global diplomacy.35
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Nehru thus faced domestic and international pressure to adopt a more assertive 
stance even before Angola raised the stakes. Just months after the ICJ decision in 
1960, an editorial in the Times of India lambasted Nehru for waiting for African 
decolonization to weaken Portugal: India was ‘already a free country … will it not 
be more in keeping with our self-respect if we freed Goa first and prepared the way 
for the liberation of Portuguese territory in Africa?’36 After the Angolan rebellion put 
Portugal on the defensive both militarily and in the court of world opinion, Dadra 
and Nagar Haveli represented an obvious opportunity, setting off a clamour among 
Indian nationalists. Nehru responded by abandoning his reticence and accepting a 
constitutional amendment in August that integrated the territories into the Union ‘in 
deference to the desire and request of the people’.37 Lisbon refused to recognize this 
status, but it revealed a new assertiveness in Indian politics that used ideas of self-
determination to justify a legally questionable action. Nehru even used the opportunity 
to publicly entertain the possibility of military conflict with Portugal.38

Domestically, Indian advocates believed this was the first step towards the forcible 
annexation of Goa, which would decisively end European imperialism on the 
subcontinent while reasserting India’s leading position in the increasingly militant 
Third World movement. Africans also demanded Indian action, believing a defeat 
in Goa would weaken Portugal and accelerate the timeline of decolonization despite 
the collapse of the Angolan rebellion. These two trends converged dramatically at the 
seminar on the Portuguese colonies that took place in Delhi in October 1961.

The conference used Angola as pretext to rejuvenate the Goan cause by linking it 
with militant African ideas of revolution. According to its originator, P. D. Gaitonde of 
the National Congress of Goa, Nehru hesitated to approve the conference, only acceding 
at the insistence of his cabinet.39 After all, the conference increased pressure on India 
by reinforcing and publicizing linkages between Goan and African movements. These 
had been forged via the web of empire, where the few colonials that gained access 
to higher education bonded as outsiders in Portugal and became vocal critics of it 
in subsequent years. Portugal created yet more ties when it exiled Goan nationalists 
arrested during the mid-1950s crackdown to Angola, where they interreacted with 
African activists.40

As these national movements cohered against Portugal, the PAIGC’s Amílcar Cabral 
sought to coordinate the multicontinental nature of the joint struggles. The formation 
of CONCP in 1961 officially added multiple Goan organizations to a coalition of 
leftist African nationalists, with the Goan League’s João Cabral coordinating European 
propaganda efforts in London.41 The CONCP’s first conference at Casablanca in April 
1961 directly inspired the Delhi gathering, and there was a tangible sense that African 
militancy was strengthening Indian calls for action.42 During opening remarks, 
the official convener of the Seminar on Problems of the Portuguese Colonies – 
parliamentarian K. K. Shah – set the tone for proceedings when he declared ‘[this] is 
not a get-together of wishful thinkers and helpless people, but a gathering of freedom 
fighters’.43

Nehru demanded that the gathering be termed a seminar to limit its political 
implications, but there was little doubt that the October conference was meant to 
encourage a shift in India’s handling of Portuguese issues. Presentations from both 
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African nationalists and domestic officials placed the priority on action that could not 
be curtailed by Western opposition. Summarizing a session in which two CONCP 
members – João Cabral and the Mozambican Marcelino Dos Santos – urged India 
to liberate Goa, the future president of Zambia Kenneth Kaunda explained, ‘It is 
urgent that the Afro-Asian nations should do something more than pass resolutions, 
resolutions will have no response from Portugal.’ While a self-professed adherent of 
non-violence, Kaunda recognized that ‘theory and practice did not often go together’, 
ambivalently concluding that ‘man had always used force to convince other men’.44 
Jonas Savimbi – the charismatic foreign affairs chief of the UPA and future leader 
of his own breakaway Angolan faction – was less circumspect in one of his earliest 
international appearances. He earned national headlines with his statement calling for 
Indians to join with Angolans in shedding blood for the independence of their nation.45

The seminar determined that there were only two courses of action, either concerted 
effort at the UN by Afro-Asian nations or a resort to arms, with the latter receiving 
the lion’s share of support. The UN served a function, but most attendees agreed it 
could not deliver independence to Afro-Asian nations. Dos Santos captured the 
emerging sentiment when he explained that African nationalists did not oppose the 
supernational body but understood that ‘the United Nations was used by imperialists’, 
citing the Congo as the prime example. The UN was ‘not completely ineffective’ since 
‘it had allowed the voice of the oppressed to be heard’, but without reorganization there 
seemed little likelihood of it giving material support to those struggling to be free.46 
Still, the UN remained a useful barometer of world opinion, which was warming to 
the idea of liberation by force. As P. D. Gaitonde concluded, Angola demonstrated that 
‘public opinion in the United Nations had turned against Portugal’, meaning if India 
‘moved into Goa, there would be no determined opposition’.47

Even as militancy won out, the attendees looked to Nehru and India to guide the 
Third World response. Kaunda spoke for many present when he said that, whether it be 
peaceable or not, ‘We expect the government of India to give us a lead in this matter.’48 
Young African nationalists shared this perspective. While African liberation parties 
were preparing for war, they believed the military and diplomatic capabilities wielded 
by the Indian state stood a better chance of forcing Portugal to the negotiation table 
quickly than would their revolts. They hoped a military victory in Goa might topple 
the Portuguese dictatorship’s house of cards. This reinforced the sentiment of those like 
Krishna Menon within Nehru’s government, linking continued leadership of the Third 
World movement with a more assertive form of anti-imperialism.49 The arguments 
proved convincing. ‘African criticisms of Indian “weakness” over Goa,’ one British 
diplomat reflected a short time later, ‘had a most powerful influence in persuading 
Mr. Nehru to agree finally to the resort to force.’50 As the seminar wound down, Nehru 
admitted that the world had changed.51 Though he maintained the importance of non-
violence, the prime minister declared at the seminar’s closing rally that ‘other methods’ 
were necessary resolve the problem of Portuguese colonialism. It would ‘not be long’, 
he concluded, before Goa, Daman and Diu were free.52

The aggressive shift in Indian discussions of Goa, and obvious military preparations, 
put Portugal on the defensive for the second time in a year. The Lisbon government, 
desperate to line up international condemnation of the looming conflict, beseeched 
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the United States and the UK to record their opposition to any use of force.53 Both 
obliged, but there was a sense that the invasion would be difficult to avoid without 
Portugal entering negotiations on Goa, which Salazar refused. Portugal’s oldest ally 
was reluctant to act since the UK found itself caught between a NATO ally and a 
member of the Commonwealth. The British government agreed that Delhi should 
‘encounter international indignation’ but signalled disinterest in moving much beyond 
symbolic assistance.54 The US representatives believed that India would easily win any 
confrontation, so they argued the most logical response was to proactively seek a UNSC 
Resolution as tensions rose. Yet like the British, they were careful to avoid the image 
of ‘doing the work for the Portuguese’.55 And Portugal was far from excited about any 
appeals to the UN. Foreign Minister Franco Nogueira described a UNSC resolution 
as a ‘two-edged sword’ thanks to Portugal’s objections that the body had any authority 
over its colonies, but a desperate Salazar accepted the manoeuvre.56 These interventions 
ultimately failed to dissuade Nehru from taking military action. On 17 December, 
Operation Vijay began the invasion of Goa, Daman and Diu, overwhelming the paltry 
European garrisons starved by Portugal’s military deployments in Africa. Though 
Salazar ordered his troops to fight to the death, casualties were minimal, and surrender 
came quickly. On 19 December, Portugal’s 450-year-old Indian Empire ended.

British and American officials admitted the Indian invasion solved the thorny Goa 
issue, but it caused problems of its own. At the UNSC meeting held in response to 
the invasion, Portugal appealed to international law to protect its sovereignty, while 
the core Indian argument expanded on earlier challenges to it. Specifically, India’s 
UN representative (and future foreign secretary) C. S. Jha defended his country by 
critiquing the historically unequal acceptance of military conquest that underwrote 
European empire:

The greatest thing that has happened in this twentieth century is that no longer 
can colonialism be tolerated, whether in Asia, in Africa or in Latin America or 
anywhere else … we accept many tenets of international law. They are certainly 
regulating international life today. But the tenet which says, and which is quoted in 
support of colonial Powers having sovereign rights over territories which they won 
by conquest in Asia and Africa, is no longer acceptable. It is the European concept 
and it must die. It is time, in the twentieth century, that it died.57

The argument unnerved US and British delegations despite their critical views 
of Portuguese colonialism. Indeed, the Indian argument sought to justify military 
invasion as a way of remedying the tensions between national rights and the inherited 
borders of empire, a precedent with wide implications across the Global South. 
Pointedly paraphrasing a Nehru justification of non-violence, US Ambassador Adlai 
Stevenson retorted ‘that no right end can be served by a wrong means’.58 The UK and the 
United States lined up behind a UNSC resolution demanding the withdrawal of Indian 
troops and the restoration of Portuguese power, but it (predictably) failed to advance 
thanks to a Soviet veto. The opposing resolution calling for Portugal to withdraw its 
troops and facilitate the end to colonialism in India also failed, with the UK, the United 
States and France opposing.59 The lone response came from the UNGA, which passed 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Globalizing Independence Struggles of Lusophone Africa94

a resolution the next day criticizing Portugal’s non-compliance with Chapter XI of the 
UN Charter and Resolution 1542 (XV) without directly mentioning Goa.

The United States and Britain worried over the precedent set by the invasion, 
but officials knew that it solved a lingering problem with no ideal solutions. Such 
resignation was apparent in the United States’ early warnings to Nehru, admitting 
amidst admonitions that ‘Goa is a colonial issue, and recognizes that colonial age is 
passing’.60 Privately, British officials were even more direct. ‘All history, our own history 
not least,’ one of Britain’s UN diplomats reflected after the incident, ‘proves that is futile 
to argue that force must never be used to alter the existing political arrangements … 
it would be hypocritical to pretend that international machinery exists capable of 
adjudicating and arranging change by peaceful means.’61

The UN had neither the ability nor the will to wrest control of colonial possessions 
from European states; India did. The action proved decisive, but it opened a pandora’s 
box, potentially legitimizing force with the UN as an ex post facto rubber stamp. But 
Portugal was fast becoming the prime example of outdated colonialism, and India was 
an important if independent Western ally with powerful influence in the Global South. 
As one British diplomat lamented in early 1962, ‘Goa was a rotten case to make a 
stand.’62 Force of arms solved the Goan issue once and for all, and the UN – along with 
most of its member countries – accepted the new status quo despite howls of protest 
from Lisbon.

‘The United Nations is bleeding to death’

The Goan invasion solved the problem of Portugal’s Indian colonies, though when 
combined with events in Angola (and the Congo), they did little to solve the dilemma 
of the rights versus sovereignty argument. Indeed, they actively undermined the one 
body designed to manage these issues. Nationalists echoed Marcelino Dos Santos in 
seeing the UN as a useful forum for airing grievances but an ineffective check on Euro-
American policies that ignored demands for self-determination. By contrast, Western 
critics of the UN blanched at the rising power of Southern states and their acceptance 
of anti-imperial militancy. Ironically, both attributed this to the flawed structure of 
the UN that allowed certain subsets of countries to control the Security Council or 
General Assembly, creating unequal applications of international law and custom. 
While distinct and often opposing, these perspectives combined to weaken attempts to 
position the UN as a trusted interlocuter in the process of decolonization.

The events of 1961 dramatized the weakness of UN enforcement abilities without 
direct support from the superpowers. Euro-American control of the UNSC and their 
unwillingness to confront allies like Portugal justified Southern militancy, which in 
turn narrowed the options of acceptable action available to the great powers. The 
stalemate threatened the UN’s ability to act on colonial issues at all and its larger peace-
making capabilities. ‘The trouble,’ one UK official reflected in early 1962, ‘is that our 
position on the Congo, Angola and Goa has put us in such a difficult position in the UN 
that we cannot possibly hope to carry any weight’ even when tractable colonial issues 
were raised.63 The tendency towards obstruction on anticolonial measures reinforced 
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nationalist dismissals of the UN and frustrated independent Global South like India, 
who chafed at their inability to turn General Assembly resolutions into concrete 
policies in the powerful UNSC. The events of 1961 demonstrated for many countries 
that – as Chinese diplomats forcefully stated – any thought that the UN could advance 
decolonization under Euro-American domination was ‘sheer illusion’.64

The lessons of 1961 therefore evolved around a practical legitimization of force. 
If Angola demonstrated that the UN could not persuade even the least powerful 
European country to accept decolonization, then Goa revealed that neither was it 
likely to resist the forceful eviction of those same European states. This promoted 
direct threats to Lisbon’s Empire, with Tanzanian foreign minister Oscar Kambona 
reportedly stating that ‘if [Portugal] maintained its present intransigent attitude, 
Tanzania would have to follow the example of action adopted by India in the case 
of Goa’.65 But more concerning was the potential threat to the many small enclaves 
that Western countries held at the borders of independent anti-imperial states. These 
included city states like British Hong Kong and US territories like Puerto Rico, as well 
as imperial rump colonies like Dutch Papua New Guinea. This latter territory became a 
focal point of Western concerns, with Indonesian Prime Minister Sukarno referencing 
Goa in a retort to statements of US opposition to the use of force.66 While Indonesia 
did not invade, the threat of violence helped accelerate negotiations for a transfer of 
power in 1962 and loomed over discussions of Portuguese Timor for another decade. 
As a US expert argued in 1966, ‘The precedent of Goa and external assistance to rebel 
groups in Africa indicate that any Indonesian Timorese adventure could be justified 
as defence against the “permanent aggression” of colonialism.’67 Sukarno and other 
Global South leaders felt they had justification for using force to right past wrongs, and 
their reticence depended on calculations about their ability to weather the Western 
blowback that would follow.

Such calculations meant that Goa did not provide a clear blueprint for forcing 
Portugal’s hand in Africa. While Kambona blustered about invasion, Tanzania 
lacked India’s powerful geopolitical position and massive army, while Mozambique 
and Angola presented more difficult strategic challenges than did Portugal’s poorly 
garrisoned Indian enclaves. Rather, India’s defence of its actions in 1961 combined 
with displays of international support for the Angolan struggle and the victory of the 
FLN in Algeria to provide a powerful argument for armed nationalism rather than 
state-led liberation. It was therefore nationalists like Eduardo Mondlane, a onetime 
UN official soon to be elected president of FRELIMO, who ultimately understood 
exactly how Goa ‘represented a precedent or a lesson for Portuguese Africa’.68 Just over 
two years later, FRELIMO launched a guerilla war in Mozambique with support from 
Tanzania, joining Cabral’s PAIGC that began fighting in Guinea-Bissau the year before. 
This highlighted a different legal debate about support for liberation movements by 
third party states like Tanzania, which began with Angola and received strong support 
from the Southern bloc at the UN and the acquiescence of many Western states.69

The emphasis on local revolution relegated the UN to a largely symbolic role, 
especially among African nationalists. The events of 1961 reaffirmed Cabral’s belief 
that Portugal would only decolonize through force, and the UN’s inability to enforce 
its decrees – which damaged its reputation and threatened to reduce the resolution on 
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decolonization to ‘an academic exercise’ – cemented the need for liberating violence.70 
Lusophone nationalists like Cabral came to believe that armed revolution was the 
most rational method for guaranteeing African access to the rights guaranteed by the 
UN Charter, and – as Ana Moledo notes in this volume – this logic became a central 
component of anti-imperial solidarity throughout Southern Africa in the 1960s. A year 
after the PAIGC launched its revolution in January 1963, Cabral warned his army to 
fight against the ‘tendency to expect outside help … and to remember first our own 
efforts’.71

Where Cabral saw the value of the UN was in its ability to legitimize nationalist 
revolutions and isolate Portugal’s access to materiel and economic support. As the 
PAIGC liberated territory and established basic public services, it looked to the UN 
to underline its claims to governing authority. It was with this in mind that the 
party invited a UN observing team – appointed by the General Assembly – to visit 
Guinean liberated zones in 1972. The visitors noted the ‘marked progress achieved’ 
in governing liberated territory and creation of local services, and the PAIGC touted 
their recommendation that there be ‘concerted action by the international community 
to exercise pressure on the Government of Portugal’.72 This established the PAIGC 
as the government-in-waiting for independent Guinea-Bissau and encouraged the 
party to unilaterally declare independence seven months before the collapse of the 
Lisbon dictatorship in 1974. The UN remained useful in Southern eyes as a tool for 
highlighting the new consensus on political self-determination but earlier enthusiasm 
for its role in creating new global structures favouring the Global South was tempered 
by the reality that nationalist parties would have to wrest control of their countries by 
their own force of arms.73

While Global South actors expressed frustration with the UN, their use of it to define 
this new era in global affairs alienated Westerners accustomed to seeing international 
law and supranational bodies bend to their interests. General Resolution 1514 (XV) 
and the creation of the Special Committee on Decolonization in late 1961, explored 
by Aurora Santos in this volume, reinforced an existing wariness of the UN common 
within transnational Euro-American conservatism, which feared diluting national 
sovereignty and the extent global hierarchy. For this group, the events surrounding 
Portugal dramatically illustrated how Southern anti-imperialism and neutralism were 
undermining Western hegemony. Portuguese propaganda cultivated these attitudes, 
directing campaigns at Anglo-American conservatives that depicted Portugal’s actions 
in Angola as a response to communist subversion and arguing that UN actions played 
into Soviet hands. While not all saw the immediate spectre of communism, they 
agreed that Portugal was the victim of anti-Western sentiment that threatened to turn 
the international system against its prime architects. The US political commentator 
Roscoe Drummond captured a popular sentiment when he noted that ‘it is evident that 
many if not most of the newly independent African and Asian nations are disposed 
to support the use of force when they like its purposes (as in the case of Goa) and 
oppose it when used by Western countries’.74 This anticolonial logic proved equally 
frustrating to European officials, with British UN Ambassador Sir Patrick Dean 
publicly complaining about ‘the apparent approval in some cases of the use of violence’ 
and insisting that ‘the rules of the charter do in fact apply to all members’.75 While 
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he clarified that the comments were not meant as a criticism of the UN, it signalled 
growing Western frustration with the rapidly changing body.

This apparent hypocrisy provided fuel for Cold Warriors, who openly questioned 
the value of continued Western membership. ‘Is it not quite clear,’ one conservative 
peer asked the British foreign minister during a testy exchange in the parliament, ‘that 
the United Nations neither intends nor has the power to stop aggression anywhere?’76 
More pointed was the United States’ future presidential candidate Barry Goldwater, 
who lamented that after years of being charitable to the UN despite personal 
misgivings, the events of 1961 convinced him that ‘the United States no longer has a 
place in the United Nations’.77 The American clamour became so loud that President 
Kennedy felt obliged to respond in his January 1962 State of the Union address. There, 
he reaffirmed his administration’s faith in the UN and promised continued support as a 
direct rebuttal to ‘those who would abandon this imperfect world instrument because 
they dislike our imperfect world’.78 While scholars like Sean Byrnes have argued for 
reaction against Third World liberation as central to the rise of New Right political 
movements in the 1970s, reaction to the events of 1961 hint that hostility towards the 
UN and its role supporting this cause in fact evolved alongside attempts by Southern 
nationalist to reshape the rules of the international system.79

Yet the reality was that it was not only conservatives who lamented how events 
played out in 1961. Even where sympathy for Portugal was lacking, the Goan invasion 
shook Western confidence in both the UN and those who held out hope for a peaceful 
process of decolonization. The fact that Nehru, a global champion of non-violence 
and international organizations, was swayed by the rising anger of African and Indian 
nationalists received special attention. In late December 1961, João Cabral wrote from 
London that the press and political parties alike almost universally condemned the 
Indian resort to force; a drastic change from the summer when public opinion leaned 
towards the Angolan cause.80 US columnists mirrored this response with especially 
vitriolic condemnations of Nehru, whom they portrayed – along with the Non-
Aligned Movement for which he was the American face – as hypocritical and likely 
fraudulent.81 For many, it was impossible to conclude that the UN was not complicit 
in this hypocrisy given recent events. ‘The United Nations,’ the syndicated columnist 
William S. White wrote, ‘is bleeding to death.’82 The strength and breadth of these 
responses played directly into Salazar’s hands, providing a much-needed counter 
against UN resolutions that reduced both popular and moral pressure for Western 
governments to act on African issues.83 This allowed Salazar to mobilize Portuguese 
military and political forces to maintain domination of the country’s remaining 
colonies for over a decade more.

Conclusion

The events surrounding Portugal’s Empire in 1961 had global implications, 
not least for the UN. Angola represented one of the first events to test the anti-
imperial resolve of Southern states after the Year of Africa, while the Goan 
invasion represented the first instance since its inception that the UN did not 
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successfully condemn a case of territorial annexation. These events did not cause 
the death of the UN; even Portugal remained an unenthusiastic member. But they 
did accelerate the growth of Western scepticism towards the body, as the Global 
South sought – with mixed success – to challenge the laws and customs created by 
European empires. Resolution 1542 (XV) successfully recast self-determination as a 
form of anti-imperialism, but the justification of liberating violence faced stronger 
opposition. Nonetheless, while no resolution formally endorsed such measures, 
the body established new customs by privileging claims of Southern nationalists 
and liberation parties over extracontinental European sovereignty. Goa proved an 
outlier rather than a firm precedent, with the twenty-year Indonesian occupation 
of East Timor and the short-lived Argentinian conquest of the Falklands failing for 
unique reasons, but the successful violation of the UN’s prohibition on force broke 
the seal on Western animosity towards the organization and the rapidly growing 
power of Southern states in it. This set its own precedent. When anti-imperial 
states tried to use the UN to establish such grand projects as the New International 
Economic Order, they confronted powerful Western opposition that resisted the 
transfer of economic power just as Portugal resisted formal decolonization, with the 
UN once more struggling to compel change.

The lesson then was that nationalist movements would be the agents of change. 
This was accomplished in Lusophone Africa by adopting an increasingly militant, and 
militarized, opposition to Portugal. This fit within a broad global transition from the 
measured internationalism of the Bandung era – that among other strategies envisioned 
the UN reshaping global hierarchies – to a period dominated by Tricontinentalism.84 
This revolutionary Third-Worldism embraced aggressive, leftist ideas of revolution 
that sidelined cautious, institution-minded leaders like Nehru in favour of a new wave 
of guerilla intellectuals that included Amílcar Cabral and Marcelino dos Santos, who 
embraced armed conflict to address the stubborn problems of imperialism. In the 
process, they positioned their parties alongside North Vietnam and Cuba as icons of 
anti-imperialism for the 1960s and 1970s. It was these military revolutions in Guinea-
Bissau, Mozambique and Angola that undermined the Lisbon dictatorship and finally 
brought down the Portuguese Empire.
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The struggle for Southern Africa: Constructing 
imaginaries around the unliberated region 

Ana Moledo

In the 1960s and early 1970s, the winds of change blowing across Africa came up 
‘against a stony wall running somewhere across the southern part of the continent’.1 
The southern region was far from being a homogeneous conglomerate, but rather a 
patchwork of territorial and political entities including colonies, protectorates and self-
declared independent countries. Besides being the last bastion of European colonial 
domination in Africa, it was also home to white-minority regimes that stood in the 
way of ending decades of racial inequality and oppression. Despite these differences, 
the region became for various actors at the time ‘a space of interdependent fates’.2 For 
those in power, cross-border collaboration was meant to protect the status quo, while 
for the liberation movements it proved to be a way to strengthen their diplomacy and 
leverage their claims in continental and international settings. The latter, supported 
by external allies, relied on the performative resonance of regional discourses and 
imaginaries not only to advance their nationalist causes in the international scene but 
also to expose the ambiguities of pan-African and global systems of governance. Thus, 
although Southern African revolutionary unity in the period up to the mid-1970s was 
no more than ‘rhetorical expressions of solidarity’, the resonance and impact it had on 
international and continental debates demonstrates the extent to which this thinking 
regionally shaped politics and activism.3

I argue that regional imaginaries in the 1960s and early 1970s were influenced not 
only by Cold War rivalries but also by an intensification of international human rights 
debates. The UN’s weakness as a mediator, the Eastern Bloc’s interest in establishing itself 
as an actor in these discussions and a growing mobilization of Western human rights 
activist groups were key elements in bringing diverse actors together and developing 
a seemingly coherent narrative – at least from outside – of the region’s present and 
future. This chapter engages with various states of the art, from the scholarship on 
transnational anticolonial solidarities4 to literature on the impact of decolonization 
on international organizations5 and more recent studies on the engagement of the 
Global South and Global East with human rights discourses.6 In doing so, it attempts to 
blur the lines between strict Cold War historiography and more recent global history 
approaches on transregional cooperation in the age of decolonization, by disentangling 
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overlapping and conflicting imaginaries about the Southern African region advanced 
by liberation movements alongside, in parallel with or in opposition to other regional 
and international actors.

Following a brief overview of the relationships between regional liberation 
movements in the 1960s, the chapter shows how some of the first international debates 
on the issue of decolonization and black majority rule in Southern Africa were heavily 
conditioned by an increasing instrumentalization of human rights rhetoric. Socialist-
oriented international institutions were key in sponsoring the formation, at least on 
paper, of a supposed coalition of revolutionary forces in the region. The Khartoum 
alliance was no more than a diplomatic gesture, mainly because those involved were 
actually unwilling to commit, but it evinced the risk of the region being divided along 
Cold War lines. This provoked swift reactions from neighbouring independent states 
seeking a more moderate dialogue with the West on the future of the region. The 
early 1970s saw a breakthrough in this regard, mainly due to the impetus given by 
Western activism to the regional revolutionary cause that channelled Southern African 
liberation politics into new arenas of intellectual and political debate.

The Portuguese colonies were part of Southern Africa? 
Wary prospects of revolutionary unity in the early 1960s

Sharing borders at the southern tip of the continent does not seem to have been as 
decisive in this history of cooperation as having to fight a common enemy. Liberation 
movements of Angola, Mozambique, South Africa, South-West Africa or Zimbabwe 
had crossed paths in exile on a regular basis, whether at conferences or within the 
various hubs of decolonization spread across the continent.7 Socialization was not 
restricted to the leadership, but the rank and file often shared training and instruction 
camps in places such as the Soviet Union, Algeria or Tanzania.8 A sign of the cordial 
relationship that was beginning to blossom between the leadership of the liberation 
movements of the Portuguese colonies and the African National Congress (ANC) of 
South Africa dates back to 1962, when Robert Resha and Nelson Mandela met with 
representatives of the Conference of the Nationalist Organizations of the Portuguese 
Colonies (CONCP) in Rabat.9 However, it was not until the decade’s second half 
that these same movements saw the need to strengthen their links and work more 
coordinated, to try to stop the ‘unholy alliance’ of the colonial and white-minority 
regimes in the region.10

The resolutions adopted by the CONCP’s second conference, held in October 
1965 in Dar es Salaam, were probably the first document produced by the front that 
recognized ‘the urgent nature of the problems facing the peoples of Southern Africa’.11 
The ‘anti-African alliances that seek to perpetuate white domination in Southern Africa 
… through the investments of the South African government’s financial capital’ were a 
threat that CONCP members could not ignore.12 Thus, they declared their willingness 
to ‘explore with nationalist and anti-imperialist organizations in Southern Africa ways 
and means of practically and rapidly establishing a strong coordination of efforts in the 
common national liberation struggle’.13
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Despite the hesitant positions and lack of unanimity among CONCP member 
organizations regarding greater involvement alongside other Southern African 
nationalist forces,14 the common geopolitical threat was crucial for imagining, and to 
some extent realizing, scenarios of cooperation. Rapprochement between South Africa, 
the region’s political and economic engine, and the Portuguese regime threatened 
to escalate the conflict in Angola and Mozambique and hindered the guerrillas’ 
advance.15 Little did the thirty-four delegates at the Dar es Salaam conference know 
that the regional situation would become even more unfavourable to their political 
and military strategies only one month later. Rhodesia’s Unilateral Declaration of 
Independence would ultimately be a victory in maintaining the status quo of the 
white-minority regimes that – bolstered by a Cold War-inspired climate of communist 
menace – strengthened the Pretoria-Lisbon-Salisbury axis in the late 1960s and early 
1970s.16

In August 1967 the ANC formed a military alliance with the Zimbabwe African 
Peoples Union (ZAPU) and launched the Wankie and Sipolilo campaigns to open up 
transit routes through Rhodesia into South Africa. The joint operations were a failure, 
but both liberation movements repeatedly claimed that these had a major impact as 
morale boosters and as a ‘demonstration of the liberation movements’ capacity to meet 
and sustain the struggle in a new way’.17 The erstwhile leader of FRELIMO, Eduardo 
Mondlane, called it ‘the best example’ of the closer cooperation between regional 
movements,18 yet nothing similar ever took hold between FRELIMO and other 
neighbouring revolutionary forces during the liberation struggles in the Portuguese 
colonies.19 Although the ANC-ZAPU military example remained an isolated case, 
the cooperation between these two movements and those of the CONCP thereafter 
progressed in the international arena. It was in contact with international partners, 
organizations and activist groups that liberation movements realized the growing 
appeal of a regional approach to anticolonial and anti-racist struggles in Southern 
Africa.

The Southern African challenge to UN action: Defining 
the region by its absence in human rights debates

The interrelation of the Southern African nationalist struggles was increasingly 
recognized by the liberation movements themselves, but international interest on the 
region as a whole certainly encouraged and spurred the feeling that closer cooperation 
was the right advocacy path. This was stated, for instance, by representatives of thirty-
two governments, liberation movements, NGOs and experts who participated in 
the ‘International Seminar on Apartheid, Racial Discrimination and Colonialism in 
Southern Africa’, organized by the UN in Kitwe, Zambia, in 1967. The meeting was 
perceived by prominent international guests, such as the director of the American 
Committee on Africa (ACOA), George Houser, as a recognition of ‘the unity of the 
struggle in the whole of Southern Africa’, which should be also reflected within the UN 
architecture itself with the enlargement of financial initiatives such as the UN Trust 
Funds for South Africa to include the Portuguese territories and Rhodesia.20
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Despite Houser’s belief in the need to address the problems of the region as a 
whole through concrete measures, the seminar’s final declaration offers a more 
moderate reading of the discussions in Kitwe. There were no concrete pledges of 
material or financial support, but the indirect recognition of the liberation movements 
as interlocutors and, particularly, of the armed struggles they had undertaken as a 
way of claiming their rights: ‘The Seminar notes that the opponents of apartheid, 
racial discrimination and colonialism in Southern Africa have become increasingly 
disillusioned with the ability of the United Nations to end these evils by peaceful 
methods, and the African liberation movements recognized by the OAU are now 
firmly committed to armed struggle for achieving their legitimate rights as defined in 
the Charter of the United Nations.’21 The absence of any explicit reference to the right 
to self-determination is striking, precisely when barely a year had passed since the 
General Assembly adopted the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(1966), whose first article enshrined the right to self-determination as the basis for 
guaranteeing other (economic, political, social and cultural) rights. In this regard, 
Kitwe revealed that there were exceptions to applying the language of rights to certain 
contexts, and the Southern African region as such was one of them.

The tone used in the final declaration suggests that the meeting’s atmosphere was rife 
with criticism of UN failure to enforce its resolutions and pressure its member states to 
implement them. Such reproaches, as R. Joseph Parrott acknowledged in the previous 
chapter, had been brewing since the early 1960s following the events in Angola and 
Goa. Yet, during the seminar in Kitwe, the situation in the Southern African region 
was framed as ‘an open challenge to the authority of the UN’, which threatened to 
irreparably damage its authority if not addressed ‘by effective action’.22 This is why the 
international organization used this opportunity to reach out to regional actors (i.e. 
nationalist movements as well as independent frontline countries, including Zambia 
itself) and make it clear that as the embodiment of the ‘morality of the international 
community’ the UN was still a crucial player.23 However, it was not only the UN that 
positioned itself as a leading international interlocutor to solve the region’s problems, 
as other international organizations took the lead and tried to advance the cause of 
Southern Africa’s liberation.

The year 1968 was designated UN International Year for Human Rights. Borrowing 
the universalist rights rhetoric, international organizations east of the iron curtain 
concentrated on singling out the region as one of the main bastions in the struggle for 
the global realization of human rights. The engagement of communist organizations 
and anticolonial movements with the rights discourse certainly defies a more neutral 
reading of human rights movements like that proposed by Samuel Moyn.24 Yet the 
fact remains that, although they were not part of the exclusive group headed by the 
UN that enthusiastically championed the rights cause, both Eastern Bloc institutions 
and African nationalists had appropriated parts of the narrative and made their own 
interpretations.25 Self-determination was perceived as an ‘elementary human right’, 
and therefore the struggle for human rights in those areas still under the yoke of 
colonialism went hand in hand with liberation politics.26

In May 1968, the four-day conference ‘Against Racism and Neo-colonialism – for 
the Liberation of Southern Africa’ took place in East Berlin. Convened by the Central 
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Council for Asian, African and Latin American Sciences in the German Democratic 
Republic (GDR) and sponsored by the East German and Soviet Afro-Asian solidarity 
committees as well as the permanent secretariat of the Afro-Asian People’s Solidarity 
Organization (AAPSO), over twenty-five scholars from six socialist countries and 
representatives of the ANC, ZAPU, FRELIMO, SWAPO, MPLA and PAIGC attended. 
In the opening address, the GDR’s deputy minister of higher education, Gregor 
Schirmer, acknowledged that the conference taking place in 1968 was by no means 
accidental: ‘The UN decisions against all forms of racialism, and for implementing 
human rights all over the world, logically meet with all-around support from the 
government and the population of the GDR. [The conference] is to be regarded as a 
scientific contribution of the scientists of the socialist countries and of the national 
liberation movements to implementing the humanistic UN declarations.’27

It may seem commonplace from today’s point of view that decisions taken in 
the UN context should serve as reference. However, neither the Soviet Union nor 
East Germany had ratified the international human rights covenants at that time, 
and they would not do so until the end of 1973. The language of human rights had 
long been a prisoner of Cold War rivalries, being instrumentalized by the West to 
consolidate its moral superiority over the socialist bloc.28 And yet, by the late 1960s, 
certain political and intellectual sectors in Central and Eastern Europe began to 
resort to the very same language to expose the contradictions within the human 
rights system itself.29 The African South represented a weak point in that system. 
While the UN General Assembly condemned racialism and colonialism, permanent 
members of the UN Security Council (i.e. the United States, France and Great 
Britain) maintained a policy of connivance or passive acquiescence with colonial 
and racist regimes in the region. In this light, Lúcio Lara’s (MPLA) intervention 
during the conference did not refrain from criticizing ‘the inefficiency of the United 
Nations whose work is confined to adopting well-meant resolutions without the 
prospect of being realized’.30

In face of what was perceived as paralysis on the part of the international body 
that aspired to be the human rights police, participants of the 1968 Berlin conference 
set out to provide the definitive evidence on ‘the perfection of the system of “white” 
domination and their intensified integration into a reactionary bloc in Southern 
Africa’.31 This not only meant an ‘escalation of terror and exploitation’ within the region 
itself but ‘constitute both in the form of the military confrontation and the dangerous 
policy of infiltration a growing danger to the sovereignty of the independent African 
states and a danger to world peace’.32 These arguments justified the ‘just armed struggle 
… the only effective means at the disposal of the peoples to liberate themselves’.33 
Unlike the UN seminar held in Kitwe less than a year earlier, which expressed its 
utmost concern on ‘the immediate consequences of the violence’,34 partners in the 
Eastern Bloc concentrated on establishing the analytical framework that would lend 
international legitimacy to the armed conflicts in the region. Going beyond the UN’s 
view of the region as a challenge, threat or a powder keg, Eastern European experts and 
government representatives were eager to promote regional imaginaries of anticolonial 
revolutionary unity as an alternative to the exploitative alliance of imperialist and 
racist regimes.
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Shortly after the Berlin conference, two of the participants, the ANC’s secretary 
general Duma Nokwe and the MPLA’s Lúcio Lara, attended the World Peace Council 
(WPC) presidential committee meeting in Nicosia (Cyprus). Their speeches are 
striking for the apparent paradox they contain: the violence of white supremacist/
colonialist regimes in Southern Africa and their international supporters posed a 
serious threat to world peace while the violence of the liberation forces served as 
‘a decisive instrument for achieving universal peace’.35 Nokwe and Lara’s presence at 
the meeting was not only intended to update WPC delegates on the developments in 
the south of the continent, but to mobilize the organization’s support for putting the 
liberation movements in the spotlight of international aid. The call for an international 
conference in support of Southern African liberation movements had already begun 
to take shape in 1967 and was supported by AAPSO.36 Guinea-Conakry, Somalia and 
Sudan were discussed as potential locations for a conference bringing together not 
only representatives of socialist countries and institutions close to the Eastern Bloc, 
but also democratic organizations and committees from various Western European 
countries. ‘Effectiveness, not symbolism’ was, according to Lara, what the movements 
expected from an event that aimed at softening Cold War divisions in terms of 
support.37 Yet the 1969 Khartoum conference would go down in history precisely for 
its symbolism in staging an alliance between a selected group of nationalist forces 
from the region that would not only underscore bloc disputes but also intrabloc 
cleavages.38

Radicalism in Khartoum, moderation in Lusaka: Framing 
the region along Cold War fault lines

Óscar Monteiro, FRELIMO’s representative at the 1968 Berlin scientific conference, 
concluded his speech on that occasion by proclaiming that the liberation movement he 
represented had taken sides in the global ideological conflict of that time: ‘Faced with 
the choice between the exploited masses on the one side and the exploiting colonials 
on the other, the West, that is to say the capitalist countries, have sided with the latter 
… We have taken note of this, and we too have chosen.’39 However, the chosen side – 
‘the progressive mankind’ – was far from being a uniform and harmonized bloc. ‘The 
East’ was severely divided. Sino-Soviet rivalry represented a major obstacle that the 
movements had to overcome to avoid becoming embroiled in struggles that did not 
favour their prime cause, as Julião Soares Sousa recalls in his chapter in this book. 
Movements like the ANC closed ranks behind Moscow, while the CONCP assumed 
a more cautious stance so as not to burn bridges on either side.40 However, China’s 
exit from organizations such as AAPSO or WPC, which had become key partners 
in the CONCP movements’ international strategy, further linked the fates of these 
movements with the Soviet Union.41 This undoubtedly paved the ground for their 
recognition as ‘authentic’ liberation movements vis-à-vis other nationalist groups 
competing in the same territories.42 Following this reasoning, the literature on the 
subject has considered the solidarity conference with the peoples of Southern Africa 
and the Portuguese colonies that took place in Khartoum, Sudan, in January 1969, as 
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a central moment in the process of ‘otherness’, which delineated the region ‘along the 
fault lines of its external allies’.43

External intervention in the formation of the so-called Khartoum alliance is not 
only evident in the sponsorship of organizations like AAPSO and WPC. Without 
foreign patrons, the much-lauded revolutionary unity would probably have come to 
nothing, as mistrust and even animosity behind the scenes abounded between some 
of the movements involved. SWAPO and MPLA, for instance, had severed relations as 
a result of the former’s ‘tactical alliance’ with the MPLA’s rival, UNITA.44 FRELIMO 
officials in turn were wary of ANC comrades, who ‘seek in meetings and in the 
international arena to take advantage of our prestige, the fruit of our struggle and 
sacrifices, to obtain support and justification for their situation … they [ANC] create 
confusion about the nature of our collaboration to imply that they are also fighting’.45

However, even though FRELIMO members saw their role in this context as that 
of ‘a locomotive that drags the load that was hitched to it’, they were able to identify 
precisely when the load threatened ‘to drag us off the tracks we have laid out’.46 Sérgio 
Vieira, member of the FRELIMO delegation to the Khartoum conference, recalled 
that the ANC wanted ‘that the unity between the ANC, FRELIMO, MPLA, PAIGC, 
SWAPO and ZAPU would be solemnly declared in a document’ following the precepts 
of the ANC’s Freedom Charter.47 According to Vieira, Mondlane himself ‘immediately 
aborted the attempt to make our organizations [CONCP], which are really engaged 
in a vanguard struggle, ideological and diplomatic satellites of an organization [ANC] 
which materially has not yet embarked on an advanced form of struggle’.48 Such 
statements clearly suggest that contentious issues were swept under the rug for the 
sake of an apparent alliance.

There are nevertheless other aspects of the Khartoum conference that deserve 
attention, perhaps less influenced by the perennial shadow of Soviet intervention that 
often creeps into this kind of analysis. Appeals to Western support and the justification 
of armed struggle as ‘the only possible alternative to slavery’ appear recurrently in the 
conference proceedings.49 Although the list of participants shows a significant presence 
of Western Europeans, most of these delegations were made up of representatives 
of communist and socialist parties as well as peace movements.50 The liberation 
movements were probably aware that in order to win the hearts and minds of Western 
public opinion, it was necessary to go beyond the usual mediators of anticolonial 
causes and broaden their portfolio of collaborators. However, they were equally aware 
that their advocacy of violent methods of liberation posed a moral pitfall to some in 
Western societies, which is why they sought to focus on the bloodthirsty methods and 
crimes committed by the enemy against the civilian population, prisoners of war and 
displaced persons, allegations that might bring them closer to international groups 
linked to humanitarian causes. In this way, the harshness and violence of centuries 
of colonialism and, more specifically, the ruthless suppression of protests and revolts 
at the beginning of the decade, served in a way to legitimize the violence of a war of 
liberation.51

For several political actors on the African continent however, the Khartoum 
conference had failed to speak ‘the language of the West’.52 Only three months after the 
meeting, representatives of thirteen East and Central African governments released 
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‘The Lusaka Manifesto on Southern Africa’, a joint statement preaching moderation 
and seeking to disentangle the region from Cold War discourses. That the signatories 
included independent countries such as Zambia and Tanzania, which continued 
to provide logistical and material support and to harbour liberation movements, 
might be striking were it not for the fact that the Manifesto itself was no more than a 
conciliatory instrument intended to tone down any signs of radicalism resulting from 
the revolutionary unity displayed at Khartoum. The Manifesto did not compromise 
on the main issues, ‘principles of human equality and national self-determination’, but 
it recognized that the signatories ‘have always preferred and still prefer, to achieve it 
without physical violence’.53 They even went on so far as to assert that ‘if peaceful progress 
to emancipation were possible, or if changed circumstances were to make possible it 
in the future, we would urge our brothers in the resistance movements to use peaceful 
methods of struggle even at the cost of some compromise on the timing of change’.54

In contrast to the Khartoum resolutions, in which a regional reading of the political 
and military challenges was used to reinforce a coalition imaginary, the Lusaka 
Manifesto clearly pointed out that ‘the obstacle to change is not the same in all countries 
of Southern Africa’.55 In some ways, this undermined the credibility and legitimacy of 
the revolutionary alliance that claimed to fight a common enemy. The Lusaka Manifesto 
addressed the realities of the Portuguese colonies, Rhodesia, South-West Africa and the 
Republic of South Africa separately and tried to avoid parallels that would lead one to 
presume, for example, that the white settlers in Mozambique would behave like those in 
Rhodesia at any given point. Not a single mention was made of the cooperation between 
the regimes of Portugal, South Africa and Rhodesia and the possible interdependencies 
this could create in conflict resolution in any of these fronts.

Likewise, the Manifesto sought to establish a dividing line in order to prevent 
the instrumentalization of these conflicts in the global context: ‘The inhuman 
commitment of Portugal in Africa and her ruthless subjugation of the people of 
Mozambique, Angola and the so-called Portuguese Guinea, is not only irrelevant to the 
ideological conflict of power-politics, but is also diametrically opposed to the politics, 
the philosophies and the doctrines by her Allies in the conduct of their own affairs 
at home [emphasis added].’56 In this way, the signatories pointed the finger at certain 
Western powers, stripping them off the argument that they had to protect civilization 
against communist encroachment and holding them up to the mirror to recognize that 
what was happening – particularly in the Portuguese colonies– went against the moral 
and normative standards they themselves claimed to uphold.

The UN General Assembly welcomed the Manifesto some months afterwards.57 In 
a commentary published in the first issue of the Tanzanian African Review in 1971, 
political scientist Nathan Shamuyarira, member of the Zimbabwe African National 
Union (ZANU), claimed that the Manifesto had been ‘well received’ not only by 
political representatives in the United States and Western Europe but also that the 
South African government ‘found itself in agreement with certain parts’.58 The region’s 
liberation movements – not only those of the Khartoum alliance – opposed it but, 
according to Shamuyarira, they ‘refrained from campaigning against the document’.59 
Despite the abandonment and discouragement that the Manifesto apparently provoked 
among the freedom fighters, the Zimbabwean nationalist admitted that it was nothing 
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more than ‘an instrument for pan-African diplomacy outside the continuing work of 
liberation’, as signatory states such as Tanzania or Zambia remained financially and 
materially committed to the movements.60

Diplomacy proved to be of almost no help in resolving Southern Africa’s problems. 
The Lusaka Manifesto failed to break the deadlock in the region with its calls for 
dialogue, and even gave carte blanche to some states to continue doing business with 
the supremacist and colonialist regimes.61 Once again demonstrating the relevance of 
regional events for continental and international politics, the heads of government of 
East and Central African states, adopted in October 1971 the Mogadishu Declaration, 
which ‘reviewed the situation with regard to the question of decolonization of 
Southern Africa’ and concluded that ‘there is no way left … except armed struggle to 
which we already give and will increasingly continue to give our fullest support’.62 This 
new declaration not only shifted the tone away from the Lusaka Manifesto, but also 
showed that the independent countries of the region were growing impatient with 
the slow pace of conflict resolution. It was not only about the independence of their 
neighbours, but also about safeguarding their own, which was under threat by the 
‘outward looking policy of Pretoria’ and their proximity to the frontline.63

The meetings and resolutions adopted in Khartoum and Lusaka, as well as the 
Mogadishu Declaration, show to what extent the developments in Southern Africa as 
a whole were gaining international attention, and how regional imaginaries threatened 
to become more and more entangled in Cold War dynamics and discourses. 
Diverse actors from inside and outside the region, whether they were international 
organizations (AAPSO, WPC) or governments (Soviet or East Central African), 
collaborated, encouraged and, at times, also bypassed nationalist movements in 
an attempt to shape the discourses and narratives about the position of the region 
in global political debates. Although the liberation movements might appear to be 
puppets in this complex setting, the fact remains that they also profited from the 
ambiguous strategies of their sponsors. This put them in the international public eye, 
opening doors to mobilize material, humanitarian or moral support for their struggles. 
Khartoum, Lusaka and Mogadishu served to appeal to Western action, at different 
levels, advocating different means, but making it clear that the present and immediate 
future of the region depended largely on what happened in NATO countries such as 
France, Britain or the United States. Southern Africa’s rollout in the West accelerated 
with the turn of the decade. The early 1970s saw the emergence of a wave of activism 
spearheaded by non-partisan organizations and pressure groups – in direct connection 
with the liberation movements – that revealed the great mobilizing capacity of regional 
narratives and whose impact could not go unnoticed.

Western activism and the Southern African 
question: Advancing regional revolutionary perspectives

It is no coincidence that Southern African activism in ‘the West’ took off precisely at 
the beginning of the 1970s. On the one hand, the ‘exceptional temporality’ of Portugal’s 
imperial endgame led to peculiar overlaps between (late) debates on decolonization 

 

 

 

 

 



Globalizing Independence Struggles of Lusophone Africa112

and the breakthrough of human rights politics.64 On the other, transnational 
advocacy networks like that created in opposition to apartheid increasingly enabled 
the emergence of truly global solidarity cultures.65 If anticolonialism was somehow 
losing currency among certain Western sectors, partly as a result of disenchantment 
with the autocratic trajectories of many postcolonial states, (individual) human rights 
on the other hand emerged as a new universal utopia.66 The amalgamated (regional) 
activism resulting from the overlap of apartheid and Lusophone anticolonial initiatives 
that congealed in informal, less institutionalized grassroot groups, profited from this 
conjuncture and accelerated the mobilization of Western audiences. At stake was the 
way in which regional struggles were framed and conveyed as fractions of a whole.

At a 1973 conference at Manchester University, ANC militant Joe Slovo gave 
a speech in which he argued that the struggle of the liberation movements in the 
Southern African region was indivisible. Before an audience of trade union and political 
representatives, intellectuals, students and activists from various organizations, Slovo 
claimed that despite differences in ‘the detailed correlation of forces in each zone, the 
level of achievement, the techniques of struggle, the precise nature of the enemy in 
each of these territories … within the complex as a whole, the enemy is indivisible 
and part of a single sub-system of exploitation with international links which act both 
militarily and economically in concert [emphasis added]’.67 Revolutionary action and 
change in Southern Africa were, in the eyes of the South African nationalist exiled 
in Britain, ‘organically interrelated’.68 The argument was not new to the audience but 
it highlighted once again the importance of joining forces at the levels of freedom 
fighters, activist committees and movements representing different nationalist causes 
in the UK and the West more generally.

The early 1970s saw important mobilization initiatives that emerged from the 
joint work of the Anti-Apartheid Movement (AAM) and anticolonial groups such 
as the Committee for Freedom in Mozambique, Angola and Guinea (CFMAG). The 
Dambusters Mobilizing Committee, which campaigned against the involvement of 
British corporations in the construction of the Cabora Bassa dam (now known as 
Cahora Bassa) in Mozambique, is the best example of such a cooperation. Cabora 
Bassa perfectly embodied the alliance between the Portuguese and South African 
regimes to secure economic, political and military power in the region, and as such 
became a powerful frame of transnational protest that even succeed in stirring up the 
debates of the UN Decolonization Committee, as Aurora Almada e Santos explains 
later in this volume.69 The participation of Barclays through the provision of loans 
to businesses involved in the hydroelectric scheme put the bank in the crosshairs of 
activists in the UK, who deployed innovative methods of protest at various levels.70 
Direct action against Barclays led the bank to withdraw from any dealings related to 
the construction of Cabora Bassa by 1972, an event that was interpreted as a success 
of the activists and that laid the groundwork for further boycotts against British banks 
and companies operating in South Africa.71

Connections between activist groups and organizations involved in the protests 
against Cabora Bassa and, to a lesser extent, the Cunene dam scheme in Angola, 
favoured the exchange of information and the production of printed materials that 
furthered the ‘thinking regionally’ of Western audiences. Transnational institutions 
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such as the World Council of Churches (WCC) joined this collective exercise of 
knowledge production with its own publications, which sought to ‘educate’ its member 
churches and ‘warn the wider public’ that seeing these projects ‘in isolation will be to 
underestimate its relevance in the context of the South African racist regime and the 
Portuguese colonialist regime and their combined attempts to consolidate the “white 
belt” in Southern Africa’.72

This certainly resonated with the words of Slovo at the Manchester conference 
and, more broadly, with the ideas of a group of South African exiles very active in the 
Western European anti-apartheid sphere as well as in the production of knowledge 
about the Southern African region. It was the case for instance of Ruth First, married to 
Joe Slovo, as well as Ronald Segal, Mary Benson or Ray and Jack Simons among others. 
The intellectual work of these people found a home in the Penguin African Library, 
under Segal’s direction, which opened the door to the publication of a variety of critical 
studies on the apartheid regime,73 South-West Africa and the Portuguese colonies,74 
some of them even authored or with forewords by nationalist leaders such as Eduardo 
Mondlane or Amílcar Cabral.75 The Penguin series was notable for its radical tone and 
critical way of examining the continent’s political, economic and social evolution and, 
more specifically, the various volumes on the Southern African territories helped to 
reinforce a joint, quasi-academic reading of the region.76

These activists also became indispensable actors in the institutional debates of 
the early 1970s that sought a political solution to the region’s problems. At the 1973 
UN-OAU conference on Southern Africa in Oslo, Lord Anthony Gifford of the CFMAG; 
Abdul Minty of the British AAM; Reverend John Collins, founder of the International 
Defence and Aid Fund77; or Baldwin Sjollema, director of the Programme to Combat 
Racism of the WCC, were some of the few ‘individual experts’ invited to share the table 
with representatives of nine regional liberation movements, ministers of foreign affairs 
and ambassadors of fifty-four countries, UN agencies and OAU executive members.78 
The Oslo conference also included other actors who had tried years before to advance 
regional prospects of political action, such as Romesh Chandra of the WPC, members 
of the AAPSO secretariat, or the Soviet economist Vasily Solodovnikov, one of the 
main figures behind the scientific conference organized in East Berlin in 1968. In this 
way, the 1973 conference seemed to complete a cycle of truly global mobilization on 
behalf of the region, transcending Cold War divisions.

The president of the conference recognized in the foreword to the proceedings: ‘Not 
all the ideas which emerged from the conference may be politically viable, but the Oslo 
conference in itself represents an important step towards freedom and independence 
for the peoples of southern Africa.’79 Unlike the 1967 UN seminar in Kitwe, which had 
been plagued by pessimism and shadows of doubt about the UN and the international 
community’s action vis-à-vis the region, the Oslo meeting showed that all those at 
the table were willing to discuss proposals for action within international normative 
frameworks. The resolutions of the Human Rights Commission, the discussions on 
the application of Geneva Conventions to the conflicts in the Portuguese colonies, the 
humanitarian support programmes of the various UN agencies, all these were signs 
of moving in the direction of, or at least meeting halfway, the needs of those fighting 
for independence in Southern Africa.80 Finally, Oslo was a further manifestation of 
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the fact that ‘thinking regionally’ was something done by activist groups, individuals 
and organizations in close relation with regional actors, but something that took place 
mainly outside the boundaries of the region itself.

Conclusion

Revolutionary interdependencies in the region became more clearly exposed once 
Angola and Mozambique became independent.81 The post-1974 developments 
cemented ideas and imaginaries about the alliance between liberation movements 
as if it were a matter of course, without questioning its origin and trajectories.82 
This chapter addressed this issue by looking at the diverse dimensions and arenas 
(i.e. political, institutional, activist) in which the region was thought, imagined and 
projected and questioning how actors outside the region intervened at different 
times and with diverse motivations to expose various interdependencies and contest 
powerful imaginaries of imperialism and white supremacism. During the period 
addressed in this chapter, 1960s–mid-1970s, the liberation movements did not seem 
to own the regional narrative as much as foreign actors, but they were nonetheless 
able to identify the power of attraction that a regional approach had in shaping 
international politics and activism, and so they also embraced to a certain extent 
this ‘thinking regionally’ to strengthen their diplomatic connections and increase the 
visibility of their claims.

As the coming together of AAPSO and WPC with regional actors showed, and 
the episode of the Lusaka Manifesto confirmed, Cold War narratives impacted on 
imaginaries and discourses about the region, particularly about the means to solve 
regional problems that threaten to spill over and compromise the sovereignty of 
neighbouring independent states. However, regional imaginaries were also a way of 
escaping the narrowness of Cold War bipolarity, and of bringing global actors closer 
together by discussing, for example, the region’s position in global debates about 
human rights. In this regard, the rights discourse, which was partly appropriated 
and reinterpreted by African nationalists as well as their partners in the east, not 
only served to expose the contradictions of liberal internationalism but also gave 
them an entry pass to insert their political claims more clearly into the agenda of 
international organizations such as the UN. The visions of regional unity analysed 
here were mainly aspirational and had little or no political trajectory at the time, 
but these projects nevertheless displayed some significance in attracting continental 
and international attention and creating the contours for future intraregional 
cooperation.
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Fighting for neutrality: The Sino-Soviet split, Afro-
Asian conferences and the liberation movements 

of the Portuguese colonies
Julião Soares Sousa

In April 1955, representatives from twenty-nine newly independent countries met in 
Bandung, Indonesia, for the first Afro-Asian conference. Their aim was to inaugurate 
a movement to promote solidarity, interaction and interconnection among its 
members. After a week of deliberations, the delegates declared total support for the 
independence of all peoples and the disruption of the current bipolar global order. The 
meeting represented a milestone in the emergence of neutralism and non-alignment, 
its emphasis on decolonization challenging the Cold War’s ideological priorities.1 
Since then, much has been written about the so-called spirit of Bandung, including its 
ambivalent impact in terms of African and Asian political solidarity.2

On a more practical level, the conference inspired further attempts to institutionalize 
the Afro-Asian movement, creating crucial forums for the discussion, articulation and 
negotiation of support networks and collective strategies. Among these was the Afro-
Asian People’s Solidarity Organization (AAPSO), formally inaugurated in Cairo in 
1957. While Cairo became the headquarters of the AAPSO’s Permanent Secretariat, led 
by the Egyptian writer Yusuf Al-Sibai, large conferences took place every two or three 
years in different cities, starting with Conakry (Guinea-Conakry), Moshi (Tanzania) 
and Winneba (Ghana). Between these sessions, the AAPSO’s Council (composed of 
heads of different delegations) and Executive Committee (thirty members) also held 
meetings abroad to decide on organizational matters.

From its very first meetings, this organization helped raise awareness about 
Portuguese colonialism and offered a platform for the leaders of Lusophone liberation 
movements, who participated in all of AAPSO’s major conferences. Shortly after 
opening the MPLA office in Conakry in early 1960, Viriato da Cruz, Lúcio Lara and 
Hugo de Menezes took part in the second AAPSO conference, held in that city on 
11–15 April.3 As the MPLA’s secretary general, Cruz went up to the tribune and made a 
speech in which he questioned whether Portugal would accept a peaceful transition to 
independence.4 At the Cairo AAPSO meetings in early 1961, following the massacres 
and uprising in Angola, the delegates denounced Portugal’s ‘retrograde’ and ‘fascist 
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colonization’, urging Afro-Asian nations to support the local liberation movements.5 
The AAPSO’s 1963 conference in Moshi condemned the alliance between António 
de Oliveira Salazar’s dictatorship and white-minority regimes in southern Africa, 
calling for an economic boycott of Portugal and its condemnation at the UN.6 The 
resolutions of the sixth AAPSO Conference Council held in Algiers (Algeria) in March 
1964 explicitly identified armed warfare as ‘the only effective way to end Portuguese 
colonialism’, demanding multisided assistance for revolutionary organizations fighting 
in Portugal’s colonies, including their free circulation in Afro-Asian countries, military 
equipment, educational and consumer goods for the combatants and populations of 
the liberated zones, and facilities for the transit of military and sanitary supplies.7

At the same time, although excluded from the Bandung conference, the Soviet 
Union took an active role in the AAPSO from the start, as did the People’s Republic 
of China (PRC). They established their own solidarity committees, which integrated 
the AAPSO’s Permanent Secretariat, using Cairo as a hub to connect with Afro-Asian 
states and liberation movements.8 Yet both of them maintained ambiguous stances 
regarding neutrality and non-alignment. According to Roy Allison, Soviet leader 
Nikita Khrushchev recognized as a positive type of neutralism the foreign policy of 
European, Asian and African countries that abstained from military and political 
alliances with the great powers.9 In the report presented to the twenty-second 
congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU), in 1961, Khrushchev 
similarly defined the boundaries of neutralism to that of Yugoslavia and the Third 
World, considering it as a method of keeping Africa and Asia out of the Cold War 
competition.10 Soon, however, the USSR’s leadership came to see neutralism as a threat 
to its own security interests.11 Meanwhile, although the Chinese promised to respect 
the non-alignment policies of African, Asian and Latin American countries, in 1959 
Chairman Mao Zedong denounced neutrality as camouflage, claiming that such a 
‘third way’ did not exist.12

Fears about the ability of the PRC and the USSR to respect neutrality appeared early 
on: already in 1957, several delegates at the AAPSO’s foundational meeting questioned 
whether it was justified to invite those two states to join the organization.13 Such fears 
of disruption proved well-founded: while China and the USSR were close allies in the 
1950s, a string of mutual grievances led to disagreement and then open conflict in the 
1960s, with the AAPSO becoming a disputed stage in what became known as the ‘Sino-
Soviet split’, with widespread ripple effects. This split caused what the first President of 
Tanzania, Julius Nyerere, called the ‘New Division of Africa’.14

This chapter looks at the intersection between these two concerns of the Afro-
Asian bloc. It begins by discussing how the rivalry between the USSR and the PRC 
played out in Afro-Asian forums, where both states used the cause of anticolonial 
liberation to gather support for their side. A second section focuses on the efforts of 
representatives of the MPLA, PAIGC and FRELIMO (the most prominent Lusophone 
liberation movements, coordinated through their joint organization CONCP) to 
maintain neutrality and non-alignment, under constant pressure. The chapter offers 
a close insight into this process by drawing on the paper collections of Lúcio Lara 
and Mário Pinto de Andrade, key figures in the MPLA, and of Amílcar Cabral, 
the PAIGC’s founding leader. This is complemented by sources from Portuguese 
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institutions that closely monitored the evolving situation, including the secret police 
PIDE/DGS, the Defence Ministry, the Foreign Ministry and Salazar’s cabinet. The 
chapter concludes that, despite their programmatic adhesion to neutrality and 
non-alignment, the liberation movements were dragged into the global ideological 
competition due to the need for international assistance in their struggles. The 
Sino-Soviet split thus proved very damaging, limiting efforts to generate support 
for anticolonial struggles among the Third World and, ultimately, limiting the very 
strength of Third-Worldism.

The role of the liberation struggles in the Sino-Soviet 
competition

The origins and the fundamental reasons behind the Sino-Soviet split have been the 
subject of much scholarly debate. Since the victory of the Chinese Communist Party in 
the civil war against the nationalist Guomindang and the establishment of the PRC, in 
1949, the country’s leadership, under Mao Zedong, established close links to the Soviet 
Union. However, as argued by Sergey Radchenko, Mao always harboured grievances 
against what he considered to be an ‘unequal alliance’ with the USSR. After Nikita 
Khrushchev denounced Stalin at the twentieth congress of the CPSU, in 1956, Mao 
hoped he could become an equal partner with the Soviets and launched the ‘Great 
Leap Forward’, which aimed to rapidly increase industrial production and agricultural 
output. While the scheme proved a tragic failure, Mao was unhappy when Soviet 
advisors criticized his attempt to speed up China’s modernization.

Other disagreements followed and, towards the late 1950s, the PRC increasingly 
pursued an assertive foreign policy, for example by inviting African revolutionaries on 
organized tours to showcase its example. In 1959, the Soviets’ insufficient support for 
China in its border dispute with India led to clashes at the meetings of the Warsaw Pact. 
The Chinese government’s behaviour angered Khrushchev, who unilaterally withdrew 
all Soviet experts from China in July 1960. Their relations grew increasingly hostile, 
as the PRC entered a competition for the leadership of the international communist 
movement. Although both sides made several attempts to rebuild the relationship in 
the 1960s, all of them proved unsuccessful.15

Once the split emerged in the early 1960s, the PRC tried to sway the Afro-Asian 
nations and liberation movements to take its side by centring the conflict on how to 
best fight colonialism and imperialism. By then, the AAPSO and its subsidiary bodies 
had gained a reputation for being under Soviet control, a narrative pushed forward 
vigorously by Western anti-communist propaganda.16 Now, the Chinese sought 
to undermine the USSR’s soft power, starting with an effort to move the AAPSO’s 
headquarters away from Egypt, whose leader Gamal Abdel Nasser had grown close to 
the Soviet Union.17 One line of argument in affirming the PRC as the true revolutionary 
vanguard was based on race, establishing a certain parallelism between what was 
dubbed ‘Soviet Imperialism’ in the East and enduring colonialism and neocolonialism 
in the Third World.18 China presented itself as the only one of the two countries with 
the right conditions to align with the ‘nations of colour’.19 It sought to capitalize on the 
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division between ‘whites and non-whites’, ‘developed and underdeveloped’ and ‘rich 
and poor’ countries at opposite ends of imperialist dynamics.20

The other key point of contention concerned the issue of peaceful coexistence. 
At the twentieth congress of the CPSU, Khrushchev declared that war between 
socialism and capitalism was not inevitable and argued for ‘peaceful’ competition 
between the two systems, including in the battle for the Third World. He also tried 
to pursue disarmament, which he hoped could help cut down domestic military 
spending.21 Although détente with the West did not fully materialize in the late 1950s, 
and a number of major crises in superpower relations occurred between 1956 and 
1962, ‘peaceful coexistence’ remained a goal for the Soviet leadership. In turn, China 
defended the so-called Lenin thesis about the inevitability of war between capitalism 
and communism. According to this perspective, Khrushchev’s advocacy of peaceful 
coexistence amounted to a denial of the legitimacy of the revolutionary people’s wars, 
waged by peoples or countries ‘conquered by other countries’.22 For instance, when 
Khrushchev agreed to remove nuclear weapons from Cuba in exchange for a (secret) 
agreement for the United States to remove Jupiter missiles from Turkey, thus ending 
the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962, Mao Zedong accused the Soviets of betraying the 
Cuban Revolution.

In the early 1960s, China’s arguments found supporters in international forums. 
At the third AAPSO Executive Committee meeting, held in Gaza (December 1961), 
the Algerian delegation, influenced by China, conveyed their frustration with 
the Soviet attitude towards their struggle against French rule. Although the USSR 
supported the Algerian struggle, its defence of disarmament was understood by the 
Algerians as extending to the liberation movements.23 The following year, in the Afro-
Asian Writers’ Conference held in Cairo (February), when the Turkish delegation 
wanted to vote a resolution on general and complete disarmament, supported by the 
USSR, it was vehemently opposed by Mao Dun, chairman of the Union of Chinese 
Writers.24 Revisiting the racialist argument, Mao Dun appealed for distrusting the 
intentions of non-Afro-Asian countries.25 His forceful stance was welcomed by most 
African delegates at this conference, including from liberation movements like the 
PAIGC, MPLA and UDENAMO (one of the movements that would later form the 
FRELIMO).26

The Sino-Soviet dispute resurfaced at the second Afro-Asian lawyers’ conference 
held in Conakry (October 1962), where the Soviet delegation drafted an amendment 
to the general declaration in which they defended that ‘the struggle for national 
independence was directly linked to peace and disarmament’.27 The Chinese delegation 
reacted by directing violent attacks against the Soviet position and the West.28 The final 
declaration made a call for ‘continuous struggle against the interventionist policy of 
aggression, domination and war of imperialism with NATO as its leader’.29

Such vociferous dedication to liberation, however, was not akin to productive 
discussion. At the AAPSO’s third conference, in Moshi (February 1963), the speech of 
the head of the Chinese delegation, Liu Ning-Yi, garnered great acclaim by emphasizing 
assistance for the just struggle for national liberation.30 However, when the delegates of 
the Pan-African Freedom Movement of East and Central Africa tried to concentrate 
the focus of the discussion on a specific action for the liberation of the territories still 
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under colonial rule, the Chinese kept the focus on the Soviets, whom they claimed 
would never support these struggles because they were ‘whites’.31

Moshi represented the peak of Chinese influence. While the second conference of 
the AAPSO Executive Committee, held in Nicosia (September 1963), was dominated 
by the Sino-Soviet split and the Sino-Indian dispute, Chinese soft power appeared to 
be in decline. During the debates, the Soviet delegate, Mirzo Tursun-Zade, stated that 
the only alternative to peaceful coexistence was a world catastrophe. In response, the 
Chinese attacked the Test Ban Treaty (negotiated in the aftermath of the Cuban Missile 
Crisis), which the USSR had signed a few days earlier along with the United States and 
the UK, banning nuclear testing in the atmosphere, space and underwater. Beijing’s 
strategy backfired: the majority of African delegates (liberation movements included) 
opposed nuclear testing, so they backed the USSR. In the end, an isolated Chinese 
delegation flatly refused to sign the final resolution.32

The Soviets tried to mount a defence against the Chinese position. At the sixth Afro-
Asian Solidarity Council meeting in Algiers (March 1964), when the Chinese argued 
the USSR’s defence of peaceful coexistence meant the Soviets had renounced anti-
imperialist and revolutionary struggle, Soviet delegate Bobodjan Gafurov countered 
by explaining that the USSR supported disarmament to avoid a nuclear conflict with 
the West but this did not imply that ‘the peoples in struggle should be disarmed’.33 
The replacement of Khrushchev by Leonid Brezhnev brought forth a more proactive 
posture. In the proceedings of the presidium of the Soviet Solidarity Committee, on 
5 February 1965, Tursun-Zade argued that China’s constant challenges meant the 
Soviet delegation had to be more attuned about the will of the Third World at the 
forthcoming fifth AAPSO conference: ‘These people want to fight against imperialism, 
neocolonialism, and we thus have to start from the will of those people,’ although ‘of 
course bearing in mind the need to fight for peace, disarmament, and all other issues 
related to the peace campaign.’34

In the preparatory events preceding Winneba, participants issued a call not to 
use the AAPSO as a platform for ‘disputes of dogmas’ and, allegedly, there was less 
squabbling between the Chinese and the Soviets.35 Nevertheless, the head of the 
Chinese delegation, Liao Cheng-Chi, tried to push for a resolution giving primacy 
to the liberation struggle over issues of peace and disarmament.36 He also accused 
the USSR of not providing enough support to North Vietnam and only sending 
defective weapons. In response, the Soviet delegation made a point of reasserting its 
anti-imperialist credentials: the head of the delegation, Fikryat Tabeyev, announced 
that Soviet volunteers were fighting side by side with Vietnamese forces against the 
common enemy. As for African liberation struggles, which were also on the agenda, 
Tabeyev proposed widening the activities of the Afro-Asian Solidarity Fund. He also 
backed Algerian President Ahmed Ben Bella’s initiative of collecting money for the 
solidarity fund under the slogan of ‘dinar for independence’.37

The most resonant decisions at Winneba, however, concerned future events. One 
of them was the decision to hold a Latin American people’s solidarity conference in 
Havana, in January 1966, which turned out to be a historical landmark, spawning the 
enduring Organization of Solidarity of the Peoples of Asia, Africa and Latin America. 
Most delegates at what became known as the Tricontinental conference – including 
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those of the Lusophone liberation movements – did not identify themselves with the 
friction between China and the USSR.38 For them, the fundamental contradiction 
was between capitalism and socialism, or between colonialism and liberation, but not 
within the socialist world. Joseph Parrott argues that this conference represented ‘a 
radical worldview justifying Third World revolution, best termed Tricontinentalism’. 
According to him, the Tricontinental united two currents: the current of the October 
Socialist Revolution, headed by the USSR, and that of the Revolution of National 
Liberation, led by China and Cuba. Thus, it ended the neutralism that had been 
defended in Bandung and had been consolidated as a political and ideological project 
in September 1961, at the first conference of the non-aligned countries, in Belgrade.39

More controversially, the delegates at Winneba also agreed to hold the AAPSO’s 
fifth conference in Beijing, which was particularly threatening for the USSR.40 The 
Soviet Afro-Asian Solidarity Committee’s efforts to reverse this decision created 
further tension in the movement. Sino-Soviet disagreement continuously dominated 
meetings right up until the AAPSO’s eighth council session, in Nicosia (February 
1967), whose key item on the agenda was the location of the upcoming conference. 
In Nicosia, the Soviet Union, India and several Afro-Asian countries favoured hosting 
the next conference in Cairo instead, thus commemorating the tenth anniversary of 
the first gathering there, back in 1957.41 In response to the changing power dynamics, 
China de facto withdrew from the AAPSO in 1968. The shift was clear: if at Winneba 
two liberation movements from South-West Africa (Namibia) had been admitted 
to AAPSO, in Nicosia the more pro-Soviet SWAPO remained while the more pro-
Chinese SWANU was expelled.42 To aggravate matters, the internal turmoil caused by 
the cultural revolution, launched by Mao Zedong in 1966, led to the PRC’s temporary 
diplomatic isolation. Except for Tanzania, the Chinese scaled down their commitments 
in Africa.

Following its ‘victory’ at Nicosia, the USSR used the advantage to reinforce its 
influence in the AAPSO. The Soviets now focused on the issues of major concern to 
Afro-Asian states: the Vietnam War, the Arab-Israeli conflict and African liberation. 
After several years of preparation, the Khartoum conference for solidarity with the 
peoples of Portuguese colonies took place between 18 and 21 January 1969. It was 
during that conference, which hosted representatives from fifty-six countries and 
twelve international organizations, that the Soviet-supported liberation movements – 
MPLA, FRELIMO and PAIGC, as well as South Africa’s ANC, Zimbabwe’s ZAPU and 
Namibia’s SWAPO – were declared the only ‘authentic’ representatives of the liberation 
struggle. The so-called Khartoum alliance was supposed to strengthen links between 
these liberation movements and launched the Cairo-based Mobilization Committee to 
coordinate assistance to them.43

From the Soviet perspective, Khartoum was a success. In a speech to the presidium 
of the Soviet Solidarity Committee, the deputy of the CPSU’s International Department, 
Rostislav Ulyanovsky, argued that Khartoum demonstrated the defeat of the Chinese 
thesis about the imperialists prevailing against the socialist countries and liberation 
movements. The main evidence was North Vietnam, which continued to resist the 
US aggression with Soviet assistance. He also underlined successes in Guinea-Bissau’s 
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armed struggles while highlighting that the leaders of both FRELIMO and MPLA, 
Eduardo Mondlane and Agostinho Neto, had come closer to the Soviet position on 
race and scientific socialism. Ulyanovsky concluded, ‘We have defeated the accusation 
that we are pacificists incapable of armed struggle, but now we should think about how 
to make the great experience of our people accessible for the public.’44

In the period 1963–7, the Afro-Asian front had been severely affected by the Sino-
Soviet disagreements. China’s emphasis on anti-imperialism and armed struggle had 
found favour with many members of the AAPSO, for whom the priority was the 
liberation of the African continent more than ‘peaceful coexistence’ and disarmament. 
The PRC’s influence in international forums reflected the popularity of the Chinese 
Revolution that quite a few African leaders had witnessed during their tours in the 
1950s, as well as the influence of Mao Zedong’s ideas about peasant-based armed 
struggle. Subsequently, the Soviets, as argued by Jeremy Friedman, had moved to 
embrace anti-imperialism in response to the Chinese challenge.45 By the late 1960s, 
they had successfully fought back, having managed to effectively exclude the Chinese 
from the AAPSO, at Nicosia, and then solidify their influence, at Khartoum. Although 
China’s internal problems played a major part, such an outcome was a result of 
sustained Soviet lobbying and backchannel diplomacy. In many ways, such lobbying 
contracted the ideas of the liberation movements on neutrality and non-alignment, 
which will be the subject of the following section.

The role of Sino-Soviet competition in the liberation 
struggles

Contrary to what Portuguese authorities claimed, the CONCP movements could not 
be considered mere instruments of ‘Soviet imperialism’.46 All of them searched and 
received different types of aid, not only from the USSR and China but from any country 
willing to contribute. For instance, they welcomed donations from Scandinavian 
governments and various grassroots solidarity committees in Western countries. It was 
clear from early on that they could not rely exclusively on Soviet support. According to 
Galia Golan, the USSR used the issue of armed struggle versus achieving independence 
by peaceful means as one of its factors for allocating funding.47 It was the imposition 
of these criteria, in Westad’s view, that dictated the initial approach of the liberation 
movements to China.48 So, the African delegations’ criticism of the Soviet defence of 
peaceful coexistence at the AAPSO secretariat meeting in Cairo in January 1961 was 
not an accident. They suspected that peaceful coexistence and disarmament advocated 
by the USSR might also involve them.49 It is not credible, however, that the USSR 
advocated the disarmament of the liberation movements. In 1960, it was supporting 
the Movimento de Libertação dos Territórios sob Dominação Portuguesa (MLTSDP) 
from Portuguese Guinea with scholarships,50 while incentivizing also the negotiation 
path with colonialism.51 From the beginning, it seems that the Soviets did not care 
about the liberation movements, a fact taken advantage of by China in the context of 
the Sino-Soviet conflict which, by 1960, had worsened significantly.
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In the context of this conflict, the liberation movements would place a high value 
on neutrality and non-alignment from the start. In an interview with the Algerian 
newspaper Révolution Africaine in February 1963, Agostinho Neto defined non-
alignment as ‘the application of the right of our people to freely establish the political, 
economic and social structures of their country. Additionally, the establishment 
of relationships with all countries is based on mutual respect for the sovereignty of 
states, and non-participation in military blocs.’ He concluded, ‘We understand by 
non-alignment the practice of a policy independent of the two blocs.’52 Speaking at 
a conference in Léopoldville three months later, Mário Pinto de Andrade declared, 
in line with Neto, that the aid they sought could not be limited to the countries of 
the East or the West. He also rejected taking a side in the conflict between these two 
blocs.53 In July, interviewed by Tribune du Tiers-Monde, Andrade restated that his 
movement defended positive neutrality and non-alignment, accepting support from 
wherever it came.54 Later, Amílcar Cabral would denounce Tricontinental’s mistake 
of placing the Soviets and the Chinese in the Committee of Assistance and Aid to the 
National Liberation Movements while leaving out the African countries.55 In his view, 
this changed Tricontinental into a ‘monocontinental’.56

As the Sino-Soviet split unravelled in the early 1960s, however, the liberation 
movements could not help but become embroiled in the conflict. In November 1963, 
FRELIMO’s vice-president Uria Simango complained to the Soviet representative 
at the AAPSO’s Permanent Secretariat in Cairo, Latyp Maksudov, about the split’s 
damaging impact on the liberation struggle.57 What worried Simango was the USSR’s 
and the PRC’s insistent pressures to condemn their respective rival. When Mondlane 
had recently travelled to China seeking support for FRELIMO, Beijing had demanded 
that he cease further contact with the Soviet Union.58 According to the memoirs of 
Helder Martins, a Mozambican doctor who was part of UDENAMO and later joined 
FRELIMO, during the campaigns to gain followers, the USSR and China requested that 
‘his friends align themselves’. They resisted such demands, which they recognized as 
ultimately hurting communist organizations worldwide and the liberation movements 
in particular.59 Likewise, Simango refused to attack any country to please a particular 
side, despite being thought to support the pro-Chinese faction of FRELIMO.60 By 
contrast, the tension spilt into the interior of the MPLA, where the second secretary 
general, Agostinho Neto, clashed with his predecessor, Viriato da Cruz, who openly 
sided with the PRC. Cruz was expelled from the movement in 1963 and moved to 
China.61 As a result of the refusal to take sides, since 1965 the Chinese assistance to 
both the MPLA and PAIGC declined substantially.62

The leaders of the CONCP movements worried not only over the strings that the 
Chinese attached to assistance, but also over the PRC’s attempt to frame the Third 
World project in terms of a fundamentally non-white racial identity. As argued by 
Jeffrey Byrne, China’s rhetoric ultimately failed in Africa because the majority of 
the continent’s postcolonial states had to contend with multiethnic and multiracial 
societies.63 Similarly, the Lusophone movements were dealing with internal criticisms 
which often revolved around accusations that multiethnic leaders dominated the black 
rank-and-file members. At the MPLA, the clash between Cruz and Neto concerned, 
among other issues, the former’s charges against the racially mixed mestiços’ dominant 
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position in the movement.64 Meanwhile, Guinean students in the USSR denounced 
the dominance of Cabo Verdeans in the PAIGC leadership.65 Thus, although the 
movements’ leaders favoured China’s stance regarding peaceful coexistence, they 
found Beijing’s views on race highly problematic.

As a result, the liberation movements adopted, towards the Sino-Soviet split, what 
can be called a neutrality of ‘convenience’, but also of ‘expediency’ and ‘necessity’.66 
These different approaches to neutrality were articulated and combined in a nonlinear 
way throughout the 1960s, even if the movements continued to defend, discursively 
and programmatically, neutralism and non-alignment. In a report to MPLA members 
following a trip to China in June 1964, Agostinho Neto reaffirmed his neutral position 
on the Sino-Soviet conflict.67 Two years later, when the PRC convened, in Beijing, a 
separate assembly of the Afro-Asian Writers Association as an alternative to the one 
scheduled by the official Cairo-based direction, pressuring the participants to condemn 
Soviet revisionism, a group of Southern African liberation movements (including the 
MPLA and FRELIMO) issued a statement accusing China of divisionism.68 Even the 
PIDE suspected Neto never took a favourable stance on either side, preferring to play a 
dubious game, at least during Khrushchev’s leadership.69 He appeared concerned with 
the ideological divergences in the socialist bloc, and their consequences for solidarity 
with the liberation movements.70

Yet the need for Soviet assistance sometimes conditioned the decision-making, or 
at least occasionally earned the Soviet side greater goodwill. This was especially the 
case following the Tricontinental conference, when China’s relation with the CONCP 
movements soured to the point that Cabral complained, in a party meeting, that the 
Chinese press had begun publishing fake stories about the PAIGC.71 The PRC also 
began privileging relations with competing independence movements in Angola, 
Guinea-Bissau and Mozambique, which rendered the USSR’s continuous support even 
more central.

One of the instances of collaboration with the USSR involved the AAPSO’s 1967 
council meeting in Nicosia, where the Soviets sought to reverse the decision to hold the 
organization’s following conference in Beijing. Cabral helped push the Soviet agenda 
by reaching out to Chinese-allied liberation movements from Southern Africa (namely 
from Lesotho, Botswana, Swaziland and Namibia),72 who had signed a statement 
on the penultimate day in which they blamed the ‘main collaborators of American 
imperialism’ and ‘Soviet revisionists’ for ‘committing frenetically’ the destruction of 
‘the unity of the African-Asia peoples’.73 Having failed in his mission, Cabral bitterly 
complained about those movements in an internal meeting of the PAIGC, in 1968.74

Moscow also sought to recruit MPLA’s Lúcio Lara to play a similar role at Nicosia. 
In a report about a long conversation with the Soviet Afro-Asian Solidarity Committee, 
in January, Lara revealed that the committee’s secretary, Nicolai I. Bazanov, expressed 
deep concern about the attitude the Chinese would take at the conference, providing 
a list of how various delegations were expected to vote on the matter. Bazanov, who 
had been informed by Agostinho Neto of the CONCP’s decision not to attend the 
conference if it was set in Beijing, tried to convince Lara to further lobby their case 
in Nicosia, thus strengthening their position due to Lara’s status as a member of the 
MPLA’s Political Bureau. Nevertheless, despite Bazanov’s insistence, reminding him 
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that the Soviets intended to increase support for the liberation movements, especially 
those of the Portuguese colonies – ‘in which Angola occupied’ for them ‘the first place’ – 
Lara reaffirmed the MPLA’s autonomy, replying that he could not attend because their 
delegation had already been chosen. Lara’s direct participation was presumably all 
the more important for the Soviets because the Chinese were also organizing their 
campaign at Nicosia, including several Afro-Asian delegates and prominent figures, 
among them Viriato da Cruz.75

The Soviets continued to pressure the Chinese issue even after their ‘victory’ in 
Nicosia and ostensive success at Khartoum. In October 1969, Neto travelled to 
Moscow to discuss further assistance to the MPLA, apparently unsatisfied with the 
quantity and quality of the war material from the USSR. At the meeting he held with 
Prime Minister Alexei Kossyguin, he was asked to sign a declaration condemning ‘the 
Chinese hegemonists and their thesis’, which Neto refused to do.76 This divergence is 
narrated in the extensive introduction to the five volumes titled Agostinho Neto e a 
Libertação de Angola (1949–1974), coordinated by Maria Eugénia Neto and Irene Neto, 
widow and daughter of Agostinho Neto.77 Allegedly disappointed with the demand 
and the course of the conversation, Neto and Aníbal de Melo left Moscow without 
saying goodbye to the Soviet leaders.78 Neto had previously been in Beijing, where he 
refused to sign a document condemning ‘Soviet hegemony’.79

Despite being difficult to confirm these alleged Soviet pressures, the divergences seem 
to have had other motivations. According to Soviet sources, the meeting deteriorated 
because Neto and Melo were upset with the attitude of the Soviet military who allegedly 
‘interrogated’ the Angolans about the progress of guerrilla warfare, accusing them of lack 
of progress.80 In public, the Soviets maintained a vision of solidarity and harmony with the 
liberation movements. At the international conference on solidarity with the peoples of 
the Portuguese colonies, held in Rome (June 1970), they first publicly admitted they were 
supplying military assistance to those independence struggles, but did not acknowledge 
any linkage. Even when speaking to the members of the Solidarity Committee in private, 
Rostislav Ulyanovsky, a Soviet expert on Third World affairs, stressed that Moscow did 
not ‘request ideological loyalty from the liberation movements’.81

By now, it has been well documented that the USSR’s relationship with Agostinho 
Neto was fairly complicated due to a combination of personal issues, frustrations 
about the lack of military progress, and Neto’s apparent preference for Yugoslavia.82 
In the early 1970s, the MPLA entered a turbulent period, characterized by recurrent 
internal crises and splits, leading the USSR to suspend assistance to the organization 
in 1974, shortly before the Carnation Revolution.83 It is therefore unsurprising that 
Neto continued to emphasize neutrality in public pronouncements. At the Rome 
conference, he stated, ‘In our unwavering struggle, through numerous difficulties of 
all kinds, we have always an attitude of independence which is imposed upon us by 
the supreme interests of our people. We want this attitude to be understood by all 
our sincere friends.’84 The previous month, in an interview to the Egyptian newspaper 
El Gamhoureya, he had already stressed that while the MPLA accepted aid from the 
USSR and Eastern European countries this did not mean taking a position in favour 
of Moscow against Beijing, even if his movement had stopped receiving any help from 
China due to the existence of ‘certain divergences’.85
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Neto claimed he was not a Marxist, despite having read Marx and Lenin and 
having visited Moscow a few times.86 In a meeting with the senior representatives of 
the MPLA, in 1972, he once again praised independence of thought and action as 
among the ‘greater interests’ of the Angolan people.87 Moreover, in 1974, he charged 
the Sino-Soviet split with weakening the socialist camp, compromising ‘the relations 
of solidarity which had transformed these countries into an impenetrable iron fortress’. 
He added that the ‘relations of solidarity had changed and the major or minor conflicts 
stained the ideal proclaimed by socialism’.88

Although generally more cautious in public pronouncements, Amílcar Cabral too 
was critical of the Sino-Soviet split and its consequences for the Afro-Asian front. 
In an internal PAIGC meeting held in May 1968, Cabral acknowledged that ‘Afro-
Asiatism’ (his term) was a necessity, having provided important support for Algerian 
independence, yet it had lost importance from the moment it started being directed by 
states rather than by ‘non-governmental’ organizations. He seemed to be referring to 
the growing control of the AAPSO by its largest funders, namely the USSR and China 
(which covered two-thirds of the organization’s budget), followed by Egypt. Still, the 
PAIGC’s leader professed hope that the AAPSO would manage to overcome the Sino-
Soviet conflict and maintain an equidistant position at the Cairo-based Secretariat, 
adding that the Chinese were ‘dishonest’ in their campaign to move the Secretariat to 
Conakry or Colombo, in Sri Lanka. He also criticized Soviet stances that could create 
further conflicts, albeit without clarifying what those stances were.89

As for FRELIMO, Eduardo Mondlane was quite vehement against accusations, 
especially from the West, that his movement was ‘controlled’ by communist countries. 
He stated that regarding ‘the suggestion that we are remotely guided by Moscow and 
Beijing because we accept their support … those who know Frelimo know that this is 
not true. Help us, in the West, and you will soon see whether or not we are aligned’.90 
Hans Abrahamson and Anders Nilsson suggest that the FRELIMO’s neutralist stance 
changed after Mondlane’s assassination in 1969, with the USSR becoming more 
influential,91 but Natalia Telepneva has challenged this idea.92 Conversely, Ian Taylor 
argues that during Samora Machel’s subsequent leadership, FRELIMO came under the 
influence of Beijing.93 Joel das Neves Tembe and Alda Romão highlight the movement’s 
eclectic posture in seeking support from countries ranging from the USSR and China 
to Yugoslavia, Cuba, Israel, Egypt, Sweden and Denmark.94 The choice for eclecticism 
over any kind of narrow commitment is something that the three largest liberation 
movements shared.

Conclusion

The USSR and, especially, the PRC used the Afro-Asian conferences to influence the 
liberation movements and their allies in the context of the Sino-Soviet split. Although 
the AAPSO never lost its anticolonial character, this split transformed the organization’s 
conferences and meetings into a privileged stage of dispute between the two rival states, 
whose schism ended up informing debates around peaceful coexistence, disarmament 
and revolutionary warfare, among other issues. This often prevented the AAPSO from 
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effectively focusing on the specific needs and demands of the liberation movements, 
who therefore sought to resist the pressures to subordinate their struggles to parallel 
disputes, be they the Cold War or the Sino-Soviet split.

In principle, all the largest Lusophone liberation movements advocated neutrality, 
non-alignment and freedom of thought and action, but, in practice, these values were 
hard to enforce given the need for assistance in the wars waged against colonialism. 
Therefore, in some instances, it is more accurate to speak of pseudo-neutrality and 
pseudo-non-alignment, as circumstances forced a political stance that was closer to 
one of the sides in the Sino-Soviet conflict. By 1970, Amílcar Cabral’s posture was 
much closer to the USSR than to the RPC, as was the case, to a lesser extent, with 
the leaderships of the MPLA and FRELIMO, despite their difficult relationship 
with the Soviet Union. Of the three movements, FRELIMO emerged as the only 
one that maintained simultaneous support from China and the USSR, without any 
interruption. Yet the steady pressure came to reveal, as argued by Wyss, Handrimäki, 
Bott and Schaufelbuehl, that genuine neutrality does not exist.95 Or, to quote Nyerere, 
that neutrality is impossible.96

Even so, it is worth acknowledging that the movements’ concessions were made in 
tension with their general orientation. From Bandung, they had inherited the emphasis 
on safeguarding independence, sovereignty and non-interference in the affairs of other 
states. They were also synchronized with the spirit of the Tricontinental, condemning 
actions that could weaken socialist unity. Although there is no doubt that the socialist 
countries flew the ‘banner of internationalism’ and gave the greatest support to the 
liberation movements, figures like Agostinho Neto nurtured much clearer sympathies, 
not for a world divided between superpower-driven blocs but for the notion of a non-
aligned bloc that arose to create balance and defend the underprivileged peoples. 
Ultimately, although the conflicts in the Afro-Asian conferences and meetings of the 
mid-1960s considerably tarnished the reputation of Third-Worldism in the eyes of 
the liberation movements, those conflicts also undermined the very prestige of China 
and the USSR. The movements therefore maintained a formalist position towards the 
OSPAA, defending the organization’s autonomy, just as they sought to defend their 
independence.
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The Canadian Broad Left and the anticolonial 
struggle at home and abroad: The case of the 

Toronto Committee for the Liberation of 
Portugal’s African Colonies 

Marçal de Menezes Paredes

The struggle for independence in the former Portuguese colonies in Africa went far 
beyond the military battles. Its impact must be broadened to narratives centred around 
those colonized nations. Even before guerrilla wars began in Angola, Guinea-Bissau 
and Mozambique in the early 1960s, anticolonial movements developed a political 
strategy on a global scale. This strategy involved creating a transnational network 
that spanned Africa, Asia and Latin America. As a growing body of scholarship 
has demonstrated, the Cold War was neither static nor simply bipolar.1 Through 
‘decolonization hubs’ located in Dar es Salaam, Cairo and Algiers, to name just a 
few, the movements that fought against Portuguese colonialism fostered a global 
range of connections.2 Such global connections enabled those movements to develop 
their intellectual, military and diplomatic agency, consolidated within the Afro-
Asian Bloc at the UN and among the Non-Aligned Movement.3 Still, the process was 
multidirectional, empowering and transforming some of their interlocutors as well. 
Notably, the liberation movements integrated the ‘Global Sixties’ and ‘Seventies’, 
forging productive ties with counterculture activism and solidarity movements in the 
West.4 The extent of those contacts could surprise a non-specialized observer: several 
solidarity committees emerged in Scandinavian countries and across Europe, as well 
as in Australia and Canada.5

The history of the Toronto Committee for the Liberation of Portugal’s African 
Colonies (hereafter TCLPAC) encapsulates the sheer variety of political links 
and mutual influences that developed between partners from seemingly distant 
backgrounds. Established in 1972 in Toronto, the TCLPAC brought together activists, 
professional politicians, intellectuals and religious missionaries that organized various 
actions to support Africa’s liberation struggle.6 Its activities encompassed a wide 
spectrum, including the publication of books, manifestos and leaflets, as well as the 
organization of a plethora of public events, cine debates, marches and the welcoming 
of representatives of the Lusophone anticolonial movements in Canada. This chapter 
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devotes particular attention to the trajectory of John S. Saul,7 one of TCLPAC’s 
founders whose militant and academic activity bridged Canada’s domestic debates 
with the agenda of the liberation struggle. Through this so-far-neglected case study, 
the chapter sheds new light on the articulation between African decolonization, the 
‘Global 1970s’8 and Canadian society and activism. Much more than mere support for 
a political cause, that relationship reveals a wide field of influence that acted in both 
directions, connecting not only critical subjects but also peoples’ lives. Yet, manifesting 
itself in a global perspective, the political militancy in the 1970s circulated from and to 
the Global North, clearly learning and improving its knowledge along the way.

This chapter shows how the TCLPAC’s political action connected domestic 
debates about social justice, including the Quebec independence movement, with the 
campaign to end Portuguese colonialism in Africa. Both causes shared a common 
belief in the potential for creating a new world that transcended the existing capitalist 
framework. This political vision facilitated connections among various global leftist 
movements. In Canada, activists like John S. Saul and civil society organizations 
engaged in a broader struggle against capitalist oppression, emphasizing the links 
between global business interests and the oppression experienced by independence 
movements across different hemispheres, encompassing both the Global North and 
South. This solidarity reflected a shared aspiration for change and a commitment to 
challenging existing power structures on a global scale. In vocalizing the importance 
of Lusophone African independence, they mingled with other critics within the anti-
capitalistic movements elsewhere and, particularly, denounced the ties to Canadian 
business.

The chapter’s principal focus is on the committee’s origins and early years, before 
it was renamed the Committee for the Liberation of Southern Africa (TCLSAC). 
The research is based on documents of the TCLPAC located at the Harriet Tubman 
Institute for Africa and its Diasporas at York University, Toronto, which contains 
reports, action projects, tickets, personal notes, folders, leaflets, books, newspapers 
and photos. In addition, two serial publications organized by TCLPAC/TCLSAC stood 
out: the TCLSAC Report (published between 1977 and 1984) and the Southern Africa 
Report (published between 1985 and 1995). These documents are supplemented by 
written testimonies and interviews made with activists. Through this wide range of 
sources, this chapter reveals how far 1970s militant activism went in terms of disclosing 
supposedly distant struggles and showing, conversely, how they had close and familiar 
ties to Canada.

Canada’s connection with Africa

Canadian territory was the original land of several indigenous communities before 
modern colonialism. European presence brought tension between the substantial 
Anglo-Saxon immigration within the context of British colonialism and the legacy 
of French colonialism as represented by the province of Quebec. The interplay and 
tensions between these different cultures (natives, Anglophone and Francophone) 
shaped Canada’s politics and society, which gradually obtained sovereignty through 
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the ‘Act of Union’ (1841), the creation of the ‘Dominion’ of Canada (1867) and the 
attainment of autonomy through the Westminster agreements (1931).9

The attainment of political autonomy in modern Canada did not end political 
conflicts stemming from colonial times. Like Australia and New Zealand, Canada 
was known as a ‘white dominion’ and, as with all members of the Commonwealth, it 
grappled with significant issues related to the treatment of the indigenous population. 
It is worth mentioning that the Canadian relationship with another member of the 
British Commonwealth – South Africa – dates back to the Anglo-Boer Wars (1899–
1902). In South Africa, Australia and Canada, the native inhabitants did not enjoy 
the same rights and privileges as the representatives of modern colonialism. The 
relationships between the Commonwealth’s elite offered opportunities for Canadian 
global business. In fact, Canada’s independence could be perceived as a means to 
expand capitalist enterprises rather than a vehicle for fostering equal opportunities for 
people of different descent. In essence, the former colony’s status was closely tied to 
the inherited global privilege of being a ‘white dominion’. Understanding this aspect is 
crucial for grasping the criticisms the Canadian Broad Left directed towards the state 
from the 1960s onwards.

In 1949, Canada participated in the foundation of NATO, thus closely aligning its 
military interests with those of the United States and European colonial powers like 
France, Belgium, Portugal and the UK. In addition to its Commonwealth connection, 
in the late 1950s, Canada started to develop an independent foreign policy strategy. 
Under the leadership of Prime Minister Lester Person,10 the Canadian government 
earned a reputation as a ‘global peacemaker’ after its involvement in the UN Task Force 
during the Suez Canal crisis in 1956. During the Vietnam War, Canada’s government 
further solidified this image as it welcomed United States’ draft evaders and refused 
to deploy troops to the conflict. These two sides of Canada’s foreign engagement – 
the alliance with the hegemonic economic and military interests of the Global North 
and the promotion of peace and progressive values – remained in place during the 
governments of John Diefenbaker (1957–63).

These two facets of Canada’s foreign relations became even more prominent under 
the leadership of Pierre Eliot Trudeau (1968–79, 1980–4). Probably the most renowned 
(and most controversial) leader in Canadian politics, much of P. E. Trudeau’s political 
action caused intense debate in Canadian civil society. The contradictions in Trudeau’s 
foreign policy became obvious when, on one hand, his government maintained 
economic agreements with South Africa and, on the other hand, Canada joined the 
UN in condemning that country’s apartheid system, particularly after the 1976 Soweto 
Massacre. The TCLPAC/TCLSAC played a key role in denouncing this discrepancy 
between official rhetoric and practical actions.

The times associated with P. E. Trudeau were paradoxical in Canada. The prime 
minister’s popularity has been labelled as ‘Trudeaumania’.11 During his term as minister 
of justice in 1967, he openly defended progressive policies. For example, he supported 
the decriminalization of homosexuality and fostered a pluralistic and secularized 
society, famously declaring to CBC News reporters that ‘there is no place for the State 
in the bedrooms of the nation’.12 In a similar vein, he had a difficult relationship with 
President Richard Nixon since he refused to send Canadian troops to Vietnam and 
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provided refuge to draft evaders from the United States. Simultaneously, Canada 
decreased its economic and international dependence on Great Britain and the United 
States, principally by diversifying its global business engagements and having an 
independent foreign policy.13

However, some of Trudeau’s policies faced internal challenges. One notable 
instance was the separatist movement in Quebec, which gained momentum during 
the Quiet Revolution/Révolution Tranquille (1967–70) that shaped the Francophone 
Canadian province with a wave of political, social and cultural transformations. In that 
context, Trudeau became the powerful political adversary of Jean Lesage and René 
Levesque.14 For the Canadian Left, Quebec’s separatism was a shortcut to building a 
socialist alternative in North America. In response to a series of violent actions by 
the separatist Front de Libération du Québec (FLQ) in 1970, Trudeau invoked the 
War Measures Act which limited civil liberties and gave police far-reaching powers to 
maintain public order, even deploying tanks to guard federal offices and employees in 
the Ottawa area. At the same time, he supported the vision of a bilingual country and 
reinforced Canadian federalism.

Trudeau’s time in office also coincided with a greater awareness of liberation 
struggles in the Portuguese colonies, especially among religious institutions. In fact, 
Canada’s relationship with Portuguese-speaking African countries stretched as far 
back as the end of the nineteenth century when Canadian missionaries began their 
work in Portuguese colonial territories. This relationship was exemplified by their 
presence in regions like the Highlands of Bié in Angola, where they established the 
Dondi Mission. These missionary efforts created a significant breach within the rigid 
framework of Portuguese colonialism, providing alternative education opportunities 
to the local population. For instance, Jonas Savimbi, who later became the leader of 
UNITA, spent time at the Dondi Mission. In 1968, Reverend Sid Gilchrist, a medical 
missionary in Angola, published Angola Awake, a book which condemned the church’s 
silence and disregard for colonial violence. As a result of this publication, the United 
Church of Canada (UCC) underwent a consistent change in the institutional stance 
towards Portuguese colonialism. Garth Legge, a member of the UCC’s board of 
directors, highlighted the book as a pivotal moment that prompted the institution to 
reevaluate its position and take a more critical approach to colonial practices.15

Further action followed. In 1970, religious movements organized the Task Force 
on the Churches and Corporate Responsibility (TCCR). This task force formulated 
what became known as the ‘Black Paper’ as a critical response to the Canadian 
government’s ‘White Paper’, which outlined the official ‘Foreign Policy for Canadians’.16 
The government’s ‘White Paper’ had a dual purpose of defending social justice at the 
UN while promoting domestic economic growth.17 Under the leadership of Cranford 
Pratt, who had previously served as the first provost of the University of Dar es Salaam 
in Tanganyika, religious and civil movements established an extensive network of non-
governmental organizations to exert pressure against the government’s duplicitous 
stance on African colonialism.18 The Black Paper was clearly formulated in response – 
and in opposition – to the White Paper, especially on the issue of white-minority rule 
in Southern Africa and Portuguese colonialism. It was a harsh denunciation of the 
hypocrisy of vocalizing support for human rights while continuing to do business 
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with white supremacist regimes in Southern Africa. In this sense, rather than promote 
economic grown, the Canadian business at the time bolstered poverty, racism and 
colonialism.

Thus, the foundation of TCLPAC in 1972 should be understood within the context 
of civil society’s response to the dual nature of Canada’s foreign policy. As indicated 
earlier, activists affiliated to religious organizations often took the lead in these efforts. 
In fact, the first headquarters for the TCLPAC was located at a hall adjacent to St 
Paul’s Church at 121 Avenue Road, a space provided by the church. Reverend Murray 
McInnes, who had worked for ten years in Benguela’s Plateau in Angola, assumed 
leadership of TCLPAC. Among the activists involved in this cause was Judith Marshall, 
who had experience working on social projects with displaced peasants in Kenya and 
had received a religious education influenced by Liberation Theology. Composed of a 
core group of dedicated activists, in the 1970s, those key figures – John Saul, Murray 
McInnes and Judith Marshall – worked together with others like Jonathan and Nancy 
Barker, Kae Elgie, Joe and Mary Vise, Kim Jarvi and Doug Sider, among others, 
who brought specific expertise and energy engaging Canadian civil society in their 
campaign against Portuguese colonialism.

John S. Saul and the politics of transactional  
activism in Africa

By zooming in on the academic and political trajectory of John S. Saul, we can find the 
contact points of a transnational network which articulated a global activist agenda 
revolving around revolutionary anticolonialism. Born in 1938, Saul came from a family 
of Irish descent who had immigrated to Canada during the ‘Great Famine’ of 1840–50. 
He started his first academic training in Toronto. However, it was as a student at the 
University of Princeton (with Harper H. Wilson) and in London (with Ralph Miliband 
in the London School of Economics) that he gradually became a ‘revolutionary’.19 It 
was also through these progressive academic lenses that Saul forged relations with 
Tanzania when he arrived at its capital Dar es Salaam in 1965.

Since the independence of Tanganyika and much more after its unification with 
Zanzibar in 1964, after which it became known as ‘Tanzania’, the country drew the 
attention of many leftist intellectuals and militants, fuelling the momentum of the 
global 1960s. There were several reasons for this status. As a ‘Cold War city’ during 
the 1960s and 1970s, Dar es Salaam was a ‘magnetic city’ principally for Marxist 
intellectuals and political activists who mixed with leaders of the African liberation 
movements hosted by Tanzania’s first president, Julius Nyerere. Somewhere along 
Nkrumah Street and Independence Avenue, activists like Malcolm X, Angela Davis, 
Che Guevara and Oliver Tambo crossed paths and often interacted with intellectuals 
like Walter Rodney, Immanuel Wallerstein, Giovani Arrighi, to mention a few. This 
intense political atmosphere fostered extensive connections since ‘not just Southern 
African decolonization and pan-Africanism, but US civil rights, Black Power, and 
global Marxism were all shaped by Dar es Salaam in ways that have been forgotten but 
were well-known at the time’.20
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Another reason stemmed from Nyerere’s transformational project. In 1967, the 
ruling TANU party released a policy on ‘Socialism and Self Reliance’, announcing a 
massive rural transformation through the collective agricultural resettlement of rural 
communities. Under the slogan of ujamaa (or ‘brotherhood’ in Swahili), Nyerere’s 
search for ‘African socialism’ adapted the influence of Chinese Maoism to the context 
of Tanzania’s postcolonial politics. Rereading African traditions of commonality, 
TANU government reinforced its role as a unique representative of ‘the people’ and 
centralized power in a one-party system. This vision was a manifestation of Nyerere’s 
aspiration to construct a socialist society uniquely tailored to a Third World country. 
Rather than following a Soviet model of development, it drew inspiration from 
Maoism, reinterpreting African traditions of communalism and shared values.21

Thus, John Saul’s trip coincided with a pivotal moment in Tanzania’s history. For 
him and his wife Pat Saul, what began as a planned six-month stay in Dar es Salaam 
in 1965 extended to seven years. During this period, they gave lectures and actively 
participated in academic and political changes at the University of Dar es Salaam. 
These were exciting and transformational times in Tanzania. However, Saul’s days were 
not made of inspiring encounters and agreements. Nyerere’s ujamaa project, in fact, 
had a profound impact on the University of Dar es Salaam, where Saul taught at that 
time. After the Arusha Declaration, the university changed its name to the University 
of East Africa. It also underwent major heated discussions about the training and the 
curriculum to construct a new society based on values of ujamaa.

One major dispute among the ‘visitant left’ at the university unfolded between 
John S. Saul and his friend Walter Rodney, a Guyanese historian, economist and 
political activist. Saul was part of the so-called Group of Nine that proposed a complex 
change to the University’s curricula. Education had to form new mentalities and 
practices committed to socialism in Tanzania. Notwithstanding the consensus about 
the political and educational task, Rodney stood against the proposition, mobilizing 
racial and nationalistic concepts in a meeting in 1971. According to Rodney, seeing 
white foreigners proposing changes for African American and black African academic 
colleagues was unfair. For Rodney, such proposals showed arrogance and a colonial 
attitude. According to Leo Zelig, John Saul considered Rodney’s assumption as a 
‘very opportunistic and highly rhetorical brand of black-nationalist racism’. Rodney 
countered that he was not using racial but historical and social perspectives. Saul 
emphasized the ideological path. Others said Saul wanted to lead rather than listen.22 
This case had both academic and political consequences. The end of Saul’s contract at 
the university was possibly linked to this and also other personal issues. The dispute 
also caused a break in the relationship between Rodney’s and Saul’s families. As a haven 
for an extensive range of activists, the urban space of Dar es Salaam created broader 
comradeship and global political synergy, boosted discussions, assembled rumours 
and sometimes produced divergences and rifts among the leftist intellectuals.

Dar es Salaam also hosted FRELIMO’s offices. Founded in 1962 under the 
leadership of Eduardo Chivambo Mondlane, FRELIMO launched its armed struggle 
in Mozambique from a base in Tanzania in 1964. Living in Dar es Salaam, Saul 
observed the progress of FRELIMO’s guerrilla campaign and internal conflicts inside 
the movement, which came out in the open especially after the assassination of 
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Eduardo Mondlane in January 1969. In 1972, Saul received a special invitation from 
Samora Machel (FRELIMO’s president since 1970) and Jorge Rebelo (with whom he 
had worked in the edition of Mozambique Revolution, FRELIMO’s English-language 
magazine) to join a delegation of intellectuals and journalists to get to know the 
liberated zones in the Tete province, in northwest Mozambique.

Saul’s trip to the liberated areas between August and September 1972 marked a 
transformative moment in his understanding of the liberation struggle. This experience, 
as recounted in his memoir, profoundly impacted his perception of the commitment 
and determination of young FRELIMO soldiers. Immersed in the realities of war 
supply logistics and the intricate dynamics between the military forces and the rural 
populations, Saul’s perspective on the intricate interplay between political theory and 
social practice took on a new depth. A figure who exemplified this phenomenon to 
him was Sebastião Mabote, the FRELIMO military chief of operations, with whom 
Saul travelled through the liberated areas. Saul’s conversations with Mabote left a 
lasting impression on him, which he encapsulated in a metaphor: ‘The atomic bomb in 
this war is the people’s consciousness.’23 This metaphor symbolizes the ways in which 
FRELIMO militants attached importance to the Cold War in their struggle. It also 
shows how anticolonial struggles in Mozambique’s Tete province could connect to 
broader struggles against Western capitalism.

After returning from this transformative trip to Mozambique and before taking a 
plane back to Canada, Saul visited FRELIMO’s leader Samora Machel. Meeting in a 
garden with his family, Machel urged Saul to spread the message about the significance 
of the Mozambican people’s struggle against Portuguese colonialism. According 
to Saul’s memoirs, Machel told him, ‘The knowledge of our country’s struggle is, 
in your country, still this much’ (and he held his thumb and forefinger positioned 
merely a millimetre apart). ‘You must go and help us to do something about that.’24 
This conversation remained with Saul for the rest of his life. More than that, it might 
have added a personal dimension to the concrete sense of political commitment he 
previously had. He thus continued his activism, linking Tanzania, Mozambique, South 
Africa and Canada.

The time John Saul spent in Dar es Salaam during the highpoint of Nyerere’s 
ujamaa project, as well as the relationships he built with radical left intellectuals, 
connected him with FRELIMO’s anticolonial struggle. Saul saw in the liberated zones 
of Mozambique a paradigmatic example of an alternative world, free from colonialism, 
racism and capitalism, which he saw as interconnected. Nyerere’s ujamaa project 
offered an opportunity how a vision, inspired by socialism, could work in a Third 
World country. In fact, ujamaa seemed like an attractive alternative to the Soviet 
model that was criticized by the independent left at the time, especially after the 1968 
invasion of Czechoslovakia.

Samora Machel’s charisma and conviction, as well as the communal agriculture 
and collective production Saul witnessed in the Tete province, were also incredibly 
impactful, even more so than ujamaa. In FRELIMO’s liberated areas, race was used as 
a political tool echoing the rise of Maoism within the movement (as it was in the case 
between him and his former friend Walter Rodney). After returning to Toronto, he 
began a long career promoting ‘solidarity with those engaged in the struggle against a 
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common global adversary: capitalist-driven imperialism’.25 These ideas found their way 
into the activism promulgated by the TCLPAC in the 1970s.

The return to Toronto and the committee’s foundation

Once the TCLPAC was established in 1972, it began a challenging task of connecting 
the inequalities produced by capitalism in Canada with the violence of Portuguese 
colonialism. From the outset, TCLPAC established partnerships with other Canadian 
NGOs. One of these partners was the Canadian University Service Overseas (CUSO), 
created in 1961 to promote international solidarity projects in Third World countries. 
Another was OXFAM-Canada. Besides, students and professors from African Studies 
programmes joined forces as part of a broader leftist movement in Canada. The 
connections between domestic and international agendas are clear from the TCLPAC 
report from 1982: ‘Our focus was to mobilize support for the liberation struggle in the 
Portuguese African colonies and to make the connection between those struggles and 
the long-term task of mobilizing for a radical transformation in Canada.’26

One of the key campaigns run by the TCLPAC/TCLSAC highlighted the relationship 
between Canadian multinational corporations and Portuguese colonialism. The 
campaign involved a range of political actions, including the exposure of Canadian 
banks that held funds from colonialist businesses. They also initiated political and 
cultural educational programmes designed to persuade Canadian civil society about 
the significance of ending colonialism in Africa. To foster a transnational perspective, 
TCLPAC also welcomed leaders of the anticolonial movements in Canada, providing 
them with a platform in the Canadian media. These initiatives’ strategies had 
connections to the campaigns initiated by international support committees formed in 
the 1960s in the United States, Britain, France and Scandinavia, among other countries.

From the outset, TCLPAC also joined forces with actions organized by other 
transnational committees in Canada. One example is their links with the Gulf Boycott 
Coalition, which launched a robust campaign against the financial ties between Gulf 
Oil and colonial Portugal, mobilizing in cities like Ohio and Boston.27 Founded in 
Texas in 1901, Gulf Oil began its operations in Canada in 1942 and later merged with 
the British American Oil Company in 1956. Canada’s refining of Angolan oil developed 
in response to opportunity, as environmental legislation and the lobbying by ecological 
movements had made it difficult to refine Angolan oil in the United States. That was 
the reason why the Canadian government had offered to build infrastructure so 
that refining could occur in the Canadian maritime islands, the Nova Scotia region. 
According to calculations by TCLPAC made in 1974, Gulf Oil Canada in Tupper, Nova 
Scotia, refined at least a third of more than 6 million tonnes of crude oil originating 
from the Angolan enclave of Cabinda. The business would generate large profits, 
with Gulf Oil sending around 50 million US dollars to Portugal through fees, thereby 
indirectly financing the colonial wars.

To counter Gulf Oil’s involvement in Angola’s oil, TCLPAC members purchased the 
company’s shares, which allowed them to attend the company’s annual meeting in 1973. 
As a result, they obtained crucial strategic information that accelerated the campaign 
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against the relationship between Canadian corporations and Portugal. Between 1974 
and 1975, TCLPAC stepped up a radical critique of the financing of white supremacist 
colonial regimes in Africa on the pages of New Magazine, denouncing the Canadian 
corporate system, which included business giants such as Falconbridge, Alcan, Massey 
Fergusson and Gulf Oil itself.28

In 1973, the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) produced a document 
titled Investment in Oppression, which strongly criticized the Canadian corporate 
sector and white-minority regimes. TCLPAC members became actively involved 
in this movement. As John S. Saul put it, ‘Many of had indeed sought to carry out a 
struggle on two fronts, both against the structures of oppression as they manifested 
themselves in southern Africa but also those agents engaged in placing North America 
on the wrong side of the war for the future of Southern Africa.’29 For Saul and his fellow 
activists, the imperative was to align with the oppressed and exploited people rather 
than maintain business relations with colonial power and exploitative corporations. 
For these left-leaning critics of the government, Africa’s struggle for social justice and 
independence amplified their criticism of Canadian society.

In 1974, twenty-five TCLPAC members attended the Gulf Oil General Shareholders’ 
Meeting at the Royal York Hotel in Toronto. The meeting was also attended by members 
of OXFAM, the Anglican Church and the United Church of Canada, and Saydi Mingas, 
a member of the MPLA. The meeting symbolized TCLPAC’s international network 
and exemplified its global political perspective. The network extended beyond the 
Canadian left, incorporating Mingas, who spoke about colonial oppression in Angola. 
To TCLPAC, colonialism was not just an issue outside Canada. In fact, it extended to 
include the capitalist multinational entities operating within the country, represented by 
Canadian companies.30 By denouncing the internal connections to external oppression 
and highlighting how Canadian profit was linked to racism and colonialism, TCLPAC 
aimed to foster humanitarian consciousness in Toronto and elsewhere in the country.

The ‘Solidarity Cinema’ project was another campaign organized by the TCLPAC. 
Designed to reach a diverse audience beyond engaged militants, this initiative involved 
screening films about feminism, trade unionism and issues related to Latin America, 
Asia and Africa. An interesting example of this project was the screening of Behind 
the Lines, a documentary by British filmmaker Margareth Dickinson in 1971 during 
her trip to the FRELIMO-liberated areas. This film offered images and sounds from 
the anticolonial struggle, bringing them closer to the consciousness of Canadians. The 
films were shown for eight to ten weeks each year, attracting audiences of four hundred 
to five hundred people every Saturday night.31

The Solidarity Cinema project mobilized its audience to support the committee 
in their efforts to aid the anticolonial struggle. These activities allowed TCLPAC to 
raise funds and collect donations, which were then used to send materials directly to 
the PAIGC, MPLA and FRELIMO. These events facilitated a north–south connection 
and provided tangible evidence of connections between Canadian corporations and 
the enemies of African liberation. The struggle for justice and freedom was thus not 
limited to far-off places but could also be fought in the everyday life of Canadians. 
As TCLPAC observed with hindsight in 1982: ‘It was an epoch that seemed to foster 
linkages among the issues of the left from the Artistic Woodworkers strike to native 
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people protests against Hudson Bay and permitted TCLPAC to maintain a connection 
between Southern African struggles and progressive forces at home.’32

Another recurring theme in the materials and activities organized by TCLPAC was 
its connection to Québec’s independence movement. This was a sensitive subject and 
a source of significant social tension, leading to substantial criticism of the policies of 
Prime Minister P. E. Trudeau. Within the context of initiatives like ‘Solidarity Cinema’, 
posters featuring the slogan ‘Québec-Angola: zones a libérer’ (Quebec-Angola: zones 
to liberate) were circulated. This slogan symbolizes the parallel drawn by TCLPAC 
activists, who sought to mobilize political analogies between the colonialist forces of 
Portugal and the capitalist, Anglophone Canadian state. In the opinion of TCLPAC 
and its members, the Francophone province of Quebec was doubly colonized, first by 
English-speaking Canada and then by international capitalism.33

Within the broader leftist circles in Canada, the separatist movement in Quebec 
was seen as a potential avenue for fostering a socialist experiment within North 
America. The linkages they made served a dual purpose: while expressing support for 
Quebec’s demand for separatism, they found resonance with Angola’s struggle against 
Portuguese colonialism. In both cases, the common enemy was represented by capitalist 
interests associated with the Canadian government and Canadian corporations. This 
alignment allowed TCLPAC to build a bridge between seemingly distinct movements, 
highlighting the interconnected nature of struggles against oppression, colonization and 
exploitation. It underscored the belief that these struggles, even when geographically 
distant, shared a common source of oppression and injustice.

The committee’s activities and the effectiveness of its campaigns drew the ire of 
far-right activists in Canada. In 1973, members of the supremacist group Western 
Guard forcefully disrupted an event organized by the committee to raise funds for 
the purchase of a truck to be sent to Mozambique. During the event, they violently 
assaulted the attendees, shouting ‘White Power! This Encounter Is Over!’ The attackers 
threw a table against a window, damaged other items, vandalized notebooks and 
documents and caused injuries to the attendants. Shafrudine Khan, the representative 
of FRELIMO in North America, was among those at the meeting during this attack. 
Khan, who had experience as a FRELIMO member dealing with colonial oppression 
in Mozambique, noted that he was no stranger to such incidents.34

While TCLPAC activism invited backlash from right-wing activists, their messages 
about the duplicity of Canada’s foreign policy gained international resonance and a 
broad audience. In Canada, the campaign against Canada’s ‘business as usual’ approach 
to commercial relations with Portugal drew attention from the Toronto press. Between 
1973 and 1974, articles published in This Magazine, Canadian Forum or Monthly Review 
acquired increasing domestic repercussions. Combining efforts with other NGOs, 
TCLPAC meetings and campaigns sparked media attention and mobilized political 
discussions. TCLPAC also continued the campaign by participating in international 
events. For example, in 1973, John S. Saul criticized Canada’s official stance at the 
annual social science conference at the University of East Africa in Dar es Salaam:

The Canadian government voiced criticism! But this is not the main point to be 
made in the essays collected here. Instead, they seek to underscore the fact that 
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‘official Canada’ (corporate and governmental) acted in a manner entirely opposite 
to that suggested rhetoric. Far from backing the African people struggling 
for freedom, official Canada actually supported the Portuguese in their futile 
colonial wars. Indeed, it is precisely in the juxtaposition of Canada’s words and 
Canada’s deed that once can trace the essential pattern of Canada’s policy towards 
‘Portuguese Africa’.35

The text from Saul’s speech in Dar es Salaam denouncing the Canadian government 
for being on ‘both sides of the street’ achieved truly transnational resonance. The 
conference Saul gave in Tanzania was disseminated in Canada in the following years, 
first in the media and then in printed editions, showing the reach of the committee’s 
campaign that linked the Global South and the Global North.

Expanding their strategy, TCLPAC worked to provide opportunities for members 
of FRELIMO to have a platform in Canadian media. The strategy of allowing these 
activists to speak directly to the Canadian public lent greater legitimacy to the 
committee’s activities. One notable instance of this approach occurred in 1973 when 
Marcelino dos Santos, the vice-president of FRELIMO at the time, gave an interview 
to the Canadian Broadcast Corporation (CBC), the federal public communication 
channel. In the interview, dos Santos criticized the Canadian government:

Really, Canada has made many statements but … I must say frankly that, knowing 
and having heard what Canada had said several times … but knowing that 
Canada is doing nothing real to help the liberation movements, one should at least 
ask: is … the Government of Canada sincere? We don’t believe it is, and we hope 
that Canada will try to show us that it is really sincere … . I’m forced to think that 
Canada continues to think it preferable to have relations with colonialist and fascist 
regimes than with people who are fighting for their freedom and their dignity.36

The similarity of messages delivered by TCLPAC and Marcelino dos Santos show 
how a global leftist agenda intersected with the anticolonial struggle in Africa. In 
fact, the importance attributed to the interview can be evidenced by the fact that 
the interview was first transcribed in a TCLPAC publication from 1974, and later 
republished in two of John Saul’s books: Revolutionary Traveller and On Building a 
Social Movement.

By hosting and supporting the liberation movements in Angola and Mozambique, 
the activities of the committee became increasingly dynamic. TCLPAC events took 
place in Toronto with the presence of Shafrudine Khan and Marcelino dos Santos, 
both from FRELIMO, and Saydi Mingas, from the MPLA. Notably, the MPLA’s leader 
Agostinho Neto was in the TCLPAC’s office preparing for an interview when he 
received a phone call informing him of the coup in Lisbon on 25 April 1974. It is 
symbolic that news of the Carnation Revolution – with all its implications for the end 
of Portuguese colonialism and Angola’s independence – came to the attention of the 
future first Angolan president at the TCLPAC headquarters.

The recognition of the TCLPAC’s importance followed shortly afterwards. During 
Mozambique’s independence celebrations held at the Machava Stadium in Maputo 
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on 25 June 1975, Canada was represented by members from TCLPAC, not the 
government. One of them was John Saul, who later recalled being deeply moved by the 
ceremony and listening to Samora Machel’s speech at the stadium.37 Saul stayed for a 
number of days in Maputo, and, as he later recalled, it was clear to him from numerous 
exchanges that the project of economic transformation in the country would proceed 
along socialist lines.38

As independent Mozambique seemed to move into a more egalitarian direction, 
John Saul and other committee members developed new ways of collaborating with 
the new governments of post-independent Angola, Mozambique and Guinea-Bissau. 
However, cooperation with FRELIMO took on the most active forms. Shortly after 
independence, the committee set up social and educational programmes to help 
Mozambique build their own unique model of socialism. They became international 
cooperants and even mobilized Canadian volunteers through the Project Mozambique 
to work in Maputo. A number of committee members would become involved in the 
construction of the new state. John S. Saul gave courses in political science at the 
University Eduardo Mondlane. Another TCLPAC activist, Judith Marshall, worked 
in popular education and literacy projects in the Maputo-Matola industrial region 
between 1978 and 1984, working closely with the Minister of Education, Graça 
Machel.

Conclusion

After the fall of the Portuguese Empire in Africa, the TLPAC was renamed Toronto 
Committee for the Liberation of Southern Africa, symbolizing a deeper level of 
understanding of liberty beyond the formality of independence and the creation of 
new states. Southern Africa was to be free and achieve genuine autonomy only after 
white supremacy’s rule ended in South Africa and Southern Rhodesia. It is well known 
that after independence, Mozambique and Angola became the stage of brutal civil wars 
that practically destroyed the economic infrastructure, creating a massive contingent 
of displaced populations, causing many casualties and generating hunger and social 
and humanitarian destabilization on an enormous scale. The impact of the so-called 
wars of destabilization reached beyond Mozambican and Angolan territory, affecting 
most of Southern Africa. The challenges presented for the future of Mozambique, 
therefore, demanded the reinforcement of international alliances. Reacting positively 
to this new scenario, the newly named committee and its members cooperated with 
other transnational solidarity committees while developing a consistent relationship 
with the FRELIMO government.39

The end of the white supremacist regimes of Rhodesia and South Africa and the 
independence of Namibia refreshed the political committee’s agenda. On all these 
fronts, TCLPAC/TCLSAC was an active Canadian partner as an international cooperant 
in loco or as activists in Toronto, where they produced publications, organized events 
and demonstrations and received artists and activists from across Southern Africa. The 
pages of the TCLSAC Report (1977–84) and the Southern Africa Report (1985–2000) 
covered practically all the significant events in the region. In addition, they provided 
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an active interpretation of the geopolitical situation at the time, connecting the global, 
regional and local political struggles.

As demonstrated, Toronto emerged as a significant hub that extended support 
for the cause of ending Portuguese colonialism, reaching far beyond the Portuguese-
speaking world. In the 1970s, TCLPAC committees bridged seemingly disparate 
struggles, forging connections between the fight for independence in Portuguese 
African colonies and domestic movements for social justice, including Quebec’s 
pursuit of autonomy. By emphasizing the common thread of opposing capitalist 
interests and oppression, they sought to bring together diverse segments of society 
under a unified banner of justice. As this chapter showed, ideas picked up by Canada’s 
left-wing activists through their experience of anticolonial struggle in the Portuguese 
Empire influenced the criticisms they levelled at their own government on a number 
of different levels. For the activists, this struggle showcased deficiencies in Canada’s 
foreign policy while presenting a vision for a better future and social justice that was 
lacking in their domestic context.

Notes

		  This research was supported by a Visiting Professor Scholarship Abroad granted by 
the CAPES-PrINT project and a Productivity Fellowship granted by the National 
Council for Scientific and Technological Development and PUCRS. I am grateful to 
José C. Curto, Arshad Desai and Frank Luce for giving me various kinds of support 
during this project.

	 1.	 Odd Arne Westad, The Global Cold War: Cold War Interventions and the Making of 
Our Time (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007).

	 2.	 Eric Burton, ‘Hubs of Decolonization: African Liberation Movements and “Eastern” 
Connections in Cairo, Accra, and Dar es Salaam’, in Southern African Liberation 
Movements and the Global Cold War ‘East’, ed. Lena Dallywater, Chris Saunders and 
Helder Fonseca (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2019), 25–56; George Roberts, Revolutionary 
State-Making in Dar es Salaam (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022); 
Jeffrey James Byrne, Mecca of Revolution: Algeria, Decolonization & Third World Order 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2016).

	 3.	 Vijay Prashad, The Darker Nations: A People’s History of the Third World 
(New York: New Press, 2007); Aurora Almada e Santos, A organização das Nações 
Unidas e a questão colonial portuguesa 1960–1974 (Lisbon: Instituto da Defesa 
Nacional, 2017).

	 4.	 Jeremi Suri, ‘Counter-cultures: The Rebellion against the Cold War Order, 1965–75’, 
in The Cambridge of the Cold War, Vol. 2, ed. Odd Arne Westad and Melvin Leffler 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 460–81.

	 5.	 D. Anglin, T. Shaw and C. Widstrand, eds, Canada Scandinavia and Southern 
Africa (Upsalla: Nordiska afrikainstitutet, 1978); Tor Sellstrom, Sweden and the 
National Liberation in Southern Africa, Vol. II: Solidarity and Assistance – 1970–1994 
(Uppsala: Nordiska Afrikanistitutet, 2002).

	 6.	 Marçal de Menezes Paredes, ‘Para Além da Lusofonia: o Toronto Committee for the 
Liberation of Portugal’s African Colonies (TCLPAC) do Canadá e a Luta Anticolonial 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Globalizing Independence Struggles of Lusophone Africa152

em Angola e Moçambique (1972–1975)’, Revista Tempo & Argumento, Florianópolis 
14, no. 35 (2022): 2.

	 7.	 John S. Saul is a professor emeritus of political science at York University, Toronto, 
and a fellow of the Royal Society of Canada. Author of several books, he received the 
Lifetime Achievement Award from the Canadian Association of African Studies in 
2011. He has made many contributions to the Socialist Register and has also taught in 
Tanzania, Mozambique and South Africa. He passed away on 23 September 2023.

	 8.	 Duco Hellema, The Global 1970’s: Radicalism, Reform and Crisis 
(New York: Routledge, 2019).

	 9.	 P. B. Waite, ‘Confederation’, Canadian Encyclopedia, 29 October 2019, https://www.
thec​anad​iane​ncyc​lope​dia.ca/en/arti​cle/confed​erat​ion. Accessed 22 October 2021.

	10.	 Lester Pearson (1897–1972): Canadian academic, diplomat and politician, he was 
prime minister of Canada between 1963 and 1968 when he was the leader of the 
Liberal Party of Canada. Pierre Elliott Trudeau succeeded him. During the Suez 
crisis, he had outstanding action at the UN during the resolution of the conflict, 
which earned him the Nobel Peace Prize. Along with the Swede Dag Hammarskjöld, 
secretary general of the UN, he is considered one of the fathers of the modern concept 
of ‘peacekeeping’.

	11.	 Robert Wright, Trudeaumania: The Rise to Power of Pierre Elliott Trudeau 
(Toronto: Harper & Collins, 2016).

	12.	 The interview was broadcast on 23 February 196 and is available at www.cbc.ca/archi​
ves/no-place-for-the-state-in-the-bedro​oms-of-the-nat​ion-1.4681​298.

	13.	 J. L. Granastein and R. Bothwell, Pirrouette: Pierre Trudeau Foreign Policy 
(Toronto: Toronto University Press, 1990).

	14.	 René Durocher, ‘Quiet Revolution’, Canadian Encyclopedia, 4 March 2015, www.thec​
anad​iane​ncyc​lope​dia.ca/en/arti​cle/quiet-rev​olut​ion. Accessed 22 October 2021.

	15.	 Garth Legge, ‘Foreword’, in Sid Gilchrist, Angola Awake (Toronto: Ryerson 
Presse, 1968).

	16.	 João Victor Scheffer, ‘ “Banking on Apartheid”: A Campanha contra os bancos 
Canadenses na revista TCLSAC Reports (1977–1984)’ (MA diss., School of 
Humanities, Pontifical Catholic University of Rio Grande do Sul, 2023).

	17.	 Linda Freman, Ambiguous Champion: Canada and South Africa in the Trudeau and 
Mulroney Years (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997).

	18.	 Renate Pratt, In Good Faith: Canadian Churches against Apartheid (Waterloo: Wilfried 
Laurier University Press, 1997).

	19.	 John S. Saul, Revolutionary Traveler: Freeze-Frames from a Life (Winnipeg: Arbeiter 
Ring, 2009).

	20.	 Andrew Ivaska, ‘Decolonizing Refugees: Exile and Political Possibility in 1960s Dar es 
Salaam’, Stateless Histories, 24 January 2022, https://sta​tele​sshi​stor​ies.org/arti​cle/decol​
oniz​ing-refug​ees-exile-and-politi​cal-poss​ibil​ity-in-1960s-dar-es-sal​aam. On Dar es 
Salaam and its cold war politics, see Roberts, Revolutionary State-Making.

	21.	 On different economies of development, see Priya Lal, African Socialism in 
Postcolonial Tanzania between the Village and the World (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2015); Alessandro Iandolo, ‘The Rise and Fall of the “Soviet Model of 
Development” in West Africa, 1957–64’, Cold War History 12, no. 4 (2012): 683–704.

	22.	 Leo Zelig, A Revolutionary for Our Time: The Walter Rodney (Chicago: Heymarket, 
2022), 171.

	23.	 Saul, Revolutionary Traveler, 75.
	24.	 Ibid., 24.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/confederation
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/confederation
http://www.cbc.ca/archives/no-place-for-the-state-in-the-bedrooms-of-the-nation-1.4681298
http://www.cbc.ca/archives/no-place-for-the-state-in-the-bedrooms-of-the-nation-1.4681298
http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/quiet-revolution
http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/quiet-revolution
https://www.statelesshistories.org/article/decolonizing-refugees-exile-and-political-possibility-in-1960s-dar-es-salaam
https://www.statelesshistories.org/article/decolonizing-refugees-exile-and-political-possibility-in-1960s-dar-es-salaam


The Canadian Broad Left and Anticolonial Struggle 153

	25.	 Ibid., 10.
	26.	 TCLSAC Reports Magazine, November–December 1982, 5.
	27.	 R. J. Parrot, ‘Boycott Gulf! Angolan Oil and the Black Power Roots of American Anti-

Apartheid Organizing’, Modern American History 1, no. 2 (2018): 195–220.
	28.	 For example, see TCLPAC, ‘Larceny by proxy: Gulf Oil Canada Ltda. and Angola”. 

This Magazine, January, 1974. And TCLSAC, Words and deeds. Canada, Portugal and 
Africa. Toronto: TCLSAC, 1976. For more details, see de Menezes Paredes, ‘Para Além 
da Lusofonia’.

	29.	 John S. Saul, On Building a Social Movement: The North American Campaign for 
Southern African Liberation Revisited (Nova Scotia: Fernwood, 2017), 36.

	30.	 In the same context, the committee was infiltrated by a far-right spy in its ranks. 
According to sources, soon after the discovery, a flyer with information about it was 
prepared and distributed widely to groups on the Canadian left. TCLSAC Reports 
Magazine, November–December 1982, 6.

	31.	 TCLSAC Reports Magazine, November–December 1982, 6.
	32.	 Ibid., 5.
	33.	 Saul, Revolutionary Traveler, 95.
	34.	 Ibid., 25.
	35.	 TCLSAC, Words and Deeds: Canada, Portugal and Africa (Toronto: TCLSAC, 

1976), 2.
	36.	 This interview was broadcast on the radio in 1973 and first transcribed in the book by 

John S. Saul, published by TCLPAC in 1974, with the title Canada and Mozambique. 
The same interview was later republished in his other two more recent publications 
in a historical review tone: Revolutionary Traveler (2009) and On Building a Social 
Movement (2017).

	37.	 Saul, Revolutionary Traveler, 109.
	38.	 Ibid., 111–12.
	39.	 They had connections with the PAIGC government in Guinea-Bissau until the 1980 

coup and have been with the MPLA government on a smaller scale since 1977.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



154



8

The Condor spreads its wings: The South 
American secret missions in Africa after the 

Carnation Revolution 
Gisele Lobato

When Angola gained independence, at midnight between 10 and 11 November 1975, 
sounds of gunfire burst out in the skies over Luanda, in celebration of the liberation. On 
the other side of the Atlantic, at that same moment, the Brazilian government issued a 
press release: although ruled by a right-wing dictatorship, Brazil became the first country 
to recognize the MPLA. However, while a Brazilian diplomat attended the festivities in 
the new country’s capital, other representatives of that same dictatorship regretted the 
outcome. They were members of a mission sent to Northern Angola to militarily support 
the rival FNLA, whose hope of occupying power faded on the eve of the day set for 
independence, with their defeat by Agostinho Neto’s troops in the Battle of Quifangondo.

Taking this episode as a starting point, this chapter analyses how the expectation 
of decolonization of the Portuguese Empire, generated by the Carnation Revolution, 
increased the South American security sectors’ interest in Africa. It adopts the 
expression ‘security sectors’ to refer to the complex amalgamation of military, police 
and civilian organizations that made up the intelligence and repression community of 
the Southern Cone dictatorships. Fearing the communist advance on the continent, 
individuals and state bodies from the Southern Cone sought to create new channels of 
intelligence and carried out operations on the other side of the Atlantic – sometimes 
contrary to their diplomats’ directives. The secret operation by a police unit from Rio de 
Janeiro in Northern Angola in 1975 fits into this context, but it was not an isolated case.

My work is part of a growing historiographical strand seeking a more decentred 
view on the Global Cold War.1 Instead of focusing exclusively on the influence of the 
dispute between the North Americans and the Soviets, this approach considers the 
possibility of a real autonomy of other actors involved in the process. In particular, 
the agency of South American dictatorships has already been emphasized by Tanya 
Harmer in her analysis of the overthrow of Salvador Allende’s socialist government 
by a military coup in Chile in 1973. Harmer demonstrates that the United States did 
not act alone and was sometimes dragged into inter-American affairs by regional 
players, most notably Brazil, which was ‘often far more concerned, zealous, and 
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impatient about combating Castro and Allende than the Americans’. Although their 
‘counterrevolutionary crusade’ was partly funded and supported by the United States, 
right-wing leaders in Chile, Uruguay, Bolivia, Paraguay, Argentina and Brazil, far 
from being mere pawns, increasingly took ‘ownership of the Cold War in the era of 
realpolitik and détente, overtaking the United States’ own anticommunist mission and 
standing as powerful alternatives to Cuba’s revolutionary example’.2

The series of coups in Latin America in the 1960s–70s and the involvement of some 
of these countries with Africa must be situated not only in the context of the Cold 
War but also within the broader story of decolonization. Antony G. Hopkins divides 
decolonization into three categories: formal, which corresponds to the dismantling 
of European empires; informal, which deals with claims for autonomy by countries 
that retained their formal independence but were clearly subordinated to an external 
power; and internal, relating to the uprising of groups marginalized by a particular 
government – such as the mobilization of the North American black movement.3 For 
Martin Thomas and Andrew Thompson, decolonization and globalization established 
a dialectical relationship, conditioning each other. More than a globalized process, 
decolonization was also ‘actively globalizing’, since the end of empires stimulated 
different notions of belonging, creating ideological borders that did not necessarily 
correspond to geographic ones. By catalysing new projects of statehood, independence 
sharpened ‘popular identification within and between nations and communities 
undergoing similar struggles for freedom’.4

The case of South America’s security sectors is an example of this ‘actively 
globalizing’ character of the decolonization process. Until now, historians have focused 
on cooperation between groups fighting against colonial domination and related civil 
movements, but the solidarity networks were not exclusive to revolutionaries. They also 
formed between conservative elites. Kyle Burke, in his study of far-right movements in 
the 1970s–80s, compares these groups to the ‘similar networks of concerned citizens 
and non-governmental organizations that transformed geopolitics in the second half 
of twentieth century’. Like them, the figures who populate the book Revolutionaries 
for the Right ‘contemplated the links between local, national, and international 
developments’, cultivating relationships across borders and similar modes of activism 
while ‘fashioning programs that functioned independently of states and, sometimes, 
against their laws’.5 If revolution did not respect borders, neither did counterrevolution.

The South American security sectors’ main entry points in Africa were the 
strengthening of connections with the apartheid regime and with Portuguese groups that 
resisted decolonization in Angola. From the mid-1970s onwards, Uruguay, Paraguay, 
Chile and, to some extent, Argentina experienced an explosion of sudafricanofilia (South 
African-philia), with mutual visits, increased trade and development cooperation.6 
Current literature primarily justifies these relationships through South Africa’s need to 
break with the growing isolation derived from the international condemnation of the 
apartheid system. With fewer and fewer channels of cooperation with the great powers, 
Pretoria approached military dictatorships commanded by the Chilean Augusto Pinochet 
(1973–1990) and the Paraguayan Alfredo Stroessner (1954–1989). South African 
attempts to promote a naval pact involving South American countries for the security of 
the South Atlantic from the mid-1960s tend to be interpreted in this context. Explanations 
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behind South Americans’ motivation to engage with South Africa usually focus on trade, 
technical cooperation, supply of weapons and concerns about the increase in the Soviet 
naval presence in the South Atlantic after the closure of the Suez Canal in 1967.

Brazil is usually seen as an exceptional case. While its neighbours promoted 
mutual high-level visits with South Africa, Brasília sought to distance itself from 
Pretoria to privilege its trade relations with newly independent African countries, 
ruled by black majorities.7 It is precisely for being an outlier that the Brazilian case 
broadens our understanding of South Americans’ security interests in Africa, 
highlighting the influence of the guerre révolutionnaire (revolutionary war) ideology 
for transatlantic connections between conservative security elites. There is, however, 
a preliminary dimension to my research: the overlapping of services, the existence of 
parallel hierarchies, the absence of a body devoted exclusively to actions abroad and 
the documentation gaps make it difficult to establish precisely which structure was 
responsible for a given operation.8 Further studies and the discovery of new documents 
will be necessary to establish more accurate chains of command.

This chapter is divided into four parts. The first one presents the French revolutionary 
war doctrine and its influence in South America, which is identified here as the basis 
of the regional concerns with the advance of African decolonization. The second part 
discusses Operation Condor, the anti-communist cooperation network built by the 
Southern Cone dictatorships from the 1970s onwards to unite efforts to combat leftist 
guerrillas. The third and the fourth parts present evidence of South American contacts, 
respectively, with the FNLA in Angola and the South African apartheid regime after the 
fall of the Portuguese Empire. Although it is not yet possible to determine whether the 
actions had any coordination, their synchronicity and similarities bring new questions 
about the Cold War in the South Atlantic. They suggest that the independence of the 
Portuguese colonies, especially Angola, represented for the Latin America security 
sectors an advance of the communist threat to its eastern border, which demanded a 
reaction. This fear compelled individuals and state bodies from the Southern Cone to 
establish new intelligence channels and conduct operations in Africa, often diverging 
from their diplomats’ directives. These actors shared the feeling of being part of a single 
great global war, in which Western Christian civilization was under attack.

Internal enemy, global threat: The guerre révolutionnaire

In 1957, in an address at SHAPE (Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe), 
French General Jacques Allard expressed his fears about the USSR. The commander 
declared that the Soviet strategy was no longer focused on the East–West axis, but on 
surrounding Europe by drawing ‘a vast enveloping curve’, which passed through Asia, 
the Middle East and North Africa. Fostering ‘a myth of nationalism’ and the ‘pretext 
of the people’s right for self-determination’, Moscow was heading towards the conquest 
of the Third World and, through this manoeuvre, France was under attack. ‘Our last, 
our ultimate line of defense is Algeria,’ he said.9

General Allard’s speech took to the highest-level concepts in vogue in the French 
military, which was still processing the bitter defeat in the Indochina War (1946–54). 
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Officers involved in the conflict returned from South-East Asia willing to understand 
the causes of the setback. The revolutionary war doctrine was developed mainly by 
junior officers, with support at the top of the military hierarchy, and did not form 
a homogeneous body of thought, but rather an amalgamation of disparate texts, 
conferences, books and regulations.10 The Algerian War’s outbreak in 1954 not only 
served as an opportunity to enhance the theory with the experience in Africa but also 
provided a laboratory for the application of the new doctrine.

The French doctrine assumed that the new conflicts would not involve conventional 
forces or nuclear weapons, which the French considered an Anglo-Saxon obsession. 
The real threat would be an ‘infinitely small war’, fought not between sovereign 
governments but within a state, albeit commanded from abroad.11 For them, the 
insurgents’ motivation was ‘either Communism, or a Communist-inspired movement, 
or an irresponsible nationalism that easily lends itself to Soviet exploitation’.12 Erasing 
the boundaries between internal and external conflict, the doctrine inserted the 
colonial impasse in the Cold War discourse.

The French interpretation of uprisings in the Third World fell on fertile soil in 
regimes that already had a strong anti-communist bend. In the case of the apartheid 
regime, it influenced the philosophy of ‘total onslaught’, advocated by P. W. Botha – 
minister of defence (1966–81) and prime minister (1978–84). As Jamie Miller puts it, 
Botha and the South African Defence Force (SADF) related all opposition to a single 
communist point of origin.13

The French school of thought also spread to South America.14 The doctrine arrived 
in the region through the military, but it did not take long to also influence conservative 
political elites. Raising fears about an alleged communist advance in the region, this line 
of thinking defended authoritarian solutions to the problem, which favoured the series of 
right-wing coups in the mid-twentieth century. Among the legacies of the French doctrine 
in Latin America was the construction of the ‘internal enemy’ – a fluid concept, which 
encompassed not only the revolutionary left, but almost all opposition – the legitimation 
of authoritarianism, the primacy of secret services, and the massive use of torture.

In addition to its impact on South American domestic politics, the guerre 
révolutionnaire doctrine influenced the way military sectors interpreted the 
international context. The doctrine’s followers saw themselves as participants in 
a global war, which was advancing like a wave. The Portuguese colonel Hermes de 
Araújo Oliveira, a theorist influenced by the French school who played an important 
role in disseminating its precepts in Brazil, identified this ‘wave’ with a communist 
plan for ‘world domination in phases’.

In it, the number one target is monsoon Asia, followed by India and Japan. Once 
this part of the Earth, generally unprepared for armed resistance against the outside, 
had been conquered, it would go to West Asia and, via Suez, to White or Muslim Africa. 
This wedge would ‘slow down’ European resistance and facilitate an almost insensitive 
progression into black Africa, which Westerners, worried about their own security, 
could not defend. Europe and Australia would then follow, reserving for the final phase 
the Western hemisphere, considered as ‘impregnable’, through the subversive centres 
of the Caribbean and the indigenous ‘masses’ of many Ibero-American countries. The 
‘capitalist fortress’, made up of the United States and Canada, could not live on its own 
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and would, according to the plan, prefer to agree to capitulation rather than suffer the 
fate of Nazi Germany.15

Oliveira attributed this ‘plan’ to an alleged memorandum written by Mao Zedong, 
which was allegedly presented at an extraordinary meeting of the Communist Party 
of the Soviet Union in 1953. The Portuguese colonel admitted he was unaware of ‘any 
secure basis for the veracity of this plan’, but considered that ‘the evolution of world 
events, from 1945 onwards’ lent it credibility.16 The ideologists of counterrevolution thus 
understood nationalist uprisings as a coordinated attack by Moscow and Beijing. The 
image was that of a military column advancing, as in a classic war. After decolonization 
swept through North Africa, danger lurked around Sub-Saharan Africa and, in the 
event of its fall into enemy hands, the Communists would target the former colonial 
powers and Latin America. The influence of such ideas in South America can be found, 
for example, in the statements made in 1976 by the Argentine General Alberto Marini:

If the West does not come along in support of South Africa, the fate of this region 
will soon be cast. If left to succumb unaided, control of the Indian Ocean will 
be inexorably lost, and in less than a decade Europe will be communised. Then, 
without a doubt, it will be our America’s turn, and then we will lament past 
mistakes, impossible to amend.17

The convergence between Marini’s, Oliveira’s and Allard’s ideas is evident. In a very 
similar fashion, the three defended the vision that they were in a state of a global war 
between ‘Western Christian civilization’ and ‘International Communism’. This was a 
unique and global enemy, which used different disguises: in Algeria and Angola, it 
camouflaged itself as independence movements; in Soweto, it raised a voice against 
racism; in Uruguay or Brazil, it called for the return of democracy.

Originating in France, the guerre révolutionnaire doctrine disseminated a Cold War 
perspective on the upheavals in the Third World, influencing not only the domestic 
politics of the countries it reached but also their interpretation of the international 
context. This doctrine propagated the belief in the interconnectedness of conflicts 
across regions, viewing them as part of a coordinated plan by international communism. 
In response, adherents of the doctrine sought to establish cooperation networks to 
collectively address this perceived threat, thus demonstrating the significance of 
ideology in shaping global events.

Operation Condor: The anti-communist crusade  
in the Southern Cone

The Cuban Revolution (1959) reawakened anti-communist sentiment among Latin 
American elites and increased US concern for regional security. This context favoured 
the multiple right-wing military coups that spread across the region from the 1960s 
onwards. Military dictatorships were inaugurated in Brazil and Bolivia in 1964, 
followed by Chile and Uruguay (1973) and Argentina (1976). These countries joined 
Paraguay, where the military had been in power since 1954.
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On the far-left, the Cuban experience strengthened the idea that the only viable path 
to revolution was through armed struggle, a current of thought that was reinforced by 
the military coups and the consequent democratic collapse. The armed left was the 
main, but not the only, target of repression by Latin American dictatorships, marked 
by assassinations, torture and the disappearance of dissidents. At the end of 1972, leftist 
groups from four countries began coordinating their efforts, formally announcing 
an alliance in Buenos Aires in 1974. The coalition, known as the Revolutionary 
Coordination Junta (Junta de Coordinación Revolucionaria – JCR), brought together 
members of Chile’s Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionaria (MIR), Argentina’s 
Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo (ERP), Uruguay’s Tupamaros and Bolivia’s Ejército 
de Liberación Nacional (ELN). Although prominent positions within the JCR were 
held by Brazilian exiles in Chile, none of the Brazilian guerrillas formally joined the 
organization.18 While it is now understood that the JCR’s Brazilian connections were 
marginal, intelligence reports from Brasília often mention the possible involvement of 
groups like the ALN (Aliança Libertadora Nacional) in activities related to the junta.19 
The Brazilian interest in the JCR can be justified based on this perception.

According to Roberto Simon, the JCR primarily served as a network of solidarity 
among far-left groups, particularly active in Western Europe, rather than a platform 
for launching joint armed operations.20 Nevertheless, the Southern Cone dictatorships 
perceived the junta as a significant multinational threat, prompting the establishment 
of Operation Condor, a cooperative effort launched in 1975 by the intelligence services 
of Chile, Argentina, Bolivia, Paraguay, Uruguay and Brazil. On 28 September 1976, 
FBI agent Robert Scherrer wrote a telegram from Buenos Aires detailing the regimes’ 
coordination. According to his report, the Southern Cone dictatorships’ intelligence 
services engaged in the exchange of information with the goal of eradicating terrorist 
activities and jointly conducted operations to combat subversion. The document 
also reveals that ‘a third and most secret phase of “Operation Condor” involves the 
formation of special teams from member countries who are to travel anywhere in the 
world to non-member countries to carry out sanctions up to assassinations against 
terrorists or supporters of terrorist organizations’.21

After 1974’s Carnation Revolution, Portugal became a safe haven for South American 
exiles who left Chile following the coup against Allende in 1973.22 In 1974, the JCR 
opened an office in Paris and another one in Lisbon a year later. These developments 
made Europe a priority for Operation Condor’s ‘global war’. However, the testimony of 
a former Condor operative – retired Brazilian Colonel Paulo Malhães – indicates that 
the concerns of South American security sectors were not limited to Europe.

In a 2014 interview, Malhães – a former member of the dictatorship’s Army 
Intelligence Centre – revealed that he had been to Angola before Portugal’s departure 
and later met with Angolans and South Africans in Brazil to discuss an intelligence 
partnership. Without going into detail, he dismissed Operation Condor as ‘bullshit’ 
and claimed that the real operation, called Arco-Íris (Rainbow), extended beyond 
the American continent to encompass the whole world.23 The colonel was murdered 
about two months after the interview,24 without having the opportunity to clarify his 
contacts with Africa. The formal existence of an ‘Operation Rainbow’ can neither 
been proven nor ruled out conclusively. Similarly, there is no definitive evidence to 
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confirm the formal existence of an ‘African arm’ within Operation Condor. However, 
available documents and testimonies suggest the existence of connections between 
South American security sectors and African anti-communist groups, as will be 
demonstrated in the next sections.

Archival documents indicate that a possible motivation for the Southern Cone 
dictatorships’ incursions into Africa was the fear of links between South American 
guerrillas and African leftist groups. The Foreign Information Centre of the Brazilian 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs sent a report to the National Information Service on 30 
April 1976, detailing an alleged Cuban plan to train JCR guerrillas in Angola:

In the first stage, the recruitment of militants from various countries, including 
Brazilians (currently located in Córdoba) in Buenos Aires, is planned. They will 
be linked to the JCR base, which will take charge of their travel arrangements to 
receive military training in Cuba.

In a subsequent phase, the militants will proceed to Angola, integrating Latin 
American Brigades. The main idea is to allow these individuals to gain military 
experience by engaging in combat against the remaining nuclei of UNITA and 
FNLA. Subsequently, these militants would be relocated to their countries of 
origin and Europe.25

Another indication of this concern is in a 1977 CIA report. The document describes 
the JCR’s performance in Europe, stating that groups of Latin American exiles formed 
a brigade in Portugal, which would have received authorization from the MPLA to 
train in Angola.26

The South African Bureau for State Security (BOSS) also produced a report linking 
South American guerrillas with Africa. The Information Survey 26/78 dated 19 July 
1978 states that ‘terrorists from Argentina (Montoneros) and Uruguay (Tupamaros) 
are preparing to enter the terrorist battle in Southern Africa’. Members of these 
organizations, reports BOSS, would be undergoing training in Tanzania, with the help 
of Cuba and Algeria. In addition, a delegation of Montoneros reportedly had talks with 
the Mozambican minister of foreign affairs in April 1978 in Maputo and would have 
been in contact with Robert Mugabe to support actions in Rhodesia and South-West 
Africa. The BOSS did not rule out that members of the Montoneros and Tupamaros 
could infiltrate Portuguese refugees to commit terrorist acts in South Africa or 
Rhodesia, as well as not ruling out the risk of attacks on its diplomatic corps in South 
America.27

The reports produced by intelligence agencies in Brazil, the United States and 
South Africa exhibit a tendency to magnify the perceived threat posed by solidarity 
between leftist movements. For this analysis, however, it is less important to know the 
dimension of solidarity between Latin American guerrillas and African countries and 
movements. More relevant is to note that, even if imaginary, the threat was considered 
real. This perception of a global threat influenced the actions and strategies undertaken 
by the South American security sectors. Not only was such perception behind the 
emergence of Operation Condor, but it should also be considered when analysing the 
incursions of Southern Cone’s actors in Africa in the 1970s’.
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South American secret mission in Angola in 1975

In the second half of 1975, a group of elite police officers from Rio de Janeiro carried out 
an unofficial mission in Angola, providing support for Holden Roberto’s FNLA. Led 
by Detective Inspector José Paulo Boneschi and including at least five other officers, 
the team worked as explosives specialists alongside FNLA troops in the runner-up to 
Angola’s independence on 11 November 1975. In parallel with the Brazilian support, 
the FNLA also received US assistance during the period. CIA agent John Stockwell 
described Boneschi’s presence at Holden Roberto’s headquarters in Ambriz near 
Luanda:

Roberto drove in from the airstrip and shook my hand distractedly. He had on 
slacks, a light jacket, and a beige golf cap. I barely had time to get a glass of water 
before he ushered me into one of the new Volkswagen minibuses and we drove 
away. With us were three whites: a tall, broad Portuguese named Chevier; a heavy-
set man dressed in the uniform complete with major’s insignia, parachute wings, 
and a red beret; and Falstaff … According to Falstaff, the one in utilities was a 
Brazilian army major, apparently there as an observer. And what were Falstaff and 
the Brazilian major doing in Ambriz? Falstaff ducked this question, changing the 
subject. But the answer was obvious. Brazil was not uninterested in the Angolan 
outcome.28

Boneschi was the military man Stockwell referred to in his memoir. The other 
Brazilian, ‘Falstaff ’, was the conservative journalist Fernando Luís da Câmara Cascudo, 
hired by Roberto to work in FNLA’s propaganda. The team of police officers led by 
Boneschi was recruited in Brazil by a member of the FNLA and, although the agents 
formally travelled as ‘volunteers’, the operation was linked to Brazilian intelligence.29 
The Portuguese Fernando Fernandes Xavier (‘Chevier’, in Stockwell’s book), a former 
PIDE inspector who also joined the FNLA, reported that the group of police received, 
in Angola and Kinshasa, short and frequent visits by a captain of the Brazilian army 
in search of information.30 Within the intricate security apparatus of the Brazilian 
dictatorship, it was not uncommon for police and military forces to collaborate in joint 
operations. When it came to undercover missions abroad, the use of police personnel 
instead of the military carried a lower political risk if their involvement were to be 
exposed. The visits of an Army captain, however, suggests the mission was not solely a 
police endeavour, indicating a potential connection to one of the regime’s intelligence 
agencies.

Stockwell’s ignorance of who the Brazilians were might indicate that their presence 
in Angola took place through the Portuguese military personnel who joined the FNLA, 
rather than via the Americans. Since the late 1960s, Brazil sought to maintain cordial 
relations with Portugal, but shied away from any military involvement with its former 
metropole. However, a part of the officer corps did not accept this strategy, and the last 
years of the Portuguese Estado Novo saw a rapprochement between the armed forces of 
the two countries. For example, in 1967, Portugal and Brazil established an information 
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liaison through their military attachés. One of the Brazilian demands was for details 
of Cuban activity in Guinea-Conakry, since the country’s intelligence suspected that 
Cuba was organizing subversive actions targeting Brazil from West Africa.31

This background helps to understand the connections established by Malhães 
and Boneschi with Africa after the Carnation Revolution. The imminent end of the 
Portuguese Empire, in addition to aggravating the fear that Africa could serve as a 
springboard for communism to reach the Americas, also broke an important link 
in the field of intelligence. It was necessary to compensate for the departure of the 
Portuguese by opening new contact channels in Africa for exchanging information 
and eventual joint operations.

Both Boneschi and Malhães belonged to what Elio Gaspari called the Brazilian 
dictatorship’s porão (basement).32 They were agents directly involved in the repression 
and fight against the ‘internal enemy’, practitioners of torture and linked to intelligence.33 
Indoctrinated by the guerre révolutionnaire, the porão’s representatives opposed 
President Ernesto Geisel’s project to promote a distension of the dictatorship. Geisel 
assumed power in 1974 with the aim of gradually relaxing the regime’s authoritarianism. 
The president’s plan frustrated those who advocated for the military to maintain their 
grip on power, resulting in a period of military anarchy. This unrest was only brought 
under control in 1977 following the resignation of the Minister of the Army, Sylvio 
Frota, a staunch hardline general.34 Frota opposed the process of redemocratization 
and had already accumulated conflicts with Geisel. Brazil’s recognition of the MPLA 
government of Angola also drew criticism from the most radical factions within the 
dictatorship, as General Frota recalled in his memoirs:

I did not know, in advance, of the official Brazilian intention to recognize the 
People’s Republic of Angola, because, as I have already mentioned, these decisions 
were normally taken by the President of the Republic and the Minister of Foreign 
Affairs and I was aware of the fact only through the press. The comments were 
bittersweet – I heard them from many colleagues and from officers in general – since 
we, the military, followed the revolutionary events in Portugal and its colonies with 
great attention. We were very interested in its military and ideological aspects.35

The position of military personnel such as Frota directly clashed with the foreign 
policy adopted by Brazil in the mid-1970s. Since the government of General Emílio 
Garrastazu Médici (1969–74), who preceded Geisel in power, Brazilian diplomacy 
aimed to distance itself from Cold War constraints and secure a more autonomous 
position on the international arena. This policy emphasized forging south–south 
relations and prioritizing Brazil’s economic interests over ideological considerations. 
Brazilian diplomacy sought to establish closer ties with Africa’s newly independent 
nations, recognizing their potential as consumer markets and oil suppliers. The 
recognition of the MPLA in Angola thus occurred within the broader framework of 
Brazil’s efforts to foster closer relations with Africa. Hence, it is not surprising that 
the mission of Brazilian police officers that helped the FNLA in 1975 was organized 
without the knowledge of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
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In addition to Brazilians, accounts from two different sources mention the presence 
of a Uruguayan official with Roberto’s troops on the eve of Angolan independence. These 
reports refer to him as Eloy Méndez Carrero, allegedly a photographer who worked 
alongside Cascudo’s team. One of the testimonies is from Pedro Alberto Rodrigues da 
Silva, a former member of the Brazilian Air Force who joined the FNLA as a mercenary. 
Silva, who keeps in his personal archives a photograph of Carrero in front of a small 
airplane, says the Uruguayan presented himself as a ‘freelance journalist’ and took 
‘hundreds of photos’, but he also proved to be an ‘experienced pilot’, with whom he had 
the opportunity to fly. Carrero claimed he had served in the Uruguayan Air Force.36

We do not know whether Carrero used his real name or whether he was really from 
Uruguay, since concealing an agent’s identity is common practice in secret services. 
What can be ascertained, however, is that this man played an important role in the 
FNLA. Former PIDE inspector Fernando Xavier keeps in his personal archives, in 
addition to another photo of Carrero, a document signed by Holden Roberto, from 
August 1975, which states that ‘Eloy Méndez Carrero, lieutenant colonel aviator, is 
in charge of all the initial arrangements for the operation of the Nagaje Air Base and 
the Angolan Air Force’.37 While the FNLA’s aerial capabilities were quite modest, the 
document shows that Roberto clearly placed a high level of trust in Carrero. Months 
later, however, his troops would be defeated by the MPLA.

Angola was seen as an ‘eastern border’ of South America, with only the Atlantic 
Ocean separating the two regions. When Portugal maintained control, Angola had 
presumably remained immune to communist expansion, but the MPLA’s impending 
rise to power now marked a turning point. Although Brazil officially sought to 
deideologize its diplomacy and foster closer ties with Africa, this perspective was not 
universally embraced within the Brazilian authorities. The military regime’s more 
conservative factions interpreted the potential ascent of a Marxist movement in 
Angola as a realization of their worst fears: communism had taken hold in Africa, and 
Latin America could be next. Despite being modest in scale, Brazilian aid to the FNLA 
holds significance as a practical demonstration of this concern. While the presence of 
a Uruguayan agent among Holden Roberto’s troops requires further study, it suggests 
that this sentiment may not have been exclusive to Brazilians.

‘Embassy not to be advised’: South American 
dictatorships and South Africa

After Portugal’s departure from Angola in 1974, South Africa became the main ally 
of South American dictatorships on the continent. In May 1976, a telegram from the 
South African ambassador in Uruguay to the Secretary for Foreign Affairs informed 
that a colonel named Ricardo Galarza would travel to Africa on the thirtieth of that 
month. The document did not provide any details regarding Galarza’s specific role 
or position, only indicating his desire to meet, in South Africa, the chief of staff 
intelligence, General Hein du Toit. The two had previously met months earlier in 
Montevideo. The message carried a warning, ‘Uruguayan embassy not repeat not to 
be advised.’38
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Galarza wanted to know about the ‘subversive situation’ in South Africa – in reference 
to the anti-racist struggle within the country and the fight for the independence of 
Pretoria-controlled South-West Africa (modern-day Namibia). He also inquired 
about the current situation in the region, seeking information on which countries 
could be considered friends and on Cuban presence on the continent. Additionally, 
he expressed interest in obtaining the South African perspective on the United States’ 
plans for Southern Africa. The documentation further indicates that, with South 
African help, the Uruguayan colonel also visited at least Kinshasa and Swaziland, and 
had conversations with the Rhodesian and Malawi embassies in South Africa. On 9 
July 1976, he flew back to Buenos Aires.39

In the case of Brazil, one indication of the secret contacts with the apartheid regime 
is provided by the abovementioned Malhães, who claimed to have received South 
Africans in Brazil. The interview of former Portuguese Army Command Manuel 
Gaspar corroborates this statement. Gaspar joined the South African Armed Forces 
following the independence of his native Mozambique and the failure of the far-right 
armed group he helped found in Portugal, CODECO (Commandos for the Defence of 
Western Civilization). Gaspar narrates that around 1978, he served as translator for a 
delegation of the Brazilian security forces who had undergone anti-terrorism training 
at the National Intelligence School in Pretoria:

There were three in all. It was Roberto Porto, who was from the Military Police, and 
my biggest contact was with him, because he was the head of the delegation. And 
he came with two other individuals, from other branches of the Brazilian Armed 
Forces or linked to the security of the Brazilian State. They came here to essentially 
‘drink it’ [learn], and they did it. I know that there was an agreement between 
the South African government and the Brazilian government for training: a team 
would go from here to Brazil, to train future anti-terrorist intervention groups 
there, from the Military Police.40

In addition to welcoming the Brazilians, Gaspar narrates that he travelled to Brazil 
with a South African delegation, having visited training facilities in São Paulo and near 
the mouth of the Amazon River. He also spent two days in Rio de Janeiro, in a house in 
Barra da Tijuca that belonged to an officer ‘linked to the Brazilian intelligence services’. 
According to his testimony, the South African delegation was led by the then Major 
Cornelius ‘Neels’ van Tonder, who also made contacts in Brasília during the trip.

Gaspar also remembers the visit of Chileans to the National Intelligence School 
around the time the Brazilians were there, ‘to create a rapid intervention force, because 
they had a lot of problems with Allende’s dissidence’. This statement matches Anthony 
J. Leysens’ findings about Chilean officers of various branches of the armed forces 
having attended staff courses in South Africa. Leysens also states that Chilean military 
personnel, based in South-West Africa, assisted the South African forces in the 1970s–
80s, in the interception and translation of Spanish Cuban radio messages.41

Argentina was another country that had secret links to the South African Defence 
Force. Even before the military coup that overthrew Isabel Perón’s civilian government 
in March 1976, a local businessman, Ramiro Sangiao, sent to the South African 
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military attaché in Buenos Aires a request he had received from the Argentine Federal 
Police to arrange a short top-secret exchange visit to South Africa in order to discuss 
methods of fighting guerilla forces in both countries.42 The trip did not happen, due 
to the change in command of the Federal Police with the death of General Alberto 
Villar.43 With the establishment of the dictatorship in Argentina, however, relations 
between the two countries intensified. The Final Report, prepared by South Africa’s 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission established in 1996 to report on human rights 
violations during apartheid, informs that ‘Alfredo Astiz, a notorious torturer, was 
one of four torture experts attached to the Argentinian Embassy in Pretoria in 1979. 
During his stay, there were several seminars where South African security police and 
the Argentines exchanged ideas regarding methods of interrogation’.44

The examples of covert cooperation between South American dictatorships 
and South Africa in the field of security reveal a multifaceted network with several 
dimensions. One aspect is the establishment of intelligence links and the exchange 
of information, as demonstrated by Galarza’s mission. Another dimension involves 
the exchange of techniques and training, exemplified by the visits of Brazilians and 
Chileans to the National Intelligence School in Pretoria and by the reported interest of 
the Argentine Federal Police in discussing methods of fighting guerilla forces. Lastly, 
these contacts also suggest an interest in operational cooperation, such as the use of 
Chileans to interpret Cuban radio messages for the South African Armed Forces. The 
mapping of these contacts indicates a mutually beneficial relationship, which aimed to 
reinforce the capabilities of both the apartheid regime and its South American partners 
in combating their adversaries.

Conclusion

The decolonization of Lusophone Africa had numerous international implications. 
In Portugal, the weariness caused by thirteen years of wars in the colonies played a 
pivotal role in prompting a faction of the armed forces to overthrow the decades-long 
dictatorship. The independence of Angola and Mozambique also raised concerns 
among the white elites of South Africa and its neighbouring Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), 
who feared that the newly independent governments might provide a safe haven for 
guerrillas who posed a threat to their power. The Angolan Civil War challenged Cold 
War détente and prompted involvement from major global powers, as well as peripheral 
actors such as Cuba and South Africa. The civil war in Mozambique, since 1977, also 
involved forces from neighbouring countries. This chapter has illuminated yet another 
globalizing effect resulting from the dismantling of the Portuguese Empire: its impact 
on South America’s information and security community.

In the 1960s–70s, several Latin American democracies were replaced by right-wing 
military regimes that once again put the continent under US influence. Until the fall 
of Allende in Chile, Cuba played a significant role in providing support to left-wing 
guerrilla movements in the region. Nevertheless, the 1973 coup in Chile prompted 
Cuban leaders to recognize the limited prospects for exporting revolution to South 
America. It was at this juncture that Fidel Castro’s regime redirected its attention 
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towards Africa,45 where the actions of its armed forces were crucial to the MPLA’s 
victory in Angola in 1975.

The advancement of communist influence revitalized the notion among South 
American military elites that African decolonization was connected to a global conflict. 
For them, although a victory was achieved in Chile in 1973, the MPLA’s ascendance in 
Angola demonstrated that the war was by no means over. The spectre of communism 
now cast its shadow upon the Southern Cone via the South Atlantic, aligning with the 
predictions made by the ideologues of the French revolutionary war doctrine.

The circulation of the French school’s political ideas resulted from a more 
interconnected world, but it also fostered new linkages. Born in Indochina, the guerre 
révolutionnaire doctrine was later applied in Algeria and reached Latin America. 
From there, it took a boomerang route, stimulating Latin Americans to look to Africa. 
The Portuguese Empire’s collapse was interpreted as an enemy advance, leading to 
the establishment of connections between the security apparatuses of the Southern 
Cone and African anti-communists, such as the apartheid regime. South Africa 
and Latin American dictatorships, as peripheral players in the Cold War, shared a 
common status as bastions of the Western Bloc. However, they were also arenas of 
internal power struggles, where elites inheriting a European colonial legacy faced the 
aspirations of subjugated populations. Consequently, the alliance between actors from 
these territories should be understood not solely as a chapter in the bipolar conflict but 
as a part of the decolonization process itself.

Further research is necessary to fully assess the extent of interactions between 
Latin American security sectors and Africa during the 1970s. While the events 
recounted in this chapter suggest the existence of a cooperative network among 
right-wing groups of the Global South, the level of coordination remains uncertain. 
Remnants of these events indicate that the African contacts of South American 
security actors might have been a reaction against a perceived solidarity between 
Latin American guerrillas and African liberation movements, seen as a threat. After 
all, the JCR had served as a justification for the creation of Operation Condor, and 
the activities of its members in Europe influenced South American strategies for 
engaging with that continent. Thus, it is reasonable to assume that reports of the 
group’s presence in Africa could have boosted the extension of South American 
repression beyond the South Atlantic.

The contacts examined in this chapter primarily involved state actors, namely 
military and police personnel. Therefore, their actions cannot be entirely separated 
from the strategies pursued by the states they represented. However, constraining our 
interpretation solely to the framework of interstate relations would be overly restrictive. 
These movements had a transnational nature, driven by shared worldviews such as 
anti-communism and the guerre révolutionnaire, which transcended geographical 
boundaries. The emphatic warning for the Uruguayan Embassy in South Africa ‘not to 
be advised’ of Galarza’s mission makes it clear that the South American security sectors’ 
actions in Africa were, at the very least, not consensual within certain governments. 
This division between the military and diplomats, which is also evident in the case of 
the Brazilian police officers’ secret mission in Northern Angola, serves as a reminder 
that states are not monolithic entities. A country’s foreign policy often reflects internal 
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power struggles. Amid these internal disputes, the primary allies for a particular group 
could be found among sectors of other countries that share similar ideas and concerns.

In the Brazilian case, the side that was defeated in the power game of the 1970s 
consisted of the most radicalized military officials, many of whom held positions 
within the intelligence and security community. The adoption of a foreign policy based 
on economic pragmatism, which led Brazil to recognize the MPLA, clashed with the 
concerns of the regime’s hardline faction, whose top priority remained the fight against 
communism, whether it was in Rio de Janeiro or on the battlefields of Quifangondo.
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Beyond ‘flag independence’: The Decolonization 
Committee and foreign interests in the Portuguese 

colonies, 1965–74
Aurora Almada e Santos 

When taking a stand on methods and procedures for the Special Committee on the 
Implementation of the Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial 
Countries and Peoples (hereafter Decolonization Committee) established by the 
UN in 1961, the United States and the UK suggested that the body analyse general 
situations rather than individual territories.1 They further proposed the body avoid 
decisions based on narrow majorities and instead sought consensus without resorting 
to a vote. Despite these opinions, the committee established a list of priorities for the 
study of the colonized territories individually and went on to adopt decisions through 
majority voting.2 The dependent territories in Africa became a priority and, almost 
from the inception of the committee’s activities, the economic dimension of the right 
to self-determination was central to the debate on Portuguese colonialism. Stressing 
the right of the colonized peoples to dispose of their natural wealth and resources, 
as well as to freely pursue economic development, in 1965 the committee centred on 
the activities of foreign interests, whether economic or otherwise, in the Portuguese 
colonies. The reports on the subject highlighted a range of contentious ideas and 
diverse interpretations depending upon the concerns of member states.

This chapter examines how the Decolonization Committee addressed the interplay 
between foreign interests and colonial domination in the Portuguese colonies, from 
1965 to 1974. Following other colonial powers, Portugal engaged in late colonial 
development projects from the 1950s to the end of the Estado Novo. Individual 
colonies, but especially Angola and Mozambique, received government funds to be 
channelled primarily into infrastructure, communication and industrialization.3 
The development efforts also centred around attracting the interest of international 
corporations, opening up the colonies to direct foreign investments.

This unfolding of development in Portuguese colonies has been the subject 
of different interpretations. Miguel Bandeira Jerónimo and António Costa Pinto 
characterize Portuguese colonial developmentalism as repressive, combining coercion, 
programmed strategies and processes of differentiation.4 Cláudia Castelo assumes that 
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development in the Portuguese colonies, pursued after a shift towards a modernizing 
and technocratic discourse, was subordinated to metropolitan and white settlers’ 
interests, neglecting almost entirely the Africans’ social needs and welfare.5 Specifically 
looking at the Development Plans pushed from 1953 onwards, Ricardo Ferraz and 
Víctor Pereira conclude that these plans, while investing more in the metropole than 
in the colonies, reflected a commitment to colonial domination.6 Michael Mahoney 
complements this argument, adding that the relationship between development and 
colonialism in Portugal’s case changed dramatically after the country’s embrace of 
modernization theory to legitimize the hold on the colonies.7

An understanding of how international organizations like the UN – which were in 
the process of shaping a developmental agenda – perceived Portugal’s developmental 
endeavours in its colonies is largely absent from scholarship. Drawing from 
underutilized UN records, Portuguese diplomatic sources, files of non-state actors 
and scholarly literature, this chapter sheds light on this largely untold story. The 
main argument is that the Decolonization Committee’s focus on foreign interests in 
the Portuguese colonies unveiled multiple and overlapping fractures among member 
states. The chapter demonstrates how the fragmentation, fuelled by member states’ 
concerns and Portugal’s behind-the-scenes diplomacy, divided the body along the 
Cold War rivalry, the North–South divide and the opposition between the anticolonial 
majority and the supporters of Portugal.

The chapter is arranged into three parts, starting with a sketch of the controversies 
sparked by the Decolonization Committee’s assertion that foreign interests were 
obstructing self-determination in the Portuguese colonies. The second part follows 
the discussion after the committee’s statement that foreign interests impeded self-
determination in all colonized territories. Finally, it examines the committee’s 
involvement in the transnational campaign against the construction of the Cabora 
Bassa Dam in Mozambique and the hydroelectric scheme in the Cunene River in 
Angola, denounced as symbols of cooperation between Portugal, white minority 
regimes and foreign interests in Southern Africa. In the end, the chapter intends to 
broaden the terrain covered by the studies on Portuguese decolonization and the UN 
involvement in the process, by analysing a topic that remains poorly understood.

Foreign interests in the Portuguese colonies: 1965–6

After the war erupted in Angola in 1961, the UN placed Portuguese colonialism on its 
agenda. In November, the organization set up the Decolonization Committee tasked 
to oversee the implementation of the Declaration on the Granting of Independence to 
Colonial Countries and Peoples (hereafter Declaration), adopted in Resolution 1514 
(XV), on 14 December 1960.8 The Declaration proclaimed the right to self-determination 
and entailed a claim that the peoples should freely dispose of their natural wealth and 
resources. In the same vein, the document upheld the right to pursue economic, social 
and cultural development.9 The tendency to not confine self-determination to the 
political sphere and to include provisions on the right to economic self-determination, 
although far from unanimously accepted, reflected the association with the human 
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rights discourse that was gaining momentum at the UN.10 Many resolutions related 
to the subject of self-determination and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(1948) made attempts to establish that self-determination had to encompass economic 
rights and was essential for the enjoyment of all other human rights.11

Arguably, the inclusion of an economic dimension within the right to self-
determination influenced the efforts of the Decolonization Committee to challenge 
colonial domination as much as the political dimension. To some degree, this reflected 
an ongoing debate about the real meaning of self-determination and the ways to move 
beyond ‘flag independence’ to achieve effective control over the economies of the newly 
independent countries.12 The Decolonization Committee enjoyed a central position in 
this debate, building on the right to economic self-determination. Initially composed 
of seventeen and afterwards enlarged to twenty-four members, the distribution of 
seats at the committee reflected broad regional balance at the UN.13 The driving force 
behind the committee came from African and Asian countries, which shared a history 
of colonial domination and economic backwardness when compared to the so-called 
Western industrialized states.14 Although competing viewpoints and rifts prevented 
them from forming a homogenous group, they established a loosely bound network 
with a degree of commonality.15 The Afro-Asians lobbied the UN to prioritize matters 
concerning the Global South, such as colonialism, racial discrimination and economic 
and social development.16

Although Portugal was absent from the Decolonization Committee because it 
refused to cooperate with the UN on decolonization, the Afro-Asians weaponized the 
body against the Lisbon government. The first explicit proposal to investigate the role 
of foreign interests in the Portuguese colonies was put forth by the Soviet Union.17 The 
country turned against the activities of international monopolies that held interests 
in the Portuguese colonies as part of its discourse challenging Portugal’s colonial rule 
in Africa. While the Portuguese colonial issue was not a high priority for the USSR, 
it served as a means to win the goodwill of the Afro-Asian majority.18 Harbouring 
suspicions about Soviet rhetoric and concerned about Cold War influence, the Afro-
Asians sought to lead the debate on decolonization.19 Together with Yugoslavia, in July 
1964 they endorsed the study of the activities of foreign interests, whether economic 
or otherwise, in the Portuguese colonies.20 Thus, the Afro-Asians helped embroil 
the Portuguese colonial issue in the ongoing debate on ‘permanent sovereignty over 
natural resources’ (PSNR) – as a right to enjoy the benefits of resource exploitation – 
that was taking place inside and outside the UN.

Starting from the early 1950s, the debate on PSNR revolved around efforts to ensure 
for the non-self-governing territories the benefits from the exploitation of their natural 
resources. It was also motivated by the desire to provide the postcolonial states with 
legal tools to defend their economic sovereignty against potential claims by other 
countries, namely the former colonial powers, and foreign companies.21 A highly 
controversial topic, the debate on PSNR was affected by the schism between North 
and South and by Cold War rivalry, making it difficult to reach a consensus among the 
UN member states.22 One dimension of this debate tried to align self-determination, 
sovereignty over natural resources and human rights. The debate would also follow 
other directions, with the Global South actively emphasizing state control over natural 
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resources and pursuing ways of implementing the PSNR. The Global South wanted to 
promote a link between sovereignty over natural resources and a global commitment 
to their economic development.23

The Decolonization Committee’s decision to study foreign interests in the 
Portuguese colonies was also influenced by a diverse range of actors. Soon after 
the beginning of the war in Angola, the UN decided to use a plurality of sources to 
gather information on Portuguese colonies, such as petitions and public hearings with 
representatives of anticolonial organizations, refugees, religious institutions, solidarity 
groups and individuals.24 These hearings provided a platform for accusations that 
Portugal was exploiting both the human and natural resources of its colonies with 
the support of foreign interests. In particular, the anticolonial organizations alleged 
that Portugal engaged in forced labour, supplied cheap manpower to South Africa and 
Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) and promoted white settlement and appropriation of 
lands owned by Africans.25

This initiative resonated with and was influenced by campaigns launched by many 
solidarity organizations established in Western countries to support the struggle for 
independence in the Portuguese colonies. Among these, the American Committee on 
Africa (ACOA) emerged as the most vocal, attaining the status of a non-governmental 
organization at the UN.26 The US corporate investments in the Portuguese colonies, 
as well as in Southern Africa, became one of the main concerns of the ACOA.27 The 
organization conducted research on the subject, studying, for instance, the use of 
Angolan coffee by the US food companies or the interests of the American oil companies 
in the Portuguese colonies. Leaflets or background papers –such as US Investment 
and Economic Involvement in the Portuguese Colonies of Angola, Mozambique, and 
Guinea – publicized the committee’s findings.28 As a weapon for expediting the end of 
colonialism, in 1966 ACOA launched a campaign with the objective of ending the US 
companies’ investments in the Portuguese colonies.29

It was within this atmosphere that the study of the activities of foreign interests, 
whether economic or otherwise, in the Portuguese colonies unfolded. The 
Decolonization Committee assigned the study to Subcommittee I, composed of eight 
members: Denmark, Ethiopia, Mali, Syria, Tanzania, Tunisia, USSR and Yugoslavia.30 
The basis for the Subcommittee’s work was the papers prepared by the Secretariat 
on various aspects of Portuguese colonialism. The body also brought together the 
information volunteered to the Decolonization Committee by petitioners, primarily 
the anticolonial organizations, whose representatives, as stated above, mobilized the 
discourse against foreign interests as a tool in the fight for sovereignty. From its report 
issued in 1965 one can infer the Subcommittee’s stand that political and economic 
self-determination were indivisible.31 The document asserted that the resources in the 
colonies rightfully belonged to the African populations, aligning with the PSNR. It 
denounced the exploitation of mining and land resources in Angola and Mozambique 
either directly by Portuguese companies or indirectly through international monopolies 
originating from countries like Belgium, Denmark, the Federal Republic of Germany 
(FRG), France, Norway, South Africa, the UK and the US.32

While highlighting that Portugal and foreign interests in its colonies were linked 
by a system of mutual advantages, the report propelled a set of ideas. These included 
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acknowledging that foreign interests were helping Portugal strengthen its colonial 
domination, bearing responsibility for the suffering of the colonized populations.33 And, 
as they were a source of financial and material assistance to Portugal, the assumption 
was that foreign interests played a role in the suppression of national liberation 
movements and reinforced Portuguese control over the populations. Consequently, 
the report concluded that foreign investments were obstructing the implementation of 
the Declaration in the Portuguese colonies.34 What also emerged from the document 
was that it was among states – namely the NATO members – whose citizens owned 
companies or had economic interests in the Portuguese colonies that Portugal found 
stronger support to persevere in its refusal to apply the UN Charter and resolutions.35

In its complementary report issued in 1966, Subcommittee I thinking about foreign 
interests in the Portuguese colonies remained unchanged, with the report restating the 
idea they obstruct self-determination.36 Probably to counter criticism about the lack 
of detailed information on how foreign interests operated, the document extended 
its analysis to specific sectors. Reviewing the situation in agriculture and industrial 
transformation in Angola and Mozambique, it concluded that Portugal had put in place 
regulations favouring white settlers and companies with foreign capital in ownership 
of land and in production, treatment and commercialization of agricultural products.37 
While noting that all commercial crops in Angola and Mozambique were in foreign 
hands, the document enunciated the negative consequences of such a situation for local 
populations. Furthermore, the conclusions brought to the fore the interests linking 
Portugal and privately owned railways in Angola and Mozambique, with the report 
arguing that the railroads built with foreign capital aimed to help the development of 
white settlements inland, the transportation of minerals and other resources, as well as 
to generate foreign exchange.38

The report additionally analysed the economic relations between Mozambique, 
South Africa and Southern Rhodesia. In 1965, the white minority government in 
Southern Rhodesia proclaimed the Unilateral Declaration of Independence (UDI) from 
Britain, at the same time when South Africa’s rule in South West Africa (Namibia) was 
being challenged by an armed struggle. In this context, the UN framed the Portuguese 
colonial issue in the regional context, denouncing the formation of an ‘unholy alliance’ 
between Southern Rhodesia, South Africa and Portugal.39 The organization handled 
the situations in the Portuguese colonies and Southern Africa as having the same 
traits. The study of foreign interests was an example of such an approach, with the 
report denouncing the reinforcement of economic relations as a result of an increase in 
South African investments in Mozambique.40 Concerning Southern Rhodesia, whose 
minerals circulated through the Portuguese colonies, the report also perceived a major 
threat, indicating that after the UDI economic cooperation with Mozambique had 
intensified.41

Both reports triggered a discussion within the Decolonization Committee, 
exposing how divisive their conclusions were among member states. At the heart of 
the dispute was the idea that foreign investments were hindering the implementation 
of the Declaration. The US, Italy, the UK, Australia and Denmark took a rather strong 
stand against this claim, casting doubts on the report findings and highlighting what 
they perceived as the positive role of foreign interests in the economic development 
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of Portuguese colonies.42 The US and the UK particularly questioned the rationale of 
both reports, with the American representative arguing they provided a Marxist and 
simplistic view endorsed by a small number of Subcommittee I members, who were 
convinced that private investment was a form of exploitation.43

With Australia’s backing, the US strongly rejected the notion that NATO supported 
Portugal’s colonial policy. Denmark, as a member of Subcommittee I, went further 
asking that the report include the Danish position that foreign interests were not an 
obstacle to self-determination.44 Such affirmations must be read, as explained by Joseph 
Parrott in Chapter 4 of this volume, in the context of the Western countries’ dual policy 
of providing rhetorical support for self-determination while avoiding condemnation 
of a NATO member state. Due to the strategic importance of the Azores base and its 
membership of NATO, Portugal was able to leverage the Cold War as a protective 
shield at the UN.45 Another explanation for the Western countries’ declarations was the 
reluctance to accept international pressure on their companies. The US corporations 
in particular were under attack for their investments in South Africa and Southern 
Rhodesia, with accusations that their economic interests were shaping America’s 
attitudes towards decolonization and apartheid.46

The Western objections were not accepted by the Afro-Asian and the socialist 
countries that endorsed the report as an accurate depiction of the situation in 
the Portuguese colonies.47 By using the same language in these debates, the Afro-
Asians and the socialists forged an anticolonial coalition, evincing that the Cold 
War divide was only one dimension of the fractures prompted by the Subcommittee 
I conclusions.48 Countries of both blocs – for example, Tanzania, Yugoslavia, USSR, 
Bulgaria, Poland and Tunisia – opposed accusations about the ideological bias of the 
reports, with the Soviet, Bulgarian and Polish representatives heavily criticizing NATO 
for giving assistance to Portugal that was used in the repression of the anticolonial 
organizations.49 Meanwhile, the representatives of Ethiopia, Mali and Syria felt that the 
Western countries misinterpreted the reports, arguing the documents did not condemn 
all private investments since in the cases where there was no racial discrimination the 
investments could benefit the local population.50

The rhetorical power of the Afro-Asian and socialist anticolonial coalition had a 
substantial impact and, as in other UN bodies, led many countries to refrain from 
taking a stand on the Portuguese colonial issue. The Latin American members of 
the Decolonization Committee – Chile, Uruguay and Venezuela – exemplified this 
behaviour, by choosing not to intervene in the discussions to avoid confrontation 
with the anticolonial majority. Amidst this politically charged atmosphere, in 1965 
the Afro-Asian and socialist coalition voted in favour of the report, while Australia, 
the US and the UK rejected it. Chile, Denmark, Italy and Venezuela abstained.51 The 
same situation occurred in 1966 when the complementary report was adopted with the 
backing of the Afro-Asian and socialist votes.52 The voting echoed what was going on 
in other parts of the UN system, whereas the anticolonial majority proposed penalizing 
decisions against Portugal, the number of supporters dwindled, with the Western and 
Latin American countries voting against or abstaining.53

Scholarship has highlighted the reasons for the Western countries voting patterns 
at the UN, but the motivations behind the abstentions of the Latin Americans – that 
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were championing the development agenda and also had concerns about the role of 
international companies in their economies – are less well known.54 As Portuguese 
diplomatic papers reveal, they were being targeted by Portugal’s backstage diplomatic 
efforts. Since 1961, with the assistance of Spain and Brazil, who did not want to be 
isolated in their support of Portugal at the UN, Portuguese diplomats attempted to win 
the Latin American votes.55 By the middle of the 1960s, Portugal expanded its network 
of embassies and consulates in Latin America to enhance its influence and secure votes 
at the UN.56 Another factor to be considered was the responsiveness of some Latin 
American countries to the US policy on Portuguese colonialism.57 Countries headed 
by conservative governments, like Chile until the 1970 election of Salvador Allende, 
were always eager to know the US position and aligned with Western countries when 
voting on the Portuguese colonial issue.58 The voting practices of the Latin Americans 
demonstrated that the North–South divide on the exploitation of natural resources 
was blurred due to the fracture introduced by the Portuguese colonialism at the UN.

Foreign interests in colonized territories: 1967–8

Following the recommendations of the Decolonization Committee, the General 
Assembly decided to extend the study of foreign interests obstructing the 
implementation of the Declaration to all colonized territories. Foreign interests 
in colonized territories became an annual item on the UN agenda, with the 
Decolonization Committee studying the issue and presenting a report to the General 
Assembly, whose members subsequently passed a resolution in the plenary. The 
Subcommittee I 1967 report expressed concern about the relentless penetration, 
consolidation and expansion of foreign interests that were an obstacle to the fulfilment 
of the Declaration.59 For Subcommittee I, foreign interests in colonized territories were 
tantamount to the exploitation of natural resources and manpower, with the help of 
discriminatory laws. By the same token, the report stressed that all economic sectors 
of the colonized territories were dominated by foreign monopolies and white settlers 
to the detriment of their development and future economic prospects.60 The report 
also linked foreign interests to racial discrimination and the repression of the national 
liberation movements. Foreign interests, the report maintained, were endangering 
international peace and security insofar as they were an obstacle to the independence 
of the colonized peoples.61

As the examination of foreign interests within the framework of one of the UN 
Charter’s fundamental principles gained prominence, the report gave special attention 
to the situation in the Portuguese colonies.62 By summarizing the key conclusions 
reached in 1965 and 1966, the document showcased both adaptation and evolution, 
with the disappearance of some ideas and the introduction of new elements. Although 
maintaining that foreign interests and Western support of Portuguese colonial 
policy could not be divorced, the report articulated a less inflammatory critique of 
Portugal’s NATO partners. Compared with the preceding reports, a slight change in 
perspective was apparent, as the Subcommittee I now wanted to demonstrate that 
international monopolies sought to influence certain Western countries, motivating 
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them to obstruct the implementation of the Declaration.63 Similarly, less information 
on the impact of South African and Rhodesian companies in the Portuguese colonies 
found its way into the report. Another departure from earlier documents was a major 
focus on Portugal colluding with foreign interests to increase profits collected from 
mining and agricultural sectors in Angola and Mozambique.64 Additionally, the report 
invested much more effort in comparing the revenues obtained by foreign interests 
with those retained by local populations, to demonstrate that suffering was an outcome 
of foreign-led exploitation.65

As the previous discussions had anticipated, Australia, Finland (that replaced 
Denmark at the Decolonization Committee), Italy, the UK and the US launched an 
assault on the report. These countries understood that the evidence given in support 
of the report was unsubstantial and that the conclusions were based on generalizations 
and ideological quarrels.66 The essential aspect of Western argument continued to be 
that the report did not establish a distinction between foreign interests harmful to 
the colonized subjects and those that were beneficial to them.67 They pointed out how 
the situation was different depending on the territories and as such it was difficult to 
make rigorous comparisons between all the colonies. To highlight contradictions and 
undermine the technical credibility of the document, the Western countries warned 
against relying on information coming from only a few cases.68 They also proposed 
greater attention be paid to the economic policies, the rules for creating companies, the 
minimum wage, the cost of living, the guarantees against racial discrimination and the 
freedom of association in the colonized territories.69

These arguments found resonance among the Latin American countries. Chile, 
Venezuela and Uruguay branded the Subcommittee’s conclusions as questionable 
and, in the Chilean case, its representative presented reservations about the report.70 
The Western and Latin American attitudes stood in stark contrast to the claims of 
those countries seeking to establish credibility for the document. Tunisia, Syria, 
USSR, Yugoslavia, Ethiopia, Poland, Mali, India, Tanzania, Iraq and Sierra Leone 
dismissed Western claims and insisted on the validity of the report conclusions’.71 In 
particular, Ethiopia disagreed with the Western position that the report condemned 
all foreign investments, explaining that only those hindering political aspirations and 
not safeguarding the interests of the populations were being condemned.72 To answer 
criticisms about the technical flaws of the document, Tunisia suggested the creation of 
a group of experts tasked with summarizing the information on the subject.73

Despite the appearance of unity, Afro-Asian countries like Madagascar and 
Iran aligned with the Western claim that the report relied on simplifications and 
generalizations and asked for an in-depth study of labour codes and investment laws 
in the colonized territories.74 Ivory Coast went even further, arguing that foreign 
investments were not always an impediment to independence.75 There were several 
reasons why these countries opposed the view of the anticolonial majority. Some of it 
was due to Portugal’s backstage diplomacy, which, for example, targeted Madagascar, 
pushing for the country to abstain when voting on the Portuguese colonial issue.76 
Portugal also likely applied pressure upon Iran verbally in New York, even if 
Portuguese papers only document backstage diplomatic efforts towards the country in 
the early 1970s.77 As for Ivory Coast, its deviation from the anticolonial majority was 
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motivated by the fear of Soviet influence in Africa, prompting calls for dialogue with 
the colonialist and white minority regimes.78

Regardless of these divergent perspectives, votes from Afro-Asian, socialist and 
Latin American members upheld the report. Australia, the UK and the US voted 
against it, while Finland and Italy abstained.79 The novelty lay in the behaviour of the 
Latin American countries, whose ambiguity on the Portuguese colonial issue was 
evident in their often contradictory voting behaviour.80 Based on the Decolonization 
Committee report, the General Assembly approved Resolution 2288 (XXII), on 
7 December 1967. The resolution was, in fact, a condemnatory one, using strong 
language. It declared as a contravention of the UN Charter and an obstacle to the 
implementation of the Declaration all colonial powers’ initiatives to deprive the 
colonized subjects of the full enjoyment of their natural resources.81 Furthermore, 
the resolution strongly condemned the exploitation of the colonized territories and 
peoples, as well as the methods used by foreign interests to perpetuate colonialism. In 
terms of measures to be implemented, the Assembly called upon the colonial powers 
to prohibit the exploitation of human and natural resources in ways that ran counter 
to the interests of the colonized territories, ending practices that obstructed local 
populations’ access to natural resources and addressing injustice and discrimination 
in labour remuneration.82

Symptomatic of the fragilities in enforcing its decisions, the General Assembly did 
not establish mechanisms to oversee the implementation of Resolution 2288 (XXII). 
Being only decided to maintain the item on the agenda, the Decolonization Committee 
reappointed Subcommittee I to continue the study. In 1968, the body spent less time 
on the subject, resulting in fewer confrontation among member states. The new report 
concluded that the colonial powers and the countries whose nationals had interests 
in the colonized territories made no efforts to implement Resolution 2288 (XXII).83 
Referencing previous conclusions, the Subcommittee admitted that the various forms 
of exploitation that deprived the populations of the natural resources indispensable to 
viable independence had actually become more entrenched.84 After Finland, Italy and 
Ivory Coast restated their views, the member states adopted the report with a voting 
similar to the previous year (6-3-2), revealing continuing divisions among member 
states regarding the role of foreign interests in colonized territories.85

While the Decolonization Committee’s stance on the question of foreign interests 
did not change, the General Assembly adopted a more conciliatory attitude towards 
Portugal. Several factors contributed to this shift: the expectation of a change in Portugal’s 
colonial policy under the incoming prime minister, Marcelo Caetano; the desire to 
surpass divisions and to secure Latin American votes; and the reduced attention given 
to Portuguese colonialism due to its study alongside the situations in Southern Rhodesia 
and Namibia.86 On 18 December 1968, the General Assembly approved Resolution 
2425 (XXIII), reflecting this new approach, since it did not go as far as the previous 
decision on foreign interests. Unlike the Resolution 2288 (XXII), instead of issuing a 
‘strong condemnation’, it only ‘condemned’ the exploitation of the colonized territories 
and peoples by foreign interests and the methods they adopted.87 However, the key 
difference was the less elaborated requests for administering powers and to member 
states to take measures ensuring that foreign activities did not undermine the rights and 
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interests of the colonized subjects.88 This resolution made clear that the UN was not a 
coherent entity, lacking continuity in its decisions. This outcome was by no means new 
and would persist in the following years, underscoring the many contradictions the 
organization faced in its efforts to challenge Portuguese colonialism.89

Cabora Bassa Dam and Cunene Hydroelectric: 1969–74

The more the Decolonization Committee studied foreign interests in colonized 
territories, the more it repeated the interpretation they were an obstacle to self-
determination. In its 1969 report, the Subcommittee I started commenting on the 
construction of the Cabora Bassa Dam (now known as Cahora Bassa), a hydroelectric 
scheme on the Zambezi River in Mozambique. The project was of strategic importance 
for Portugal to portray its colonialism as a source of development for the colonies.90 
In 1968, Portugal entrusted the construction of the dam to the Zambezi Consortium 
Hydroelectric (ZAMCO), formed by companies from the FRG, France, Italy, Portugal, 
South Africa and Sweden.91 In response, FRELIMO contested the construction of 
Cabora Bassa, launching attacks on the construction site and denouncing the project 
internationally, including at the UN. When dealing with the subject, Subcommittee 
I argued that foreign investors, specifically the Anglo-American Corporation and 
the South African companies, wanted to produce electricity but also to build up 
Portuguese settlements.92 Thus, it concluded the interests behind Cabora Bassa would 
help maintain Portuguese rule in Mozambique, whereas South Africa, as the prime 
consumer of the electricity to be produced, would extend its influence on the territory.93

These references to Cabora Bassa were an echo at the UN of the emergence of a 
transnational campaign against the dam across the globe. This transnational campaign 
was part of the movement of solidarity towards the anticolonial and anti-racist 
organizations in Southern Africa, a process that mobilized different actors as referred by 
Ana Moledo in Chapter 5 of this volume. The campaign against Cabora Bassa mobilized 
governments, international organizations, non-state actors (solidarity groups, trade 
unions, students, youth groups, churches, peace movements and so on), alongside 
concerned individuals.94 Activists formed numerous action groups and local Cabora 
Bassa groups, whose activities included researching and analysing data, dissemination 
of information through publications of booklets, articles, letters and postcards, staging 
public demonstrations and advocating for boycotts of companies associated with the 
project.95 The opposition against Cabora Bassa fostered transnational connections with 
similar groups in different countries and also with FRELIMO.96 The pressure exerted 
by the campaign forced two companies involved in the construction to eventually 
withdraw from the consortium.

Branding the dam as an example of Portugal’s non-compliance with UN Resolutions, 
until 1974 Subcommittee I put forward a set of conclusions about Cabora Bassa. In 
particular, the body argued the project was an extension of a military and paramilitary 
industrial complex under the aegis of South Africa designed to penetrate neighbouring 
territories.97 According to this view, Portugal and the minority regimes undertook the 
project with the help of foreign monopolies to further oppress the populations and 
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suppress the liberation struggles in Mozambique, Angola, Zimbabwe and Namibia.98 
As a culmination, the Subcommittee I concluded the dam would allow introducing 
one million settlers, thus strengthening white supremacy in Southern Africa and 
escalating international tensions.99

The centrality accorded to Cabora Bassa resonated in considerations regarding 
the Cunene River scheme in Angola. After an agreement with South Africa, Portugal 
launched a water use plan for the Cunene River that provided for the construction 
of twenty-eight hydroelectric improvements, some of them funded by South African 
capital. This came at a moment when the denunciation of foreign interests in Angola 
resulted in the launching of boycotts: one in the US against the Gulf Oil Corporation 
operations in the Angolan enclave of Cabinda and another targeting Angolan coffee in 
the Netherlands.100 Like Cabora Bassa, Cunene was viewed by Subcommittee I as a tool 
to consolidate and to further strengthen the colonialist and racist regimes in Southern 
Africa.101 Foremost, the body concluded that the electricity to be produced would 
benefit mines in Namibia, owned by companies from Canada, the FRG, the UK and 
the US. Voicing scepticism, the Subcommittee linked the Cunene project to increasing 
cooperation between Portugal and South Africa.102 It argued the scheme would allow 
the expansion of foreign commercial interests, which were already depleting the 
Angolan mineral resources. Accusing Portugal of arbitrarily regrouping and resettling 
local populations, Subcommittee I saw Cunene as the beginning of a broader plan to 
settle up to a million immigrants in Angola and Namibia.103

With the opposition to Cabora Bassa and Cunene becoming a rallying cry, the 
debate about the Subcommittee I conclusions did not undergo the same scrutiny 
as before. In 1969, several countries made reservations about the report of the 
Subcommittee I and a separate vote was taken on one of its recommendations.104 
Nevertheless, no country outright opposed the document, which was adopted by 
seventeen votes and four abstentions. One year later, the UK (whose representative 
avoided engaging with the subject of Cabora Bassa), Venezuela and Ivory Coast voiced 
reservations, with the Venezuelan representative even declining to participate in the 
voting. With fourteen votes in favour and two abstentions, the report won the support 
of the Decolonization Committee.105 From 1971 onward, the situation changed since 
major opponents to the Subcommittee I conclusions, the US and the UK, vacated 
their seats at the Decolonization Committee, while other Western countries like Italy, 
Norway and Australia were replaced.106 In the case of the US and the UK, the departure 
was motivated by the constant criticism of their actions from other member states 
and it had an impact on the voting of the Subcommittee I reports.107 Although many 
countries – including Ivory Coast, Sweden and Venezuela – continued to express 
reservations, between 1971 and 1974 the Decolonization Committee adopted the 
reports without objections.

As the General Assembly continued to pass conciliatory, rather than condemnatory, 
decisions concerning Portuguese colonies, on 12 December 1969 the body issued 
Resolution 2554 (XXIV), which was a moderate document, introducing little 
innovations. Among these was the affirmation that foreign interests exploiting the 
colonized territories were a major obstacle to political independence and enjoyment of 
natural resources by the populations.108 In the request to colonial powers and countries 
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whose citizens and companies had interests in colonized territories, the document 
singled out Southern Africa, asking for no more investments in the region. It further 
requested all states to take effective measures to cease the supply of any assistance 
the colonial powers were using to repress the liberation movements.109 In Resolution 
2703 (XXV), of 14 December 1970, the General Assembly maintained the conciliatory 
position, although nuances were visible. Here, Cabora Bassa was mentioned for the first 
time in an Assembly’s decision, being described as a plot to perpetuate domination, 
exploitation and oppression in Southern Africa by the governments of Portugal, South 
Africa and Southern Rhodesia.110

Between 1971 and April 1974, the organization stepped up its support to the 
liberation struggle in Portuguese colonies and challenged Portugal with its decisions 
on foreign investments in colonized territories. Portuguese colonialism gained a 
relevance never seen before, due to growing discontent with Marcelo Caetano’s rule, 
the discussion of the item separately from the situations in Southern Rhodesia and 
Namibia, while the willingness to win broad support for the resolutions gradually 
lost importance.111 In Resolution 2873 (XXVI), of 20 December 1971, the General 
Assembly condemned both the Cabora Bassa and the Cunene River projects as aiming 
to further entrench colonialist and racist domination in Southern Africa and as a 
source of international tension.112 It deplored the policies of the governments which did 
not prevent their nationals and companies under their jurisdiction from participating 
in the schemes. The resolution also urgently requested to those governments to take 
measures to terminate such participation and ensure an immediate withdrawal from 
these projects.113

Using the technique of repetition to convey past conclusions about Cabora Bassa 
and Cunene, Resolution 2979 (XXVII), of 14 December 1972, and Resolution 3117 
(XXVIII), of 12 December 1973, testified to how the UN’s approach to the subject 
changed towards the use of an increasingly condemnatory language.114 Four main 
dispositions ran through these resolutions. First, the Assembly condemned the 
policies of the colonial powers and other countries which continued to support foreign 
interests engaged in the exploitation of resources from the colonized territories.115 
Second, it strongly condemned the continuation of the Cabora Bassa and Cunene 
River projects. Third, it condemned the policies of those governments which had not 
prevented their citizens and companies from taking part in the projects. Finally, once 
again, it made urgent requests for measures to terminate the participation in activities 
related to both projects.116

The overthrow of the Estado Novo on 25 April 1974 accelerated the dissolution 
of Portugal’s rule in Africa and signalled the end of the Decolonization Committee’s 
investigation into the activities of foreign interests in Portuguese colonies. In the 
negotiations for independence between Portugal and the liberation movements 
the political dimension of the right to self-determination took precedence and none 
of the agreements signed referred to foreign interests. Nevertheless, the liberation 
movements agreed to respect the financial commitments taken by Portugal in the name 
of the colonies provided they were concluded in the interest of the territories. As the 
dam neared completion at the moment of Mozambique’s independence in July 1975, 
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the ownership of the Cabora Bassa company and the negotiation of its debt settlement 
became the most contentious legacy of Portuguese late colonial development drive.117 
The dam remained a source of economic and diplomatic friction between Mozambique 
and Portugal until 2007 when the Mozambican government took control of the 
hydroelectric company as the majority shareholder.118

Conclusion

The study of the activities of foreign interests in Portuguese colonies unfolded during 
a narrow and specific period, when diverse and, often, contested topics came together 
under the umbrella of the Portuguese colonial issue at the UN. It illustrates some 
of the characteristics of the UN debate on Portuguese colonialism, including the 
mobilization of the language of rights, the repetition of ideas for legitimation, the 
contradictions held by the organization, the limits of the General Assembly’s power 
to enforce its decisions and the variety of perspectives presented by member states. 
An analysis of the debate allows us insights into how the diplomatic and rhetorical 
campaign against Portuguese colonialism waged within the UN widened its scope 
from the political realm to the economic one. The origins, goals and rhetoric behind 
the Decolonization Committee conclusions can be traced to divergent political 
imaginaries, informed by an array of actors and circumstances both inside and outside 
the UN. Although after 1974 the subject was not contemplated in the negotiations for 
independence, it helped shape the perception that Portuguese colonialism, similarly 
to the white minority regimes in Southern Africa, was backed by wider international 
interests.

The trajectory of this debate within the Decolonization Committee mirrored the 
broader tensions present within other UN bodies as they wrestled with the Portuguese 
colonial issue. Examining this debate held at the committee reveal multiple fractures 
that were only bridged at the price of Western disengagement from the body. The 
two camps in the committee, one advocating condemnation of foreign interests 
in Portuguese colonies as obstructing independence, and the other insisting for 
recognition of the role of those activities in the economic progress of the territories, 
aligned with the rift within the UN between East and West. However, the fractures 
went beyond the Cold War conflict, thus revealing a more complex picture.

The North–South divide on the PSNR was additionally on display, although the 
debate made clear that the Latin Americans often yielded to Portugal’s backstage 
diplomacy and were not sympathetic to the rhetoric of other Global South countries 
on the issue of foreign investments in Portuguese colonies. The impact of the divide 
between the anticolonial majority and Portuguese supporters was as important as those 
of the East–West binary of the Cold War and the North–South divide on resource 
sovereignty. The anticolonial coalition formed by the Afro-Asian and the socialist 
countries used the debate on foreign interests to try to galvanize world opinion against 
Portuguese colonialism. Yet, the debate also illustrated their members were united by 
loosely compatible agendas, which failed to form a fully coherent strategy.
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Polish relations with Angola, 1975–89: Transfer 
of knowledge and military assistance with limited 

economic outcome 
Przemysław Gasztold

Poland was one of the first countries to recognize Angolan independence the same day 
it was proclaimed – 11 November 1975. Diplomatic relations were established already 
on 21 November 1975, and at that time Warsaw was deeply engaged in the support 
of the MPLA government on different levels.1 Mutual contacts date back to the 1960s 
when the Polish Solidarity Committee started to provide basic assistance to the MPLA 
and other national liberation movements fighting against Portuguese colonial rule. 
However, in comparison to the other members of the socialist bloc, Poland was reluctant 
to grant the MPLA more advanced military assistance.2 After the MPLA took power 
in Angola and began to pursue the Marxist course of modernization, the authorities in 
Luanda could rely on assistance coming from the Soviet bloc, mainly from the USSR, 
Cuba and the GDR. Poland also took part in facilitating the MPLA’s socialist approach 
to development. In fact, in the late 1970s, the Polish Foreign Ministry listed Angola as 
one of the top priorities for their diplomacy in Africa.3 The relationship was very active 
in political, military and economic areas in the late 1970s, but lost impetus after the 
introduction of the Martial Law in Poland in December 1981.

Although Angola was recognized as an important country for the Polish 
authorities, the multifaceted encounters between both countries have not yet been 
carefully examined.4 This chapter aims to fill this gap by reconstructing the most 
significant spheres of cooperation, analysed in separate sections devoted to political, 
economic and military engagements. It draws primarily on sources coming from 
Polish archives: the Archives of Modern Records (Polish United Workers’ Party 
(PUWP) records); the Archive of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (diplomatic records); 
the Archive of the Institute of National Remembrance (intelligence files); and the 
Central Military Archive – Military Historical Office (military files). The first section 
reconstructs Warsaw’s policy towards the Angolan struggle for independence in 1975. 
Then, the chapter evaluates political and economic cooperation which began after 
the MPLA took power, underlining its achievements and explaining the limitations. 
Finally, the last part discusses Polish military and intelligence involvement in Angola 
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and provides conclusions which recapitulate the mutual relations, as seen from the 
broader perspective.

Recent works on the Soviet bloc’s encounters with the Global South underline 
different motivations which propelled the multidimensional relationships. East 
European states perceived the Third World as a battleground with Western – especially 
the United States’ – influence and supported various state and non-state actors which 
identified themselves as socialist or Marxists while constructing an alternative to the 
interconnected capitalist system. The scope of such encounters among the particular 
countries of the Soviet bloc differed significantly but usually included economic 
expertise and advice, transfer of knowledge, scholarships and arms deliveries. Soviet 
bloc connections with the Third World were, however, limited by numerous factors, 
such as economic weaknesses of both parties, the deeply rooted economic links the 
newly decolonized states maintained with their former metropoles and the debt crisis 
of the 1980s.5

This chapter argues that although it was quite simple for Warsaw to establish a 
cordial and close political relationship with Angola based on a shared Marxist 
ideology, economic cooperation proved difficult since both countries encountered 
similar obstacles and had to face their centrally planned economies’ chronic 
problems. There were however certain areas, like maritime economy, where such 
cooperation succeeded, mainly because the two partners found a specialized niche 
of a less-inclined ideological nature which proved to be mutually beneficial. In fact, 
Polish encounters with Angola reflected broader patterns of ‘Second-Third World’ 
economic interactions, which often shaped the Soviet bloc’s relationships with the 
Global South.6 Following Sanchez-Sibony, this chapter argues for the primacy of 
economic advantage over ideological considerations as a major driving force in East–
South relations.7

From low-key to intensive engagement: Political 
cooperation

Following the Carnation Revolution, Portugal’s governments began the process of 
recognizing the independence of its colonies. On 15 January 1975 the Portuguese 
government signed an agreement (known as Alvor Agreement) with the MPLA, FNLA 
and UNITA, which established a transitional government in Angola. The agreement 
also set a date for Angola’s independence for 11 November 1975. However, the Alvor 
Accord did not lead to peace as almost immediately sporadic violence between the 
three groups escalated into a civil war with the MPLA receiving support from the 
Soviet bloc, while the FNLA and UNITA gained backing from the United States and 
South Africa. Having countered an assault on the capital Luanda, on 11 November, 
the MPLA proclaimed the establishment of People’s Republic of Angola with Agostino 
Neto as president and formed the new government.

Poland carefully observed the dynamic situation in Angola in the aftermath of the 
coup in Portugal. In late January 1975 the MPLA’s Central Committee invited socialist 
states to the commemorations of the fourteenth year of struggle for independence, held 
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in Luanda.8 Poland was represented by Lucjan Wolniewicz, an ambassador to Congo-
Brazzaville. In Luanda, he met with Neto who asked about opening a Polish diplomatic 
mission and suggested initiating economic relations because such a move would 
break the monopoly of capitalist states which had already established their missions 
in Luanda. Neto also requested material support and asked specifically for military 
vehicles and trucks. Wolniewicz suggested to Warsaw that Poland should provide 
some assistance to the MPLA because in terms of class struggle this movement was 
ideologically very close and had real prospects of taking power in the country. Besides, 
he underlined that Angola was rich in raw materials. Overall, Wolniewicz was quite 
impressed by how the MPLA was handling the situation. However, he also underlined 
possible threats, ‘Luanda looks like a European city. I did not encounter any signs of 
racial segregation here, typical for African capitals. … Despite the apparent calmness, 
one can sense a certain tension in the city, fear and the uncertainty of tomorrow. Night 
shootouts are considered here normal.’9

The Foreign Ministry agreed with Wolniewicz that it was time to increase Polish 
support for the MPLA. Stanisław Turbański, the head of the Foreign Ministry’s 5th 
Department, responsible for relations with Africa, wrote in a report from March 1975 
that Poland should increase its presence in former Portuguese colonies by establishing 
diplomatic missions and initiating economic cooperation.10 The Soviet bloc’s policy 
towards Lusophone Africa was also discussed in March 1975 in East Berlin, during the 
meeting of socialist solidarity committees. It turned out that other countries (USSR, 
GDR, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Bulgaria) provided material aid to the Angolan 
partisans significantly exceeding the sums allocated for this purpose by Poland. 
Writing to the deputy foreign minister Jan Czapla in April 1975, the secretary general 
of the Polish Solidarity Committee, Kwiryn Grela, argued that Poland should increase 
support since ‘we cannot limit ourselves to verbal declarations of solidarity’ at such a 
crucial juncture.11 In June 1975 Stanisław Piłotowicz, Soviet ambassador to Poland, 
met with Jan Szydlak, member of the PUWP Politburo, and presented the Soviet 
views on the situation in Angola. He underlined that Moscow had already begun to 
supply military equipment to the MPLA via People’s Republic of the Congo. Although 
Piłotowicz did not express directly the need for Polish engagement in the matter, 
reading his statement between the lines, one might understand that he expected some 
kind of contribution from Warsaw.12

Soon, the issue of military aid was also raised by Colonel Henrique Teles (Iko) 
Carreira, the commander of the MPLA Armed Forces, who came to Warsaw in August 
1975 during his tour in the socialist countries. Carreira described the difficult situation 
on the ground which resulted from the reorganization of the army and emphasized 
the lack of weapons and means of transportation.13 He explained that the MPLA 
had already secured military assistance from the Soviet Union and the GDR, so his 
organization’s leadership only requested some additional backup from Poland.14 
The Polish Foreign Ministry responded positively and suggested to Prime Minister 
Piotr Jaroszewicz to arrange deliveries of military equipment.15 Therefore, taking into 
account the MPLA’s requests and Moscow’s expectations, Warsaw decided to provide 
ad-hoc assistance in the form of Gaz-69 off-road vehicles (twenty), K-750 motorcycles 
(twenty), radio transmitters, uniforms and medications.16 Military equipment was 
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shipped by sea on MS Brodnica from Szczecin and arrived at Pointe Noire in Congo 
in mid-November 1975.17 One can however observe this Polish aid package did not 
include weapons or ammunition.18

Already on 11 November, Poland recognized the MPLA as the government of 
Angola and opened a diplomatic mission in Luanda in April 1976. Initially, the 
embassy was run by chargé d’affaires a.i. Kazimierz Wojewoda, who also worked 
for the Polish military intelligence (Zarząd II Sztabu Generalnego) under codename 
‘MAREK’.19 He was replaced in November 1976 by Ambassador Roman Paszkowski, 
a general who just retired from the post of the commander of the Polish National Air 
Defence Forces.20 His nomination indicated that Warsaw wanted to have in Luanda 
someone very trusted and loyal and signalled that Poland put emphasis on the military 
relations with the newly established MPLA government.

Relations between Poland and Angola actively developed in the late 1970s through a 
series of high-level delegations. In April 1977, President Neto visited Warsaw where he 
met with the chairman of the state council, Henryk Jabłoński, to sign the ‘Declaration 
on strengthening friendship and on deepening cooperation’ which set the guidelines for 
developing relationships in different areas.21 Neto’s visit was broadly covered in the state 
media, which informed about the designs for socialist development in Angola. While 
in Poland the president was protected by the Government Protection Bureau in the 
operation codenamed ‘NEGRO’, and such a codename mirrored stereotypical views over 
Africa still widespread within Polish society.22 Although Neto’s visit was a propaganda 
success, the 1977 MPLA Congress in Luanda made only small public references to 
Poland’s contribution to Angola’s development and rather focused on the role of other 
socialist countries, especially Cuba.23 Aware of its relatively smaller role but willing to 
strengthen relations with Angola, Warsaw arranged Jabłoński’s return visit to Luanda.

Henryk Jabłoński travelled to Luanda in December 1978 and spent a couple of 
days there trying to achieve several goals. First of all, his visit was to confirm Polish 
support for the socialist way of development in Angola.24 Secondly, the trip was 
expected to boost Polish-Angolan economic relations ‘based on the principle of 
mutual benefit’. Finally, Warsaw perceived the visit as a visible gesture of solidarity 
and as a ‘contribution’ to the Soviet bloc’s strategy in developing ties with the Third 
World. During his stay in Luanda, Jabłoński met several times with Neto. Beyond the 
discussions about the ongoing wars and volatile international situation, both heads 
of state signed an ‘Agreement on Friendship and Cooperation’.25 Polish and Angolan 
representatives also signed an intraparty agreement between the PUWP and the 
MPLA about the exchange of delegations and party materials, as well as assistance in 
ideological training.26

However, the political cooperation did not go according to plan since there were 
no party exchanges between 1979 and early 1980.27 Only in April 1980 did an MPLA 
delegation arrive in Poland to learn more about the PUWP’s organizational structure 
and local activities.28 Angolan guests explained they were in the process of building 
the mass party and were particularly interested how the Communist Party operated 
on different levels.29

Polish experiences in the latter were, however, not so encouraging. After the failed 
efforts to modernize the economy through Western loans, the PUWP leadership 
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under Edward Gierek faced growing economic problems which resulted mainly from 
the poor management and increasing foreign debts.30 Unstable economic conditions 
became the breeding grounds for unrest, and in September 1980, following the 
mass workers’ protests, the Independent Self-Governing Trade Union ‘Solidarity’ 
was founded. It soon became a political and social movement consisting of nearly 
10 million Poles who challenged communist rule. Although the PUWP’s leadership 
quickly purged Gierek’s proponents, only in December 1981 General Wojciech 
Jaruzelski conducted the military putsch by implementing the Martial Law and took 
power, banning ‘Solidarity’.31 After the introduction of Martial Law, Poland found itself 
in relative international isolation. Western countries condemned the brutal crackdown 
on ‘Solidarity’, imposed sanctions and refused to maintain any political relationships 
with the government.32

Conversely, many Third World countries supported the Polish regime.33 In June 
1982, Angolan president José Eduardo dos Santos sent a letter to Jaruzelski where 
he voiced solidarity with the PUWP struggle against ‘the internal and international 
reaction’.34 In turn, Warsaw turned to the Third World and used its contacts with 
‘progressive’ or Marxist regimes to break the diplomatic isolation. One such visit 
took place in June 1982 when a delegation headed by Alexandre Rodrigues (Kito), 
member of the MPLA Politburo, visited Warsaw and met with Jaruzelski.35 Angolan 
guests were informed about the political situation in Poland and the circumstances 
that led to Martial Law. They admitted that Angola faced very similar problems and 
had to fight the ‘enemies on the internal and external fronts’.36 At that time the ruling 
MPLA was building the party-state and engaged in the struggle with Maoist, ‘left-
extremist elements’ and dissent voices within its own ranks, as well as with the military 
insurgency coming mostly from the UNITA.37

Angolans also used high-level visits to seek support for controversial political 
moves. In April 1984 President dos Santos went to Warsaw in the aftermath of the 
‘Lusaka Accords’ signed by Angola and South Africa two months earlier. The ceasefire 
agreement included the creation of a joint commission which was to monitor the 
withdrawal of South African troops from Angola. In return, the MPLA agreed to 
prevent SWAPO forces from operating in the area from which the South Africans 
withdrew.38 The deal was however highly criticized by Cuba and other socialist states, 
including the Soviet Union. According to Poland’s Foreign Ministry, Santos’s visit 
intended to explain the circumstances of the Accords, reducing the distrust and fear 
over the Angolan talks with South Africa. The Angolan delegation even prepared a 
draft communique which confirmed ‘Polish solidarity’ with the recent decision taken 
by the MPLA government. Warsaw, however declined to sign it and agreed to more 
general wording. Overall, the visit was evaluated by Poland’s Foreign Ministry as very 
fruitful.39 It also gave a new dynamism to the ideological contacts, and both sides 
signed the new agreement on cooperation between the MPLA and the PUWP which 
included yearly exchanges of high-ranking delegations.40

Poland also used ‘soft power’ to develop its relationship with the MPLA. For 
example, Warsaw frequently invited top echelons within the MPLA, as well as high-
ranking officials from the military and intelligence services to spend holidays in 
Poland.41 In August 1987, Alexandre de Lemas de Lucas, member of the MPLA’s Central 
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Committee and one of the leaders of People’s Vigilance Brigades, visited Poland for 
holidays.42 In September 1978, daughters of the former Angolan president, Irena and 
Leda Neto, came for a one-week stay.43 Poland also invited Angolan war veterans for 
medical treatment.44 For example, in January 1988 Domingos Ribeiro, member of the 
MPLA Zaire Province leadership was admitted to a Polish hospital.45 Other exchanges 
involved mutual visits by Polish and Angolan youth and parliamentary groups.46

In August 1989, Warsaw was visited by the Secretary of the MPLA’s Central 
Committee Paulo M. Junior.47 His visit took place just after the parliamentary elections 
which paved the way for a peaceful transformation and collapse of communism in 
Poland. Moreover, his visit was probably the last official contact between the People’s 
Republic of Angola and People’s Republic of Poland. A few months later, the latter 
state ceased to exist and was replaced by the Republic of Poland. While evaluating the 
political relations between these countries one might say that they were active and 
‘friendly’ which was bolstered by ideological affinity. Poland also used Angola to reduce 
its international isolation after the introduction of Martial Law. Such cordial contacts, 
however, did not influence economic cooperation, which in the 1980s remained quite 
limited.

Economic and educational cooperation

Polish-Angolan economic cooperation had its own dynamics, shaped by both 
countries’ domestic politics. The nature of Warsaw’s economic involvement in Angola 
was part of the broader policy framework negotiated via the Council for Mutual 
Economic Assistance (COMECON). During the meeting in Moscow, 12–14 April 
1977, COMECON’s members decided that the main priority in supporting the Angolan 
economy was to replace approximately thirty thousand Portuguese experts who had 
departed before independence. According to the plan, each socialist country was to 
prepare a certain number of specialists who would be sent to Angola on temporary 
contracts.48 All the COMECON members decided to provide loans which would cover 
some expenses for the specialists and agreed to increase the number of scholarships 
for Angolans.49

In practice, socialist states rarely coordinated their engagement in the matter 
and in fact tried to pursue their own agendas by balancing between the goals of 
‘socialist solidarity’ and expected financial profit. While Poland fulfilled some of 
the COMECON’s obligations, its economic policy was rather shaped (and limited) 
by Angola’s economic realities. Moreover, in 1978 Warsaw adopted the ‘Strategy for 
the long-term development of relations between the People’s Republic of Poland 
and developing countries’. This document clearly underlined that cooperation with 
the Third World should firstly serve Polish economic development, then serve the 
interests of socialist bloc, and finally should strengthen ‘progressive tendencies’ within 
the Global South.50 Such a strategy prioritized economic benefits and had a significant 
impact on Warsaw’ relationship with Luanda.

Polish-Angolan economic cooperation began already in 1976 when there was no 
official governmental agreement in the matter.51 Soon, in April 1977, both parties 
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signed the Trade Agreement and Agreement on Economic Cooperation. Warsaw 
marked Angola in 1979 as one of its top priority countries in Africa which meant 
that the MPLA’s government should be a focal point of Polish engagements on 
African continent.52 The reason why Angola was granted such a special status derived 
from ideological and political premises, and mainly resulted from a socialist way of 
development pursued by Luanda. In fact, the Soviet bloc leadership held high hopes 
that Angola would become the first Marxist-ruled state in Africa. Moreover, there were 
high expectations among Poland’s Foreign Ministry that close political links would 
transform into fruitful economic cooperation. Warsaw believed that it would soon 
gain access to Angolan raw materials, including oil. As Szobi has argued, Czechoslovak 
economic expectations in Angola were driven by prospects of economic gain, similarly 
to Poland.53 The reality, however, soon brought many disappointments.

Economic cooperation between Angola and Poland began in 1976, reaching the peak 
in 1980–1 when Warsaw became Angola’s third largest trade partner in the Soviet bloc, 
following the USSR and the GDR (see Table 10.1).54 The boost in economic cooperation 
that took place between 1978 and 1981 resulted from the five-year loan granted (with 
interest of 4.5 per cent) to Angola which was used to acquire trucks, construction 
machinery, tractors and spare parts.55 The MPLA leaders frequently complained that 
during their withdrawal, the Portuguese military took with them almost all trucks, 
paralysing communications in the country.56 In late 1976 the Angolan state owned 
only 450 trucks and 300 buses, while 3,000 trucks belonged to private hands. Although 
the government tried to address this challenge by buying Boeing 737 and five Jak-
40 planes, it was not enough to secure communications between distant parts of the 
country.57 Thus, in order to fill this gap, between 1977 and 1980 Poland delivered to 
Angola 1,639 Star-266 trucks, 292 tank trucks, 68 workshops for vehicles, 155 buses 
and 220 tank trailers.58 This was one of the biggest deals in terms of volume the Polish 
automotive industry ever had, and Star-266 trucks are still seen on the Angolan roads.

While Warsaw provided Luanda with trade loans worth 105 million USD between 
1977 and 1981, Polish import from Angola remained limited. In 1976–7, Warsaw 
purchased coffee and, in 1982, bought sisal and coffee worth 2 million USD. Initially, 
Poland was exporting more than importing from Angola which led to a trade 
disbalance, and Angola began to pile up debts to Poland (see Table 10.2). In 1984, 
Poland bought 20.6 million USD worth of coffee which was used to pay the Angolan 
debts.59 However, as we will see, the debt problem would never be resolved.

Another problem revolved around the implementation of agreed projects. In 
October 1985, ‘Pol-Mot’, the Polish state-run company responsible for export of cars, 

Table 10.1  Polish Export to Angola in Million USD

1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986

0.3 9.2 37.6 13.3 45.3 30.8 3.6 1.8 1.1 3.8 1.2

AAN, KC PZPR, LXXVI-679, Notatka na temat aktualnego stanu polsko-angolskich stosunków gospodarczych, 
Warsaw, 5 November 1986; AAN, KC PZPR, LXXVI-681, Notatka na temat aktualnego stanu polsko-angolskich 
stosunków gospodarczych, Warsaw, 12 February 1987.
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trucks and tractors, signed a contract (worth 51.5 million USD) for the deliveries of 
1,000 Star-266 trucks to Angola. However, it soon turned out that Polish industry had 
very limited capacity and was able to produce only three hundred trucks.60 Soon, this 
number decreased to 150 trucks.61 Details remain scarce but it seems this deal did not 
go through, at least not in its original version. The floundering of the deal was not an 
exception. Although the governmental agreements from 1977 included cooperation 
in maritime economy, mining and construction industry, between 1976 and 1989 
only a small number of joint projects was actually executed due to Angolan economic 
problems and lack of hard currencies required for funding foreign investments.

A further aspect of Polish-Angolan cooperation included the provision of 
scholarships. Educational aid became a significant tool that allowed the Soviet 
bloc countries to support Third World actors by sharing knowledge and expertise 
in different areas.62 It was also a big part of Poland’s contribution to development 
in Angola. In 1976, Warsaw provided Luanda with 150 scholarships, mostly for 
maritime studies, but their provision was not fully used since there were few eligible 
candidates.63 It seems that initially only thirty-three students were admitted at Polish 
universities.64 In the following years, the number of scholarships was reduced, for 
example, eight Angolan students were admitted in 1983 and only seven in 1984.65 
In 1986, Warsaw granted the MPLA thirty-one scholarships at universities and two 
places in high schools.66 In the mid-1980s, the Angolan authorities complained about 
the poor conditions their students encountered in Poland and even threatened they 
would no longer make use of the scholarships if conditions did not improve. Polish 
authorities rejected the accusations, but continuous doubts about conditions might 
explain why the numbers of Angolan students in Poland were much lower than in 
other socialist countries.67

Although the number of scholarships provided to Luanda was relatively small, 
Warsaw systematically engaged in developing the maritime sector in Angola, which 
became one of the few fields of successful long-term cooperation. In 1976, Poland 
covered the cost of three specialists who came to Angola to conduct a survey about 

Table 10.2  Angola’s Export and Import in Million USD

Export to Angola Import from Angola Trade turnover 

1985 1984 1983 1985 1984 1983 1985 1984 1983

Bulgaria 7.3 3.2 18.0 6.5 – – 13.8 3.2 18.0

CSRS 4.5 1.3 0.8 – – – 4.5 1.3 0.8
Yugoslavia – 9.0 – – – – – 9.0 –
Cuba 20.8 11.0 4.0 1.5 7.0 – 22.3 18.0 4.0
GDR 35.0 58.0 30.0 80.0 100.0 55.0 115.0 158.0 85.0
Poland 3.8 1.1 1.8 7.0 39.8 5.8 10.8 40.9 7.6
Romania – 4.0 – – 0.1 – – 4.1 –
Hungary 5.5 3.8 1.4 – – – 5.5 3.8 1.4
USSR 70.0 200.0 62.0 – – – – 200.0 62.0
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developing small marine shipyards. Soon, another twenty maritime experts arrived at 
Luanda while three specialists were sent to Brazil to supervise construction of shipping 
vessels for Angola.68 A major undertaking involved Poland covering the cost of the 
two-year course (one-off) at Maritime School in Świnoujście which was attended by 
thirty Angolans. Additionally, in 1979 Poland obtained a 2 million USD contract to 
organized and run the School of Fishery in the port city of Namibe, which was initially 
staffed by twelve lecturers and fifteen Polish instructors.69 In 1985, the Polish state-run 
Foreign Trade Enterprise ‘Navimor’ signed an agreement for the construction of ten 
fishing vessels. The deal was worth 2.7 million USD and was financed by a ‘Kuwait 
Fund’.70

Assistance in the development of the maritime sector was one of the longest projects 
Warsaw had in Angola until 1989. When communism was collapsing in Poland, there 
were several dozen Polish professors and instructors at the Namibe school.71 Moreover, 
these contacts survived the Cold War. In 2005, ‘Navimor’ built a brand-new complex of 
Academy of Fishery and Marine Sciences in Namibe, which became one of the biggest 
Polish educational projects in Africa.72

In the mid-1980s, the MPLA government raised concerns about the Soviet-Angolan 
fisheries agreement, complaining that Soviet practices might lead to overfishing. Thus, 
the Angolan government suggested that it may grant some concessions to Poland, in 
order to counterbalance the Soviet fishing. The Polish declined the Angolan offer: ‘The 
proposal of cooperation, based on allegations against [another] socialist country, is 
unacceptable to the Polish side.’ In reality though, the proposal was rejected because 
economic calculations showed the deal would not be profitable for the Polish fishing 
companies.73

Angola also became an important destination for Polish experts and instructors. In 
1976, two Polish surgeons arrived at Luanda to work at the local hospital.74 In 1983, ‘Pol-
Mot’ signed an agreement worth 569,400 USD with the Angolan Ministry of Defence 
for the employment of thirty specialists who were to maintain Polish trucks and 
vehicles. After some time, however, the Angolans terminated the deal and specialists 
returned home. Between 1981 and 1983, Polish experts from the Institute of the Potato 
in Bonin, specialized in agricultural research, conducted surveys on improving the 
production of potato in Angola, but due to military operations close to the plantation 
they too left the country. Still, in 1986 there were twenty-two Polish experts working 
there on individual contracts (mainly university teachers, doctors, engineers).75

A major obstacle which considerably hindered economic cooperation between the 
Soviet bloc and the Global South was growing indebtedness, and this problem was 
particularly clear in the case of Polish foreign trade with Angola.76 Due to economic 
mismanagement, Poland’s debt to Western countries increased from 16 billion USD 
in 1978 to 26 billion USD in 1982.77 This pressed the government to look for hard 
currency in foreign exchanges, and significantly limited investments based on barter 
agreements and low-rate loans. Angola’s debts also piled up, reaching 3 billion USD in 
the mid-1980s.78 Growing economic problems across the Soviet bloc heightened the 
MPLA’s concerns about the prospects of economic relations with the socialist states. 
Meanwhile, Eastern European states had little power to enforce repayment from the 
Global South partners.79
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These factors had a major impact on the shape of trade turnover between Poland 
and Angola. In 1982, due to economic problems, Angola suspended payments to Polish 
companies. As a result, the country’s debt to Poland increased to 103.5 million USD by 
1982, significantly reducing the volume of Polish export, because leadership in Warsaw 
was worried about the Luanda’s solvency.80 When the Angolan delegation to Warsaw 
tried to convince the Polish authorities to postpone at least part of the payments in 
May 1983, Warsaw remained reluctant, arguing that Poland faced similar economic 
problems, but even on larger scale.81 After President José Eduardo dos Santos visited 
Warsaw in April 1984, the sides agreed to defer the payments of 49.1 million USD until 
1989.82 However, underlying issues remained unchanged and in 1986 Angola again 
suspended the payments of its debts to Poland.83

While in the mid-1970s Poland had high hopes to benefit from rich Angolan raw 
materials, especially oil, these did not materialize. Unlike other sectors in the economy, 
the MPLA government did not nationalize oil production, which was administered by 
the US Gulf Oil.84 In fact, Luanda preferred to sell its oil on the world market to earn 
hard currency (badly needed to fund the war) rather than trade it with the Soviet bloc. 
Therefore, the MPLA government very rarely exported oil to its socialist partners in 
Europe.85 In 1984, Poland was able to buy 100,000 tonnes of oil and 6,750 tonnes of 
coffee which were then re-exported by Warsaw to capitalist states with approval from 
Luanda.86

In subsequent years, however, Angola refused to trade in oil, since the MPLA 
government wanted to sell it only for hard currency rather than as part of the barter 
agreements. Angola wanted to support its imports from Poland with necessary loans. 
In turn, Poland was only willing to trade if the partner provided the irrevocable letter 
of credit which included solid bank guarantees for the transaction, which was not 
beneficial for Angola.87 Both countries struggled to increase the mutual trade turnover 
but due to their economies’ complex structures, Angola’s underdevelopment, colonial 
legacy and foreign indebtedness, they failed to find an appropriate solution. In other 
words, Angolan trade with the Soviet bloc became more complicated, and especially 
less profitable. This explains why Luanda’s biggest trade partners in the 1980s were 
Portugal and France.88

There were a number of reasons why Angola’s trade with the socialist countries 
remained limited. The MPLA government argued that Soviet bloc could not provide 
the goods Angola really needed, like food. Luanda tried to find a way to boost the 
trade in a way which would not engage hard currencies, but it was nearly impossible.89 
There were also occasions when Western companies offered bribes to outbid socialist 
companies, thus gaining access to Angolan natural resources.90 Moreover, economic 
problems in Angola resulted in large increase of its debt to Poland which in 1987 
amounted to approx. 73 million USD.91 In the mid-1980s, the Polish Ministry of Foreign 
Trade evaluated that economic cooperation with Angola was possible, however it was 
limited due to Luanda’s financial problems.92

Overall, economic cooperation with Angola was significantly limited compared to 
Polish relationship with other African states like Nigeria and Libya93 mostly because 
these countries did not implement the socialist way of development and conducted 
trade in US dollars. Both sides faced the similar challenges related to the central-planned 
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economy, had large foreign debts and were looking for hard currencies. This all had a 
damaging effect on mutual trade which almost came to a standstill in the 1980s.

Polish military and intelligence involvement

Since the outbreak of the civil war, the MPLA strongly relied on the Soviet bloc 
for the constant inflow of weapons. Although the majority of the deliveries were 
arranged by the USSR, Cuba or the GDR, Warsaw also engaged in enhancing the 
MPLA’s military capabilities. While Poland’s first aid package from 1975 included 
only non-lethal equipment, subsequent deliveries consisted mostly of weapons and 
ammunition. Angolan authorities usually did not buy weapons in the Soviet bloc but 
received them on the non-refundable basis, as a token of ‘socialist solidarity’ and 
support for their Marxist agenda. Thus, Poland’s government decided in December 
1975 to grant urgent military assistance in the form of weapons, ammunition, 
medications and food.94

Between 24 January and 5 February 1976, these goods were airfreighted from 
Warsaw to Luanda in four flights by IŁ-62, which belonged to the Polish LOT airline.95 
At the same time Poland sent to Angola a special delegation consisting of military 
instructors whose goal was to provide the guidelines on how to handle the donated 
military equipment. Three military intelligence officers were also embedded in the 
delegation.96 They were working undercover as employees of CENZIN, the Polish 
state-run enterprise responsible for arms trade, and their primary goal was to set up 
a temporary military intelligence station.97 The station operated from 23 January to 
5 February 1976 and sent to Warsaw fifteen reports about the political and military 
situation in Angola.98

After the deliveries from early 1976 were completed, Poland’s Foreign Ministry 
concluded that there was already enough weapons in Angola, so Warsaw should engage 
in other forms of assistance, for example by providing special training for Angolan 
sailors and by sending military instructors.99 The draft project estimated such (one-off) 
support would cost 1.1 million USD.100 It seems that such an ambitious project did not 
materialize, but in May 1976 Warsaw decided to send two naval officers to evaluate the 
possibility of establishing training assistance to Angolan sailors.101 Commodores Józef 
Kośmider and Tadeusz Pawelec arrived to Luanda in October 1976, and beyond their 
official obligations, they were also tasked with secretly collecting information about 
the military and political situation on the ground.102 After one month, they returned 
to Poland and reported that Angola needed urgent development of a modern Navy, 
however the infrastructure was very poor and the military lacked skilled professionals 
who would be able to operate Soviet-made equipment.103

Although Poland’s Foreign Ministry claimed that MPLA possessed enough 
weapons, in the following years Warsaw organized several military aid packages, 
usually in response to Angolan requests. For example, in September 1977, Luanda 
asked for 10,000 weapons and ammunition to equip the civil defence troops. ‘They 
want to use it for propaganda purposes during the parade on 11 November’ – reads 
the cipher-text from Luanda. Angolan authorities even agreed to cover the shipping 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Globalizing Independence Struggles of Lusophone Africa202

costs. However, documents do not indicate whether the deliveries were executed. 
Nevertheless, in October 1977, the USSR did provide the MPLA with 30,000 pieces of 
weapons.104 In January 1978, Warsaw donated to Angola ‘kbk rifles’105 (13,000), PPSz 
submachine guns (2,000) and ammunition.106 Soon, in April 1978, another aid package 
was transferred and it included 82 mm mortars (100) with ammunition (60,000), film 
projectors (2) and uniforms for men and women (1,400).107 In February 1979, Poland 
airfreighted military equipment to Luanda and on the way back took several Angolans, 
probably for medical treatment.108

After the Martial Law in Poland was lifted in July 1983, Warsaw continued its 
support to the MPLA and in December 1983 donated PPSz submachine guns (500) 
with ammunition (305,000), TT pistols (100) and tropical uniforms (1,000).109 One 
of the last aid package was delivered in 1986 as a response for request formulated 
by Afonso Van-Dunem, the Angolan minister of foreign affairs.110 Warsaw shipped 
to Luanda PPSz submachine guns (500), TT pistols (100), 7.62 mm ammunition 
(305,000), 50 tonnes of hardtacks, as well as medications and uniforms.111 In 1986 
Polish Ministry of Internal Affairs provided also a training for unknown number of 
Angolan ‘security’ officers.112

Besides military support, Poland also engaged in limited intelligence activity. 
In August 1976, the head of Soviet advisors in Angola, general Ilya Ponomarenko, 
requested that the Polish mission in Luanda create a position of military attaché. 
He argued that the opening of such a post would guarantee the dominance of 
representatives from the Warsaw Pact countries over envoys from other socialist 
countries, like Yugoslavia, North Korea or Vietnam.113 Poland’s Ministry of Defence 
quickly granted the request and used the office as a base for establishing its permanent 
military intelligence station.114 The station was established in late 1976 and operated 
until mid-1982. Beyond collecting information, Polish military intelligence did not 
have any significant results; and in 1981 the station’s achievements in the selection and 
recruitment of human assets were evaluated as ‘insufficient’.115

After the introduction of Martial Law in Poland, Jaruzelski’s regime conducted 
purges in the Foreign Ministry, closing several diplomatic missions and military attaché 
offices, located mostly in the Third World. Such decisions were motivated primarily by 
economic considerations, designed to save hard currency. Angola was included on the 
‘savings list’, which indicated that Warsaw in fact ceased to perceive this country as its 
number one priority in Africa. Thus, the office of the military attaché and the military 
intelligence station in Luanda were shut down in 1982.116

However, Polish civilian intelligence presence remained active in the country. In 
April 1982, civilian intelligence (Departament I Ministerstwa Spraw Wewnętrznych) 
established its own station (codename ‘ANDOS’) inside the Polish embassy in Luanda, 
which however was smaller than its military predecessor in terms of staffing.117 Its 
main aim was to provide counter-intelligence protection for Polish experts working in 
Angola, and to secure the constant inflow of up-to-date information on the political 
situation.118 The station was closed in 1990,119 after Poland’s democratic transition led 
to the reconfiguration of Warsaw’s foreign policy priorities, which shifted away from 
the Global South to the Western world.120

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



Polish Relations with Angola, 1975–89 203

Conclusions

The Polish approach towards the MPLA’s struggle with Portuguese colonialism was 
ambivalent. While Warsaw publicly supported the national liberation movements, 
it did not often provide military support. Such an ambiguous stance was, however, 
abandoned after Angola gained its independence in 1975. Change in the Polish position 
resulted from the clear Marxist course pursued by Luanda and engagement of the other 
socialist states. Warsaw was aware of its minor contribution to the decolonization 
process and, to some extent, wanted to compensate for its previous modest support by 
engaging more broadly in equipping the Angolan army with modern weaponry and in 
modernizing the country’s infrastructure.

In the late 1970s, Poland treated the MPLA-ruled Angola as its number one priority 
in Africa. Indeed, frequent political contacts on the highest levels and exchanges 
of different delegations, which took place almost every year, might suggest that 
Warsaw forged a close cooperation with Luanda. These active relations, however, 
did not transform into successful economic cooperation. Poland conducted a very 
pragmatic policy based on calculations of cost-effectiveness. While political and 
ideological support was broadly provided as a token of socialist solidarity and did not 
require much investment, economic collaboration proved to be unprofitable due to 
contradictory interests derived from the economies’ different structures. Moreover, 
both parties became disillusioned about the economic prospects offered by the socialist 
world system. While the late 1970s saw the rise of trade and might be evaluated as 
a ‘honeymoon’ in their relations, Poland’s internal crisis and growing debt led to a 
‘separation’ by the mid-1980s. From then on, economic cooperation was very limited 
and remained so until 1989.

There were, however, significant areas where Poland contributed to Angolan 
industrial development, and these spheres were not entirely related to ideological 
cooperation. The transfer of knowledge might serve as an example of a concrete way 
in which Poland shared its experience with Angola. The most important contributions 
were provided within the maritime industry and, remarkably, they stood the test of 
time, being the only joint project that continued after the collapse of communism.
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Globalizing violence and resistance in  
São Tomé and Príncipe 

Gerhard Seibert and Inês Nascimento Rodrigues

São Tomé and Príncipe is a small two-island nation in the Gulf of Guinea. The 
archipelago was uninhabited until the late fifteenth century when the Portuguese 
gradually occupied and colonized the territory with settlers and enslaved Africans. 
The islands served as a sugar producer and a crucial outpost for the transatlantic 
slave traffic. After the formal abolition of slavery in São Tomé in 1875, the Portuguese 
brought in – with different levels of coercion – ‘contract workers’ (contratados) from 
Angola, Mozambique and Cabo Verde, to work in the re-established plantation 
economy (of coffee and, later, cocoa). The so-called contract work (in practice, forced 
labour) in the plantations (roças) was comparable to slavery, due to its recruitment 
methods and severe labour conditions.1 This plantation system was already shaped 
by key transnational dimensions: on the one hand, the slave-like labour conditions of 
the contratados became the target of a British campaign against ‘slave cocoa’ that in 
1909 culminated in a boycott of São Tomé’s cocoa; on the other, Portuguese planters 
capitalized on the expertise of foreign crop scientists to increase productivity.2 During 
the anticolonial struggle, São Tomé’s nationalists denounced the brutal plantation and 
labour system as part of a wider experience of colonial violence. This legacy played 
a central role in the state and nation-building process, informing, immediately after 
independence, the nationalization of the plantations.3

As the previous chapters have shown, the Cold War and anti-imperialist thought of 
the time profoundly shaped the political struggle against Portuguese colonialism and 
the early post-independence period of Portugal’s former African colonies. The same 
applies to the islands of São Tomé and Príncipe. However, unlike Angola, Guinea-
Bissau and Mozambique, this archipelago – like Cabo Verde – did not experience an 
armed struggle in its territory. Moreover, until 1974 the local population was practically 
unacquainted with anticolonial theory. Therefore, only the ensuing international 
political context, the specific circumstances of Portugal’s decolonization and the 
cohesion of liberation movements in Portugal’s African colonies can explain that 
within a few months the left-wing nationalist party – the Movimento de Libertação de 
São Tomé e Príncipe (MLSTP) – consisting mainly of a small group of nationalists in 
exile took power mostly uncontested after independence in July 1975.
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It is an irony of history that during the Salazar dictatorship the few nationalists 
from this archipelago and other colonies were politically socialized during their 
student years in Portugal, where they accessed political ideas inspired by Bandung, 
the Algerian liberation struggle, the Cuban revolution, pan-Africanism, Marxism 
and socialism in general, which dominated the debates and discourses within their 
associations. Many African students were also in touch with Portuguese underground 
left-wing parties like Movimento de Unidade Democrática (MUD) Juvenil and 
Partido Comunista Português (PCP). Consequently, many of those students became 
influenced by Marxism, which Patrick Chabal later categorized as ‘at the time the only 
coherent ideology that opposed the Salazar regime’.4 Later, this option was reinforced 
when the regime refused to engage in any form of decolonization.5 While Portugal’s 
other African colonies continue to receive substantive scholarly attention, the case 
of São Tomé and Príncipe has been largely ignored even by specialized literature, 
even though its continuities and particularities can illuminate the extent to which an 
international framework shaped independence beyond armed conflict. With that in 
mind, this chapter rebuilds the political history and ideological foundations of the 
archipelago’s first nationalist group, the Comité de Libertação de São Tomé e Príncipe 
(CLSTP), created in 1960, and of its 1972 successor, the MLSTP, when analysing the 
anticolonial and early postcolonial processes of this small and remote archipelago 
within global history. In São Tomé, the MLSTP never formally adopted Marxism-
Leninism, although this was a clear trend in the political project implemented in the 
first years of independence.6

After independence, the country faced significant socioeconomic challenges and 
was highly susceptible to exogenous events, particularly as far as the then socialist 
countries are concerned. Several factors prevented a successful reform of the 
dominant plantations, further weakening the country’s economy. The country lacked 
adequately trained and experienced professionals to properly run the nationalized 
plantations. Agricultural work on the plantations, which once symbolized slavery and 
colonial oppression locally, met the same popular resistance as before independence. 
Additional factors affecting the economy were fluctuations of international cocoa 
prices, as well as periods of severe drought in the early 1980s, which undermined 
cocoa production, the country’s primary export product. Therefore, the socialist 
ideology of São Tomé’s leaders coincided with the need to diversify the country’s 
foreign relations, both economically and diplomatically, a process with similarities 
to Cabo Verde, described by Barros, Monteiro and Costa in Chapter 12 of this book. 
The MLSTP’s option was to a certain extent influenced by Cold War dynamics, as it 
had to rely on both superpowers (and their allies) for the necessary resources and 
assistance.

The option for a socialist one-party state guided by the socialist countries and 
the Cuban experience, we argue, was conditioned by Cold War bipolarization, by 
the  consequent socialist option of the liberation movements and by the support 
of the socialist countries that exported their models to extend their geopolitical 
influence, as well as by the Portuguese Revolution in 1974/5.7 However, from the 
mid-1980s onward, the country’s material demands ushered in a change in political 
direction.

 

 

 

 



Violence and Resistance in São Tomé and Príncipe 213

São Tomé’s modest liberation struggle, 1960–74

Due to insularity and limited size, which made it easy for the Portuguese security forces 
to quash any potential opposition, there was no significant political action, let alone 
armed resistance against colonialism in São Tomé. Consequently, the liberation 
struggle was fought exclusively from exile in the political and diplomatic arenas. São 
Tomé and Príncipe’s first nationalist group demanding independence, the CLSTP, was 
created in September 1960 by Miguel Trovoada and João Guadalupe de Ceita, two 
Santomean students in Portugal, while they were on holidays in São Tomé, together 
with local friends Leonel d’Alva, António ‘Oné’ Pires dos Santos and a few others.8

Because the foundation of Portuguese colonialism in the archipelago relied on the 
exploitation of contratados from other African colonies through forced labour, it is not 
surprising that questions regarding the plantation system were one of the committee’s 
central axes. The CLSTP’s political programme demanded the abolition of privileges 
for whites; the establishment of a republican, democratic, secular, anticolonial and anti-
imperialistic regime; and the abolition of forced labour. Further demands included 
the introduction of an eight-hour workday, free medical care, gradual abolition of 
unemployment, literacy campaigns and compulsory primary education. Regarding 
the plantation economy, the programme called for an agrarian reform, the gradual 
development of planning, the end of agricultural monoculture and the mechanization 
of agriculture.

Finally, it advocated the principles of an independent foreign policy committed 
to African unity and non-alignment to the military blocks.9 Miguel Trovoada, 
CLSTP chairman, represented the group at the CONCP’s foundation meeting in 
April 1961. Concerning São Tomé and Príncipe, the CONCP’s final resolution 
demanded Portugal’s expulsion from the International Labour Organization (ILO) 
and denounced manoeuvres to create a hostile environment between the Santomeans 
and the African contratados on the roças, thus impeding their unity of action against 
the common enemy.10 This point referred to the fact that generally the local creole 
population refused plantation work and lived socially and spatially segregated from the 
contratados confined in the plantations. At the time the islands had a total population 
of about 63,700 inhabitants, of whom 22,600 were plantation workers from Angola, 
Mozambique and Cabo Verde.

While in Portugal’s other colonies diplomacy was a counterpart to war on the ground, 
in this case the international arena was the very core of the liberation struggle. In 1961, 
Trovoada and Carlos Graça established a CLSTP delegation in Libreville, Gabon. At 
the same time, another group of the CLSTP settled in Accra at the invitation of Ghana’s 
president Kwame Nkrumah, who had established a Bureau of African Affairs that 
hosted several African liberation movements. In contrast to the movements in Angola, 
Mozambique and Guinea-Bissau, the CLSTP lacked any rival organization. It was also 
unable to carry out anticolonial actions in the islands themselves where the Portuguese 
secret police PIDE (International and State Defence Police) easily maintained tight 
control. Notwithstanding the absence of significant political actions at home, thanks 
to the support of other CONCP members, in 1962 the UN General Assembly officially 
recognized the CLSTP as the sole legitimate representative of the Santomean people. 
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In September that year, Trovoada addressed the UN Special Committee on Territories 
under Portuguese Administration where he denounced Portuguese colonial rule in 
the archipelago.11 In May 1963, in Addis Ababa, Trovoada and Graça participated as 
observers in the foundation of the Organization of African Unity (OAU). Subsequently 
the OAU recognized the CLSTP as liberation movement, and its Liberation Committee 
provided the CLSTP office in Libreville with financial aid.

Amidst internal strife, the CLSTP’s activities were scarce, and in November 1965, 
PIDE attributed the absence of nationalist agitation in São Tomé to the insular 
situation and a lack of organization of the few nationalist-minded individuals.12 
Following their expulsion from Accra after the 1966 military coup, São Tomé’s 
nationalists exiled in different countries met again only in July 1972 when eight 
nationalists gathered in Santa Isabel (now Malabo) to reconstitute the CLSTP 
as MLSTP. As Trovoada’s leadership aspirations lacked consensus, Manuel Pinto 
da Costa, who had earned a PhD in economics in East Berlin in 1971, emerged 
as a compromise candidate and was elected MLSTP secretary general.13 Like his 
comrades, Pinto da Costa was part of São Tomé’s small, educated elite. Following 
secondary education in Luanda and Lisbon, he arrived in East Berlin in the early 
1960s. His training in the German Democratic Republic (GDR) convinced him that 
a socialist transition was viable in his country.

In January 1973 the OUA Liberation Committee officially recognized the MLSTP.14 
However, it is worth noting that the Directorate General of Security (DGS, which 
replaced the PIDE in 1969) in São Tomé was, apparently, unaware of the existence 
of the MLSTP at the end of 1973. At the time the DGS’s fortnightly report stated that 
‘although we have not received much information from abroad, we have the impression 
that the CLSTP [sic] is inactive or disorganised’.15 The lack of awareness of the existence 
of MLSTP on the islands would change only after Portugal’s Carnation Revolution of 
25 April 1974.

The struggle for independence arrives in  
São Tomé, 1974–5

On 12 July 1975, the country became independent under MLSTP leadership. When 
the national flag was raised for the first time and MLSTP secretary general Manuel 
Pinto da Costa, the country’s first president, gave his inaugural speech, the message 
was one of revolution and unity. The symbolism contained in this statement, in the 
presence of hundreds of Santomeans and a Portuguese delegation led by Admiral Rosa 
Coutinho, is not surprising, considering the long history of colonial oppression and 
the troubled months on the islands following the Carnation Revolution.

The MLSTP – recognized by the Portuguese authorities as the sole interlocutor in 
October 1974 – set up the transitional government on 21 December the same year. 
The period from May 1974 to July 1975 was however characterized by diverse conflicts 
and tensions within the MLSTP, between the MLSTP and other projects as well as 
by the initial absence of political identification between the MLSTP and the islands’ 
population.16 Soon after the Carnation Revolution, two groups emerged, the Frente 
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Popular Livre (FPL) in May and the Associação Cívica Pró-MLSTP in June, which was 
an instrument of the MLSTP since its leadership decided to remain in Libreville.

The FPL was short-lived, particularly because it was advocating a federalist solution 
for the archipelago.17 Moreover they were intimidated and marginalized by their 
opponents, who denounced them as reactionaries, neocolonialists and enemies of the 
people. Finally, in August of the same year, the FPL announced its dissolution and the 
integration of its members into the MLSTP.18 On 28 August 1974, MLSTP secretary 
general Pinto da Costa spoke for the first time directly to the population in the radio 
programme ‘The Voice of the People of São Tomé and Príncipe’ broadcast from 
Libreville. He said that the military coup in Portugal had created better conditions 
for the anticolonial struggle but had not brought independence. He stressed that the 
MLSTP would struggle not for jobs in the Portuguese colonial administration but for 
total independence. Further he praised the FPL’s dissolution and invoked the unity 
of all nationalist forces under MLSTP leadership, since a divided people could not 
defeat the enemy. Echoing the traditional line of CONCP’s original movements, he also 
declared that the struggle was directed against Portuguese colonial oppression, but not 
against the Portuguese people.19

The other competing project would become the Associação Cívica Pró-MLSTP, 
which intended, in the absence of the party leadership in the territory, to function 
as its ‘legal arm’ in the struggle for total independence. Since June 1974, successively 
more than twenty young students arrived from Lisbon to wage the political struggle. 
They had been politically socialized by the ideas of pan-Africanism, black power, 
Marxism and Maoism. Thanks to the determination and militancy of these students, 
they succeeded in mobilizing the local population and contratados alike. But regardless 
of their participation in the independence struggle, the African plantation workers 
remained largely absent in the actual political process.

This group of young educated people, inspired by Marxism-Leninism and imbued 
with a revolutionary discourse, endeavoured to energize a set of actions among the 
population, from strikes and demonstrations to the invasion of agricultural properties 
and boycotts to commercial shops, which generated fear among the about two thousand 
Portuguese residents and antagonism with the newly appointed governor (later high 
commissioner) António Pires Veloso.20 One of the most sensitive issues in which they 
became involved, and which eventually led to the Cívica’s rupture with the MLSTP, 
was related to the Caçadores 7, a colonial troop made up of Santomean soldiers. The 
students of the Associação Cívica (and two ministers in the transitional government) 
wanted this military contingent – whom they considered reactionary – dismantled and 
replaced by a popular militia. Pires Veloso refused to do so, threatening to anticipate 
the independence date that was defined in the Algiers Agreement, signed on 26 
November 1974, and to cut Portuguese funding to the islands after independence, 
among others. The Cívica wanted to get rid of the troops they saw as a threat for a 
future socialist regime, whereas Pires Veloso wanted to prevent a (perceived) radical 
leftist regime after independence. Faced with this situation, MLSTP leader Pinto da 
Costa returned earlier to São Tomé in March 1975, at which point he gave in to Pires 
Veloso to neutralize and dissolve the Cívica, which had become a threat to his own 
power aspirations.21
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If, during the struggle for independence in 1974–5 the actions of the extinct 
FPL were recurrently connoted as imperialist, the participation of the Cívica in the 
liberation struggle became, in turn, at least partially silenced during the MLSTP 
single party regime, so that its elder leadership emerged as the main symbol in the 
archipelago’s liberation from colonialism. In a territory that achieved independence 
without resorting to armed struggle, in addition to the elections held on the eve of 
independence, the legitimacy of the MLSTP was sustained, above all, on two axes. On 
the one hand, in mythical and foundational narratives centred around the binomial 
of heroism and sacrifice, and considered precursors of the Santomeans anticolonial 
resistance, such as the Batepá massacre in 1953, when dozens of Santomeans were 
killed by colonists mobilized by Governor Carlos Gorgulho (a national holiday was 
established commemorating this event after independence).22

On the other hand, MLSTP’s legitimacy also rested on memorializing its liberation 
struggle credentials. While there has never been a war in São Tomé, the figure of the 
combatant remains central, even if this combatant does not carry a weapon ‘in his 
hand’, as alluded to in the lyrics of the Santomean national anthem composed by the 
renowned poet and nationalist Alda Espírito Santo.23 The case of the two men who 
accidently died on 6 September 1974 are a particular example of this move. They are 
the only fatalities registered during the independence struggle. On that day, Santomean 
soldiers, alarmed by demonstrators, discovered weapons hidden in boxes loaded on a 
lorry in front of a bakery in the city. Alarmed by the agitation among the about two 
hundred people present, the Military Police appeared on the scene and fired in the 
air. After the incident the stevedore Manuel Rodrigues Pita known as Giovani was 
found dead hit by a stray bullet in a hollow some seventy metres away from the bakery. 
On the same day, Paulo Ferreira, a young Santomean soldier, died after falling from a 
moving jeep because he was overtired following a long mission. After independence, 
6 September became a holiday called Day of National Heroes (in 1980 renamed Day 
of the Armed Forces) in homage of the two men who lost their life by accidents on 
that day.

The conflict between the elder MLSTP leadership and the Cívica was not only 
ideological, but to some extent also generational since most of the student activists 
were in their twenties. In the end it was a power struggle that was decided in favour of 
the moderate faction thanks to the active intervention of Pires Veloso who succeeded 
in turning most of the people against the Cívica. In addition to Pinto da Costa’s 
eagerness to ensure his leadership, Pires Veloso wished to prevent a group he labelled 
‘radicals’ from gaining power.

São Tomé’s socialist one-party state, 1975–90

Like the movements who came to power in Portugal’s other former African colonies, 
MLSTP adopted a political and economic model based on a sole ruling socialist party 
as the guiding force of state and society, and a centralized planned economy.24 At the 
time of independence São Tomé and Príncipe had a population of about 80,000 people. 
Socialism would coexist with other currents of political thought, as well as with the 
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characteristics of small island states, such as the prevalence of face-to-face interactions 
and a tendency to personalize and patronize the political process.25

The ruling party selected the national flag, based on its own flag with the pan-
African colours of Ethiopia, as well as the national holidays and historic heroes. It 
renamed Christmas Day on 25 December ‘Day of the Family’ to emphasize the 
socialist state’s secular nature.26 For the same reason, the MLSTP replaced the islands’ 
traditional local Catholic feasts by secular district festivals organized by the party. 
Many Portuguese names of streets and those of schools were replaced by the names of 
progressive African leaders.27 However, the MLSTP did not assign streets the names of 
non-African revolutionary leaders as, for example, FRELIMO did in Maputo.

In foreign policy, São Tomé and Príncipe’s government looked to the Portuguese-
speaking African countries (PALOP) as natural political allies, and while officially 
non-aligned, socialist states were also regarded as such. At least until 1989, Portugal 
was the only non-socialist country with a resident ambassador in the country, while 
the Soviet Union, GDR, Cuba, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and Angola 
maintained embassies in São Tomé. Governmental trips also reflected São Tomé’s ties 
with socialist countries. In December 1975 President Pinto da Costa made his first 
official visits to Romania, PRC and North Korea.28 Prime Minister Miguel Trovoada 
paid visits to Cuba in September 1976 and the USSR the following month.29 In April 
1977 Pinto da Costa visited the GDR.30

The following year São Tomé signed its first economic cooperation agreement with 
East Berlin, while the MLSTP endorsed a partisan cooperation arrangement with the 
ruling United Socialist Party of Germany (SED). The socialist countries were also 
the most important providers of higher education training. Until 1984 more than 
seven hundred students from the islands had been sent for technical and university 
courses abroad, predominantly to Cuba, the USSR, GDR, Romania and other socialist 
countries.31 When they returned home, they were provided with jobs in the expanding 
state apparatus and state-owned enterprises. Particularly the students who departed 
during the first years after independence could advance considerably after their 
return. Many would become government ministers and high officeholders in the state 
administration or occupied key positions in the state-run economy.32

The USSR and Cuba supported the country less economically and more on a 
technical level (health, education, security, etc.). The USSR provided mainly military 
aid, advisors and training. In 1981, São Tomé and Moscow signed a fishing agreement 
that allowed the Soviets to fish and do maritime scientific research in the archipelago’s 
waters. Also included in the agreement was assistance in training national cadres 
and feasibility studies for the establishment of a joint Soviet-Santomean fisheries 
enterprise.33 Furthermore, it was reported in the Portuguese press that Soviet 
technicians would be setting up a radar station near the Monte Café property.34 The ties 
with socialist Cuba were more central. The MLSTP looked to Cuba, a tropical island 
with a plantation economy which had successfully constructed a socialist society and 
economy, as an example. Still in 1975 the first group of Santomean students left for 
Cuba and in July the following year eighteen soldiers were sent there for military 
training. When Trovoada visited Cuba in October 1976 he told his hosts that he was 
convinced that Cuba would succeed in constructing a communist society.35
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During a one-week visit to Cuba in November 1978 Pinto da Costa was bestowed 
by Fidel Castro with the highest National Order ‘José Martí’. In his acceptance speech 
Pinto da Costa assured his host that his own country was also ‘determined to advance 
on the luminous path of constructing a society without exploited or exploiters’.36 At 
that time some 140 Cuban experts had already moved to São Tomé, creating a parallel 
administration on all decision-making levels.

Among the PALOP, Angola was the most important ally. It provided São Tomé 
with fuel supplies at preferential prices that were significantly below world market 
prices. In addition, for years Angola’s national airline Transportes Aéreos de Angola 
(TAAG) maintained the only regular flight connection to and from São Tomé. In 
1978, at the MLSTP regime’s request, Angola sent troops to São Tomé to protect the 
local regime against a supposed external imperialist threat.37 Contrary to the times of 
colonialism, when the Portuguese were practically the only foreigners in the islands, 
the independent nation became increasingly internationalized, in the first fifteen years 
predominantly with people from the then-socialist countries.

In spite of a prevalence of political and diplomatic ties with the socialist bloc and the 
Portuguese and French-speaking African countries, São Tomé’s foreign economic trade 
was strongly engaged with Western capitalist countries (in particular with Portugal, 
but also with the Netherlands, the main destinations of national exports, among 
others).38 If in July 1975, São Tomé and Príncipe joined the OAU and implemented its 
resolution that prohibited South African Airways and other airlines flying to or from 
South Africa to enter its national airspace, in August that year São Tomé submitted 
its application for membership of the Lomé Convention, a trade agreement with the 
European Economic Community (EEC). In September 1975 the archipelago became 
the 140th member state of the UN. São Tomé’s first foreign embassy was opened 
August 1975 in Lisbon, while the first bilateral cooperation agreement with Portugal 
was signed in December that year. As part of this agreement, in early 1976 the first 
seventeen of a group of thirty-two Portuguese teachers arrived in São Tomé.39

Regarding nation-state-building processes, ‘without openly espousing Marxism-
Leninism as an iderology’, the one-party regime adopted ‘the design of “social 
revolution” and anti-colonialist and anti-imperialist unity’.40 The newly independent 
country’s political Constitution and its successive amendments reflect this commitment. 
At independence the Constituent Assembly authorized the MLSTP Political Bureau 
to approve a provisional Fundamental Law of twenty-two articles. Under this law 
São Tomé and Príncipe became a one-party state where the seven-member MLSTP 
Political Bureau exercised the sovereign powers of the state.41 In November 1975 the 
Political Bureau and the Constituent Assembly approved the political constitution. The 
preamble defined the construction of a society free from exploitation of man by man as 
the outcome of a democratic and popular revolution guided by the MLSTP.

Under this constitution the MLSTP had the duty to determine the state’s political 
orientation. Private property was not abolished, but state property was considered the 
preponderant driving force of the national economy. The legislative power was vested 
in a thirty-three-member Popular National Assembly (ANP) with a four-year term 
that held two sessions per year. Its members were not elected but composed of the 
seven members of the Political Bureau, four government members, thirteen local party 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Violence and Resistance in São Tomé and Príncipe 219

committee delegates, two representatives of the women’s organization and the party 
youth, and five capable citizens appointed by the MLSTP. The ANP elected the head of 
state for a four-year term and appointed the members of the Supreme Court proposed 
by the MLSTP. In its inaugural session in December 1975 the ANP duly elected Pinto 
da Costa as president.42

By then, almost all Portuguese settlers had left the islands, depriving the country’s 
administration and economy of trained and experienced personnel. Since Portuguese 
colonialism had prevented adequate school education and professional training for 
Africans, at the time of independence there were very few nationals with a university 
education. Many of the locals who replaced the departed Portuguese in the public 
administration, the plantation economy and trade were inadequately prepared for their 
jobs. The plantation economy based on cocoa monoculture remained the dominant 
sector of the national economy, since it employed about half of the wage earners and 
provided the bulk of the country’s export income. The MLSTP regime aimed to use 
the export income generated by the cocoa plantations to diversify the economy and 
to finance social programmes. Already in a message in February 1975, the MLSTP 
leadership announced that ‘with cocoa money we shall be able to create hospitals, 
crèches, schools, and contribute to the establishment of certain industries, which will 
not have any other objective than to serve the people, and consequently the workers 
themselves’.43

After independence most Angolan and Mozambican plantation workers returned 
to their home countries, whereas the about nine thousand Cabo Verdeans did not 
leave.44 They remained in the estates due to a tacit agreement between the governments 
in Praia and São Tomé, since at the time the former was not in the condition to 
receive thousands of returnees, while the latter needed their labour for the plantation 
economy. As during colonialism, despite changed ownership after independence the 
local population did not accept plantation work and therefore refused to replace the 
repatriated contratados on the agricultural estates.45

Two months after independence, President Manuel Pinto da Costa had announced 
the nationalization of the plantations, perceived as the symbol of colonial oppression. 
On 30 September 1975, at a mass meeting in the capital, Pinto da Costa proclaimed 
the nationalization without compensation of the twenty-three largest Portuguese-
owned plantations that were placed under the management of so-called Provisional 
Administrative Commissions. In October 1978 another twenty-seven privately owned 
plantations were nationalized and in March the following year the nationalized 
estates were reorganized into fifteen large State Agriculture and Livestock Enterprises 
(EEA), whose total area ranged from 2,370 ha to 17,054 ha. The area of the newly 
created agricultural state companies, including two in Príncipe, covered 92 per cent 
of the archipelago’s total land area. The MLSTP praised the nationalization of the 
Portuguese-owned plantations as ‘a great victory of the forces of popular emancipation 
over the greatest symbol of colonial oppression’46 and declared 30 September a national 
holiday (initially called ‘Anniversary of the opening of the New Front in the Struggle 
for Economic Independence’, then in 1980 renamed ‘Agricultural Reform Day’).

While their social status remained practically unchanged, plantation workers 
had thirty days of annual leave and could leave the estates outside working hours. 
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The state also nationalized a few existing companies in the hotel, beverages, energy, 
fuel, construction, insurance and telecommunication sectors and established new 
companies in the fishing, poultry, clothing, pharmaceutical and ceramics sectors. The 
regime also set up a retail trade network of so-called Lojas do Povo (People’s Shops) in 
abandoned buildings, which sold essential goods at subsidized prices. Consequently, 
the state legally controlled all economic activities by fixing prices and salaries, handling 
imports and exports and marketing consumer goods.

However, because of various constraints, including poor management and a lack of 
a sufficient number of national cadres during first years of independence, the planned 
socioeconomic transformations did not achieve the desired results. The Ministry of 
Agriculture, in charge of the management of state-owned estates, appointed directors 
from the capital without agricultural or management experience. It soon became 
evident that neither the ministry nor the directors were prepared to efficiently allocate 
labour, inputs and equipment to the large estates. At the same time, despite the regime’s 
socialist rhetoric, the status of plantation workers did not improve after independence 
since they were still widely perceived as second-class citizens, thus mirroring the 
sociocultural and spatial segregation between Santomeans (forros) and the African 
plantation workers during colonialism.47

Despite the roças’ nationalization, little had changed within their hierarchy: most 
positions of responsibility were occupied by members of the MLSTP; more technical 
intermediate positions, such as foremen, as well as more administrative positions, were 
left with those who already held them before independence, and the former contratados 
continued to have the same place as agricultural labourers of the plantations, that is, 
the same symbolic and structural place of social invisibility.48

As a result, the number of plantation workers steadily declined since they 
abandoned the ailing estates and migrated to the capital. In addition, the state failed 
to provide adequate investments for nationalized plantations. Thus, instead of the 
announced rupture, what existed was a system of continuity with the colonial years, 
where the roça remained a structure that hierarchized society and its various segments, 
assigning agricultural workers the space at the base of the pyramid, even though their 
presence was understood as fundamental for the islands’ economic sustenance.49 In 
addition, the agricultural sector was underfunded. In fact, between 1975 and 1987 only 
22 per cent of total investments were allocated to the agricultural sector.50 As a result, 
the country’s cocoa production began to drop when productivity decreased, and the 
original infrastructure had been run down. Consequently, São Tomé’s export revenue 
fell from $27 million in 1979 to $9 million in 1981. In 1985, in his official address 
on Independence Day, President Pinto da Costa admitted that his regime had lacked 
both adequate structures and technical means to transform the plantations into an 
instrument of socioeconomic development of the new society.51

Despite the poor performance of cocoa production – due to a combination of 
various factors, including a lack of qualified personnel, mismanagement and a severe 
drought in 1982 that exacerbated the problem – Santomean officials used Cold War 
alliances to assert some material claims, as Immanuel Rafael Harisch demonstrates. 
For example, they secured a barter agreement with the GDR, from 1982 to 1987, fixing 
prices on cocoa that were approximately 10 per cent higher than the global market 
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price.52 It is, however, difficult to ascertain how the actual implementation of this 
barter agreement took place and whether cocoa exports were actually redirected to 
the GDR. For example, Vogt claims that the GDR did not import the cocoa shipments, 
but sold them in Rotterdam to satisfy its foreign exchange needs.53 Nevertheless, in the 
context of rapid declining prices of cocoa and ‘insinuating “socialist solidarity” against 
a devastating capitalist system’, in 1982 São Tomé would still appeal to its socialist allies 
as natural partners, a role that they soon proved to be unprepared (or unwilling) to 
play.54

Other sectors of the economy suffered from the same problems as the agriculture, 
namely a lack of adequately trained personnel, maladministration and clientelism. 
Moreover, many state-owned companies were damaged by corruption and fraud 
by their own management. As a result, none of the economic sectors accomplished 
the objectives established in the regime’s consecutive economic plans. Most public 
enterprises became loss making, further worsening the state finances that were already 
negatively affected by the increasing debts of the large agricultural enterprises. The 
precarious economic situation led the MLSTP regime to review its foreign policy in 
search of aid, which the socialist countries were not able or inclined to provide. In turn, 
the political price for the aid was a rapprochement with the Western countries and the 
abandonment of the Soviet model.

In the meantime, Pinto da Costa progressively removed his opponents and rivals 
after independence, while the MLSTP claimed to have discovered several alleged 
attempted coups to topple the Santomean president. The Special Court for Counter-
Revolutionary Actions (TEACR) – established in December 197555 – tried and 
sentenced several alleged coup plotters to prison terms ranging from a few months 
to twenty-four years. At the same time, his regime set up militias, called Grupos de 
Vigilância e Defesa Popular (GVDP), to defend the country against an alleged external 
imperialist aggression allied with internal reactionaries. In 1979, the erstwhile close 
personal relationship between Pinto da Costa and Trovoada became increasingly 
affected by the power struggles within the regime. In April, Pinto da Costa demoted 
Trovoada from prime minister to minister of economy, cooperation and tourism. In 
September, Trovoada was arrested under the accusation of complicity in the so-called 
census riots of the previous month. For two days, people demonstrated against the 
MLSTP regime since they had perceived the population census as the regime’s attempt 
to force the local population to work on the nationalized plantations.

In addition, people feared that the state intended to confiscate their domestic 
animals and other private properties. More than a hundred demonstrators were 
detained by the security forces. The MLSTP leadership explained the cause of the anti-
government demonstrations by two intertwined factors: the poor living conditions of 
the population and their lack of information and deficient political and ideological 
education. Upon the removal of Trovoada, the regime became more repressive, while 
Pinto da Costa gained greater personal power. Trovoada remained in prison without 
charge or trial until July 1981 when he was allowed to leave for Paris into exile.56

The MLSTP’s second extraordinary assembly held in December 1981 reflected the 
increasing political and economic problems. The delegates regretted that not all party 
members were the most conscious, most decisive, and most responsible people who 
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were truly engaged in constructing a dynamic and prosperous society without the 
exploitation of man by man. Nevertheless, given the existing antagonist interests within 
society, it was decided to create the conditions for the progressive transformation of the 
MLSTP into a vanguard party of the working class.57 At the party’s third extraordinary 
assembly in December 1982 Pinto da Costa accused the local petty bourgeoisie of 
exploiting its privileged positions within the administration and the state companies 
and of infiltrating the MLSTP to seize political power. He criticized a low educational 
and ideological level of most party members and a prevalent mentality that only valued 
gaining a position within the state administration as advancement. Concerning the 
economy, Pinto da Costa admitted that the production costs of the state-run companies 
were higher than the value of their output, while they were plagued by theft, fraud, 
misappropriation of public property, hoarding and speculation. Despite the problems 
denounced, the delegates approved that the ultimate political goal still was to end the 
exploitation of man by man by constructing socialism.58

At that time, Pinto da Costa had reached the height of his personal power. He 
was simultaneously head of state and government, party leader and commander of 
the armed forces. Only exiled opponents challenged Pinto da Costa’s autocracy. The 
most important exiled opposition group was the Frente de Resistência Nacional de São 
Tomé e Príncipe (FRNSTP), based in Libreville, where it was supported by President 
Omar Bongo.59 However, while his personal dictatorship had become uncontested, the 
worsening economic crisis forced his regime to abandon Soviet-style socialism as an 
adequate model for national development. One of the first signs of political change 
appeared on Independence Day 1984 when Pinto da Costa publicly admitted the 
severe problems in the economy. He confessed that the regime’s domestic and foreign 
policy options had not always corresponded to the country’s realities.60

As the socialist countries were unable and unwilling to provide adequate support 
to overcome the crisis, the MLSTP regime approached Western countries, the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. In December 1984 São 
Tomé accepted the so-called Berlin Clause, according to which West Berlin was 
an integral part of West Germany. São Tomé’s new foreign policy was rewarded by 
two round-table conferences held in December 1985 and May 1986 where Western 
donors promised the country development aid totalling almost $75 million. In turn 
in 1986 Pinto da Costa consecutively visited France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Spain, 
Portugal, the United States and the UN in New York. At the UN General Assembly São 
Tomé embarrassed its former allies by voting in favour of a motion in demand of the 
withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan.61 In 1987 the MLSTP regime signed an 
agreement with the IMF on a Structural Adjustment Programme.

Another proof of political reorientation was the MLSTP’s renouncement of 
Marxism and the regime’s reconciliation with former dissidents. At the MLSTP’s 
2nd Ordinary Assembly in September 1985 the party was redefined as a broad front 
open to all citizens and dissociated itself from Marxist ideology. In 1986, Pinto da 
Costa even declared that most people, including the MLSTP leadership, knew nothing 
about Marxism and that the association with it was more an opportunist attitude than 
anything else.62 At a meeting of the MLSTP Central Committee in October 1987 various 
resolutions were adopted that explicitly sought to add political reform measures to 
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the so-called structural adjustment of the economy. In the following years, Pinto da 
Costa made several government reshuffles in line with his new political orientation. In 
1988, he appointed Carlos Graça (who had returned from exile in Gabon) as foreign 
minister of the newly formed government, which was led by a prime minister for 
the first time since 1979, when Trovoada had been deposed. At the same time Pinto 
da Costa reconciled with the pro-Western Omar Bongo. Finally in early December 
1989, less than a month after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the MLSTP held a national 
conference with the participation of non-members and local opponents that pioneered 
the introduction of multiparty democracy and a market economy.

This far-reaching decision came as a surprise since initially the MLSTP only 
intended to change the ideological orientation of the one-party system but not to 
abolish it. At the PALOP summit in Praia later that month the other four countries 
unanimously disapproved the MLSTP’s decisions as unsuitable in the African context. 
In contrast, Portugal, France and the United States explicitly welcomed the MLSTP’s 
decisions. Despite fellow PALOP reluctance, political and economic liberalization 
seemed inevitable after the end of the Cold War. In August 1990 a popular referendum 
was held to ratify a new democratic constitution elaborated by the MLSTP with 
Portuguese assistance. A large majority of 81 per cent of the 42,000 voters approved 
the new democratic multiparty constitution.

Conclusion

From the beginning, São Tomé and Príncipe’s small group of nationalists in exile shared 
the dominant political thoughts of the main liberation movements of Portugal’s other 
African colonies (since 1961 organized in the CONCP). The members of CONCP had 
not only a common enemy, but also a common objective: the construction of a socialist 
society. While the MLSTP’s ultimate goal was to build a society without the exploration 
of man by man, it would never claim to be Marxist. It is important to note that while 
the MLSTP was recognized as the sole legitimate representative of the Santomean 
people by both the UN and the OAU, the small group remained largely unknown in 
the archipelago. The Carnation Revolution quickly shifted the landscape, creating an 
opportunity for political action towards the islands’ formal independence. A group of 
left-wing students who had returned from Lisbon successfully waged the struggle on 
behalf of the MLSTP, whose leadership remained in Libreville. Alternative projects of a 
federation with Portugal that initially existed in Lisbon and São Tomé became quickly 
unfeasible given the international and domestic context of Portugal’s decolonization 
at the time.

However, soon after the transitional government formed by the MLSTP had assumed 
office, the question of the dissolution of the local colonial troops opposed the different 
factions within the party. With the assistance of Portugal’s High Commissioner, the 
moderate faction was able to settle the conflict in their favour. Ironically, after attaining 
independence, this moderate faction embraced increasingly the socialist rhetoric and 
implemented policies that would appease their allies from the socialist countries, who 
provided most of the development aid.
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Due to a number of shortcomings and despite its ideological commitment to 
socialism, the MLSTP was mainly driven by pragmatism. The result was that socialist 
ideology could not be implemented socially and politically in a more consolidated 
manner. Consequently, when the regime’s economic policies failed, it was easier for 
Pinto da Costa to instrumentalize socialist rhetoric to legitimize his growing power. 
Afterward, when his regime was no longer sustainable economically, he decided to 
drop the socialist option and replace the socialist one-party state by liberal democracy. 
The MLSTP regime’s shift away from the socialist model was a gradual and peaceful 
process largely pursued by the party leadership that lasted about five years. The 
political transition started years before the fall of the Berlin Wall and the decision 
to introduce multiparty democracy was opposed by the other PALOP countries at a 
summit in Praia in December 1989. The decline of the Soviet Bloc in the 1980s and 
external and domestic pressures did not initiate the process of political change but had 
given it its final direction.
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The making of independent Cabo Verde: Militant 
non-alignment, active neutrality and fading 

anti-imperialism 
Víctor Barros, Francisco Osvaldino Nascimento Monteiro and 

Suzano Costa

As the ideological rivalry spearheaded by the United States and the Soviet Union 
envisioned a world divided in two camps, the African continent became a disputed 
site in the Cold War. However, 1955’s Bandung conference and, in its aftermath, 
the emergence of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) encouraged the adoption of 
diverse, flexible and complex positionings, especially throughout the Third World.1 
Scholarship has come to recognize how, under Amílcar Cabral’s leadership, the 
PAIGC – the movement fighting for Guinea-Bissau’s and Cabo Verde’s independence 
from Portuguese colonial rule – connected struggles and combined anti-imperialism 
with non-alignment.2 On the one hand, Cabral acknowledged that Portugal was but a 
middleman in the exploitation of Africa fuelled by the West’s – and, particularly, the 
United States’ – capitalist interests, so the PAIGC’s struggle was ultimately opposed to 
Western imperialism. On the other hand, he differentiated this struggle from the East/
West conflict, steadily refusing to subsume the PAIGC into any of the superpowers’ 
geopolitical blocs and military alliances while searching for support across the globe. 
Although this strategy was not enough to isolate Portugal from its political and 
economic partners, it did garner the PAIGC valuable connections and aid not only 
from the Eastern Bloc and the Third World but also from within the West (particularly 
from Western European grassroot activists).3 This chapter looks at the next stage in 
this story. It examines how – after Cabral’s death in 1973 and, crucially, after Cabo 
Verde achieved sovereignty on 5 July 1975 – the PAIGC reinterpreted this mix of 
anti-imperialism and non-alignment, adjusting it to the agenda of ruling over a new 
nation-state.

An archipelago consisting of ten islands and some islets, located on the West 
African coast, Cabo Verde had the peculiarity of gaining independence without war 
in its territory but being ruled by a party that had engaged in lengthy armed struggle 
in another colony, Guinea-Bissau. Although Guinea-Bissau and Cabo Verde were 
geographically and culturally different, the PAIGC had conceived of them as part of a 
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single independence project from the start and the war was waged by both Guinean 
and Cabo Verdean fighters. They ultimately became two independent states, even if 
the branches of the PAIGC in each country continued to pay lip service to the idea of 
eventual political unity until a coup in Guinea-Bissau in November 1980, which led to 
a reformulation of the Cabo Verdean party (thereafter Partido da Independência de 
Cabo Verde – PAICV).

While Cabo Verde’s political evolution has been the object of academic research,4 
the ways in which independence transformed the nature of inherited notions of anti-
imperialism and non-alignment still merits closer attention. In terms of how they were 
expressed and practised, those concepts proved to be neither linear nor monolithic 
(as dictated by the binary vision of the Cold War mindset), but rather subjected to 
gradual readjustment depending on contextual approaches to national independence, 
development policies, peace and international cooperation. By analysing the discourses 
and actions of Cabo Verdean political actors in this regard, this chapter uncovers 
some of the Praia-based governments’ options and choices as they navigated between 
colonial legacies, the responsibilities of state-building, economic interests and Cold 
War dynamics.

The chapter is organized in three sections. The first one contextualizes the inherited 
weight of both colonialism and the liberation struggle at the outset of independent 
Cabo Verde’s foreign policy. The second section scrutinizes how foundational Cabo 
Verdean politicians refined the logic of non-alignment according to new political and 
economic priorities. A third section sketches out how the Cabo Verdean leaders reached 
out to various international actors across the Cold War divide as part of their state-
building strategy, which led to a set of instances when the government’s approaches 
to neutrality and anti-imperialism were put to the test, including divided loyalties 
brought about by a growing proximity to – and dependence on – the United States. 
The chapter concludes that, if during the liberation struggle the PAIGC had combined 
non-alignment with a sharp opposition to Western imperialism, its necessities after 
independence created a rising tension between those two principles, with Cabo Verde’s 
governments ultimately choosing a version of the former over the latter.

This chapter draws on primary sources from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
preserved at Cabo Verde’s National Archive; printed documents of the time, namely 
official Cabo Verdean and Guinean newspapers published after national independence; 
memoirs and statements from Cabo Verdean leaders; and, finally, documents from the 
PAIGC archive available online at Mário Soares Foundation–Casa Comum.

Colonial and anticolonial legacies

The African Development Bank has described Cabo Verde as belonging to the 
Small Island Developing States (SIDS), characterized by isolation, vulnerability to 
natural disasters, scarce soil and subsoil resources, recurrence of drought and a fairly 
small – and territorially discontinuous – domestic market.5 At the onset of national 
independence, Cabo Verde was faced with other major challenges, including scarce 
educational provision6 and limited infrastructure (there were only two high schools 
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in the whole country and only one hotel, with twelve rooms, in the capital city). 
To aggravate matters, the state had no money in the treasury, and it was through 
personal relationships with Portugal’s government that Cabo Verde secured a 
US$300,000 loan.7

The lack of natural resources rendered the country particularly vulnerable to the 
whims of the world economy, while chronic shortages of rainfall and a specific insular 
geography made agriculture even more difficult. During the colonial period, the 
combination of droughts and colonial neglect had led to famines that escalated into 
serious humanitarian crises, with thousands of deaths. These famines had increased 
the economic exploitation of the local population, as Cabo Verdeans were deported 
as forced labourers to other Portuguese colonies in Africa.8 They had also fuelled 
migration to various countries in Africa as well as in Europe and North America.9 At 
the time of independence, according to some journalistic accounts, Cabo Verde had 
about 280,000 inhabitants.10

The new leadership was well aware of the harsh starting point set up by the 
colonial era. According to the first prime minister, Pedro Pires, they had inherited 
a fully ‘bankrupt state’, with high rates of poverty and a series of economic, financial, 
humanitarian, food procurement, social and ecological crises.11 The government’s key 
priorities were fighting unemployment, renewing economic activity and, crucially, 
ensuring food security for the population, as in 1975 famine was still a recent 
memory. To achieve these goals, however, Pires found it necessary to come up with 
urgent solutions for a variety of interconnected difficulties, including, among others, 
the cultural effects of colonialism, widespread illiteracy, absent industry and lack of 
trained professionals.12 In the meantime, the Cabo Verdean economy was to remain 
heavily reliant on the former colonizer: in 1975, Portugal accounted for 62.7 per cent 
of Cabo Verde’s imports and 88.8 per cent of its exports. These numbers decreased to 
46.6 per cent and 44.3 per cent, respectively, until the end of 1977.13

Along with material goals, the newly independent state sought to instil the idea 
of national unity across the archipelago. In a country where most people had not 
witnessed or participated in the independence struggle, the PAIGC aimed to convince 
the local population that independence was not only essential but also sustainable. 
Pedro Pires argued that it was crucial to explain to the people that the revolution – from 
colonial rule to independence – represented new perspectives, that is, that national 
liberation was the best political, cultural and economic alternative to the centuries 
of imperial domination, colonial violence, forced labour, exploitation, misery and 
famine.14 Notably, he was up against the renitence of local intellectuals who had worked 
in the colonial administration, whose sceptical views on Cabo Verde’s integration 
within an African context were profoundly influenced by the culture and ideology 
of the colonial period.15 This colonial influence and political repression, as argued by 
José Augusto Pereira and other researchers, had limited the political expansion of the 
PAIGC’s actions and ideas in the islands, particularly in terms of mobilizing Cabo 
Verdean militants to the cause of liberation struggle.16 Furthermore, the party faced 
the task of disseminating the idea of national independence among the diaspora, since 
many critics of the PAIGC abroad opposed self-government and the newly established 
government in Praia.17
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As the Republic of Cabo Verde achieved formal independence against the backdrop 
of the Cold War, its foreign policy required a keen positioning from the start, leveraging 
the PAIGC’s previous networks and reputation while safeguarding its autonomy. 
During the armed struggle, the PAIGC had participated in NAM’s conferences as a 
liberation movement. In 1975, after independence, the Cabo Verdean authorities 
formally joined NAM as representatives of a state during the Conference of the 
Ministers of Foreign Affairs of Non-Aligned Countries held in Lima (Peru), between 
25 and 30 August.18 Foreign Minister Abílio Duarte tried to capitalize on his presence 
in Lima to publicize Cabo Verde’s new status as a sovereign nation, establishing 
contacts with all the countries that were likely to assist them, whether or not they had 
previous relations with the PAIGC during the struggle.19 Henceforth, non-alignment 
remained a centrepiece of official policy. From 1981 onwards, as the PAIGC morphed 
into the PAICV, Foreign Minister Silvino da Luz continued to stress the centrality of 
Cabo Verde’s adherence to the principles and objectives of non-alignment: in 1983, 
for instance, he advocated the training of Cabo Verdean diplomats to engage with the 
protection of peace, national development and concrete solutions for independence of 
smaller nations.20 The connection between these guiding principles, besides evoking 
Cabral’s link of non-alignment with anti-imperialism, updated the notion that freedom 
from Cold War trappings was a requirement to get freedom from colonialism (now 
neocolonialism).

One of Cabo Verde’s key political and intellectual figures of that time, Renato 
Cardoso, summed up the country’s foreign policy doctrine in a 1986 book. Between 
1975 and 1982, Cardoso held several functions at the Foreign Ministry, having 
attended some of NAM’s meetings. He argued that Cabo Verde should follow two main 
principles: the concept of ‘option’ and the ideal of ‘vocation’. The relations with the 
superpowers must follow the concept of ‘option’: rather than choosing any one side in 
the Cold War, the government should act in the best interests of its state, thus privileging 
the agency of local actors, particularly the political leaders and the diplomatic corps. 
In turn, the ideal of ‘vocation’ was informed by economic and geographic criteria: as 
a small country with few natural resources, dependent on international aid, Cabo 
Verde had to benefit from using its strategic position as a nation to promote peace.21 
According to Cardoso, Cabo Verde had made a clear commitment to peace in the early 
years of independence by virtue of remaining non-aligned, declaring that its territory 
would not be used as a foreign military base and avoiding involvement in regional or 
international conflicts.22

This stance remained the official line since Abílio Duarte’s trip to Lima in 1975. 
On the one hand, just like before, the PAIGC saw non-alignment as a way to pursue 
material benefits from multiple supporters in order to further its state-building agenda. 
On the other hand, as will be shown, this was an essentially discursive stance, as the 
PAIGC ended up making important concessions. The contradiction reveals an overlap 
between the PAIGC as a movement (with an historical background embedded in ideas 
of non-alignment) and as a party ruling the government of a nation-state. The next 
section discusses how the Cabo Verdean authorities fashioned an approach to non-
alignment based on this duality.
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Refining non-alignment

On 25 September 1975, the Cabo Verdean newspaper Voz di Povo published an article 
in which President Aristides Pereira addressed the new state’s foreign policy:

With the achievement of national independence, the doors of the world opened to 
us. International activity is carried out with the aim of establishing, consolidating 
and developing ties of friendship and cooperation with all states, defending the 
interests of the people of Cabo Verde at the international level, representing our 
state with other states and international organisations. We have effectively said 
that all the doors have been opened. The problem is therefore that before entering, 
we must know where to enter, that is, the definition of a foreign policy orientation 
in our state that allows and promotes the development of Cabo Verde.23

Pereira’s message was intended to challenge the rigid binary categorization of 
alignment and non-alignment. His metaphor subtly invoked the distinction between 
two temporalities closely linked to the PAIGC’s two modes of political existence. 
When the PAIGC had been a liberation movement, its choices were limited, as it did 
not have legitimacy to interact in mutual terms with other countries’ governments. 
However, after attaining national independence, under the PAIGC government, the 
Cabo Verdean authorities were now able to decide on the ‘doors they wanted to enter’.

After all, Amílcar Cabral himself had posited that the very existence of Cabo 
Verde and Guinea-Bissau as independent states was meant to foster a policy of 
peaceful coexistence, friendship, peace and cooperation with all peoples and all states, 
adding: ‘To co-exist one must first of all exist.’24 Non-alignment served to open rather 
than close options: according to Cabral, it meant not committing to any of the military 
blocs or to any decisions made by others, reserving the right to decide for oneself, but 
it did not mean that one’s decision could never coincide with that of others.25 Similarly, 
Pereira’s ‘door’ metaphor should be understood as a clear (anticipated) justification 
according to which the polices of Cabo Verde would follow multidirectional paths 
towards ‘different doors’ present within the Cold War context, entering wherever Cabo 
Verdean interests would lead.

As foreign relations grew more varied, wide-ranging and potentially contradictory, 
Praia’s government went to greater extents to refine its conceptualization of non-
alignment, translating and adapting it through a national lens. Just a couple of days 
after independence, Abílio Duarte (who was both foreign minister and president 
of the National Assembly) and Aristides Pereira began toying with wording. In Voz 
di Povo and in the Guinean newspaper Nô Pintcha, they emphasized Cabo Verde’s 
strategic appeal to the world, given its strategic geographic location, and Cabo Verdean 
universalist concerns with peace, progress, harmony and cooperation between peoples. 
This is why, Duarte argued, non-alignment was the most ‘realistic policy’ to defend 
domestic needs, quipping that his government was non-aligned in ‘relations with other 
states’, but domestically it was ‘profoundly aligned with our people’s interests’.26 Duarte 
thus established a link between non-alignment and protecting national independence, 
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anticipating the later writings of Renato Cardoso (who worked closely with him at the 
Foreign Ministry).

A year later, Pedro Pires would elaborate on this link. The prime minister 
characterized Cabo Verde’s policy as ‘militant non-alignment’, that is, a committed 
attempt to promote solidarity and cooperation among non-aligned – and mostly 
postcolonial – countries, thus collectively challenging the unequal relations with the 
great powers and, ultimately, breaking with political and economic dependence. It was 
just the sort of posture that reflected the PAIGC’s anti-imperialist roots. At the same 
time, however, Pires admitted that independence was itself a condition in order to be able 
to choose non-alignment in the first place because a country that was not independent 
politically and economically could hardly be a non-aligned country: political and 
economic independence was at the core of ‘militant non-alignment’.27 Therefore, in 
order to pursue a policy of ‘militant non-alignment’ that united the Third World 
against the global economic order, Cabo Verde had to simultaneously search for more 
immediate donors. Neither straightforward nor unyielding, non-alignment became 
both a method and a justification to pursue as broader economic partnerships as 
possible. Aristides Pereira underlined this malleable interpretation of non-alignment 
by arguing for Cabo Verde’s multiform cooperation with different countries. As he 
declared in 1978, their policy did not divide the world into watertight compartments, 
nor did it differentiate between Socialist and Western countries.28

Feeding the economy

Under the banner of non-alignment, the representatives of the Praia-based government 
searched for partnerships not only among the fellow non-aligned, but also across the 
Cold War divide. The aim was to strengthen national independence both by improving 
economic conditions at home and by positioning Cabo Verde as an active international 
player. If the former required obtaining technical, financial, material and humanitarian 
aid for the domestic state-building process, the latter entailed developing a vast 
network of productive relationships with former allies, like the Soviet Union, as well 
as with former adversaries (i.e. with the former backers of the Portuguese dictatorship 
and colonialism), like France, West Germany and the United States.29

As explained above, professing non-alignment did not necessarily prevent forging 
profitable ties to the superpowers and their closest allies. For one thing, the PAIGC 
had an interest in cultivating relations with longtime partners and sympathizers with 
greater means than those of other small nations similarly rebuilding themselves after 
anticolonial revolution. First among its contact list was the USSR, which had been the 
movement’s largest backer in the war and which opened an embassy in Cabo Verde in 
September 1975.30 Like during the armed struggle, the PAIGC (and later the PAICV) 
once again relied on the Soviet Bloc’s support in terms of armament and training of 
cadres for civil, technical and military corps. As the diplomat Manuel Amante da 
Rosa put it, ‘Options and alternatives were limited for the new government, thus 
the first alternatives regarding defence and security were found in the Eastern Bloc 
countries.’31
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In addition to military aid, from the date of independence until the end of the Cold 
War the state of Cabo Verde received Soviet development aid, including, among other 
items, food, medicine, scholarships, administrative training and funds to improve 
electrification and to construct infrastructures. The relationship was strengthened 
through exchanges and mutual trips by politicians, writers, technical cadres and other 
representatives.32 Despite prominent interactions, however, Cabo Verde’s officials found 
this aid slow to arrive. According to archival sources, from 1975 to 1987 approximately 
46.8 per cent of Soviet engagements in Cabo Verde were related to the granting of 
credits for the construction of small ports; 33.4 per cent to training expenses and 11.8 
per cent to the maintenance of a team of 11–12 doctors per year since 1981.33

It is symptomatic of the government’s undogmatic, ‘wide net’ attitude towards 
the Cold War framework that within the space of one week, between 5 and 12 
December 1975, Cabo Verde welcomed the ambassadors of both West Germany and 
its Eastern counterpart, the German Democratic Republic (GDR).34 Besides engaging 
in internationalist solidarity, the GDR embraced the chance to expand its soft power 
in Africa (having been virtually locked out of the continent until the early 1970s by 
West Germany’s aggressive diplomacy) through cooperation in sectors as diverse as 
education, science, medicine, fishing and agriculture, in addition to the perennial issue 
of food supply.35

Meanwhile, West Germany too provided food, along with financial assistance, 
means to improve fishing transports and protection of stored products, and assorted 
didactic material (globes, megaphones, loudspeakers, slide and film projectors, etc.). 
Several German professionals were dispatched to work across various domains in 
Cabo Verde, among them engineering, development of water supply systems, and the 
implementation of wind and solar energy solutions.36 If those sympathetic with the 
PAIGC’s anticolonial cause had previously strained to push Bonn’s social-democratic 
governments to support the liberation struggle, they now took the opportunity to 
affirm West Germany’s progressive credentials, tarnished by decades of collaboration 
with the Estado Novo.37 According to the press reports from that time, from 1976 to 
1986, West Germany invested hundreds of millions of marks in technical and financial 
cooperation with Cabo Verde.38

Besides continuing pre-independence cooperation with Sweden, the Cabo Verdean 
government also looked for further funding in Western Europe’s former colonial 
powers, namely the Netherlands, which financed an agricultural development project 
in the island of Santo Antão, and France, which financed projects on water catchment 
in the island of São Nicolau.39 Again, this seemed like a logical development of the 
PAIGC’s historical path. Back in the armed struggle, while the bulk of material and 
technical aid had come from socialist countries (most notably Cuba and the USSR),40 
Cabral had clearly told his cadres about the potential value of working with the 
capitalist world: ‘Within capitalist countries there are forces which are anticolonialist, 
these are our allies, these are our friends, our comrades in the struggle, be they 
workers, intellectuals or any social group. We must develop unity with them, develop 
our friendship more every day and we must also push the capitalist states, themselves, 
to support our struggle.’41 Yet fighting for formal political independence proved quite 
different from fighting for de facto economic independence.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Globalizing Independence Struggles of Lusophone Africa234

The PAIGC’s – and later the PAICV’s – flexibility was pushed to the limit in the 
case of the United Sates, which became a major sponsor of Cabo Verde from 1975 
onwards. Pedro Pires made an approach shortly before independence, having travelled 
to the United States in April 1975 in search of economic aid. This episode is confirmed 
by Aristides Pereira, who later recalled that one of the ‘most significant contributions 
we received at the very beginning’ was from the administration of President Gerald 
Ford, ‘who put at our disposal a staggering aid of three million dollars’.42 The United 
States was one of the first countries to recognize Cabo Verde’s independence, with 
congratulatory missives not only from Ford, but also from Ted Kennedy, senator of 
Massachusetts, a key hub of the Cabo Verdean diaspora.43 Notably, Ford’s letter set the 
tone for how this relationship would develop, addressing the issue of drought affecting 
the archipelago at that time, offering his support and hinting at the Cold War themes 
that would come to play a role later on:

I am aware of the serious drought which has affected the islands for the past 
eight years. I know that this situation must be a matter of great concern as your 
government assumes the responsibilities for the well-being of your people. I am 
hopeful that the steps already taken by the United States to provide humanitarian 
aid and technical assistance to Cape Verde will help alleviate the current hardship 
and provide a base for economic development and future prosperity. As the 
historic ties of friendship and cooperation between the peoples of the United 
States and Cape Verde grow and strengthen, I look forward to the opportunity for 
our two nations to work together in the cause of peace, freedom and the welfare 
of mankind.44

Following Cabo Verde’s independence celebrations on 5 July 1975, Aristides Pereira 
engaged in discussions with American officials, highlighting that his government 
aimed to move beyond the bitter history of American support for colonial Portugal 
and instead establish new relationships with the United States. Notably, he pointed out 
that Amílcar Cabral had been a ‘great admirer of American people and institutions’, 
and the substantial Cabo Verdean community in the United States provided a robust 
foundation for potential future relations. Pereira also countered allegations that the 
PAIGC was ‘communist’ or ‘pro-Soviet’. He asserted that his government was ‘not 
interested in ideology’ and that their primary concern was the development of the 
archipelago, which had long been neglected by the Portuguese.45

Cabo Verde established an embassy in the United States in 1976.46 Since the 
beginning, food and economic programmes became the foundational core of the 
relationship with the United States. According to Pedro Pires, the struggle against 
hunger and the issue of feeding poor populations became the focus of the international 
agenda at the time, so Cabo Verde received humanitarian contributions from the 
World Food Program and food aid from several European and Asian countries, but 
above all from the United States.47

According to Abel Djassi Amado, before the declaration of independence, the 
US Congress had already defined that a portion of its international aid budget 
would go to the former Portuguese colonies in Africa: ‘In 1975, Cabo Verde received 
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$1,100,000 dollars from the U.S. government (of which $100,000 was allocated to 
food aid and the rest from programs and projects administered by USAID, the 
agency that coordinates and implements the US foreign aid). From 1975 until the 
mid-1990s, the US aid essentially fell into two broad categories: food aid (or what 
the Americans call PL 480 Title II, Non-emergency Programs) and projects managed 
by USAID.’48

In March 1977, Cabo Verde announced an agreement with the US government to 
increase the irrigated area in the island of Santiago in order to improve agricultural 
production. Two months later, Washington provided Cabo Verde with about 10,000 
tonnes of maize and 1,500 tonnes of rice, valued at approximately US$2,800,000.49 
The impact of such assistance was crucial. In November 1982, seven years after 
independence, President Aristides Pereira met with US vice-president George Bush 
in Sal island to discuss cooperation between the United States and Cabo Verde, along 
with other crucial issues of international politics. Pereira acknowledged the United 
States’ pivotal role as one of Cabo Verde’s most significant, if not the most prominent, 
partners in the nation’s development process.50

The yearly amount of economic aid offered to Cabo Verde until the 1990s was, as 
Amado describes, almost always identical (with the exception of 1978 when it had an 
increase). One of the hypotheses that explains the maintenance of this support during 
that period is related to ‘the fact that Cabo Verdean diplomacy did not enter into any 
area of confrontation with US interests. On the contrary, the argument is extended, 
as US economic aid was applied in order to prevent Cabo Verde from falling into the 
Soviet realm. It is no accident that the program was suddenly ended in Cabo Verde in 
the mid-1990s, after the end of the Cold War’.51 However, the political and diplomatic 
relations between these two countries did not end with the bipolar period. Official 
visits from US representatives to Cabo Verde since the early 1990s, starting with 
Democratic Congressman Barney Frank, demonstrate this.52

The assistance provided by the US government played a significant role not only in 
alleviating the immediate impact of droughts and relieving and addressing the spectre 
of famine, but also in the development of the Cabo Verdean state. The Cabo Verdean 
officials transformed food aid into concrete financial resources and instruments of 
national governance: rather than distributing the food for free, the government opted 
to generate profits through the United States’ assistance and through other donations 
from friendly nations. Monetizing the assistance, the state company Empresa Pública 
de Abastecimento sold the food products within the archipelago. The income from 
the sales was applied in rural development projects, construction of public works 
and agricultural infrastructure, soil erosion control and programmes to generate 
employment, among other initiatives.53

Over the years, the Cabo Verdean authorities continued to maintain a close 
relationship with the United States. In October 1983, Aristides Pereira was officially 
received by US president Ronald Reagan. The visit conveyed, domestically as well 
as externally, a persuasive political image: Cabo Verde’s government benefited from 
the international recognition of this superpower. According to Pereira, the visit also 
generated positive enthusiasm in the political imagination of the Cabo Verdean 
diaspora in the United States while at the same time challenging opponents in that 
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country who criticized independence and attacked its government among Portugal’s 
Western allies.

Pereira’s local reputation was further enhanced as he was bestowed with two 
honorary doctorate degrees from Rhode Island College, in Providence, and the Sacred 
Heart University, in Connecticut. Notably, the visit occurred at a moment when the 
government of the (recently renamed) PAICV was building its political credibility as 
an independent and distinct entity after a coup d’état in Guinea-Bissau had terminated 
the project of binational unity between the two countries.54 Having helped build the 
economy, the United States now played a role in rebuilding Cabo Verde’s political 
identity.

In theory, this was the basis on which to build independence. But in practice Cabo 
Verde was entrenched into different potential forms of dependence. Indeed, aid gave 
leverage to the donors, which they soon proved willing to exercise. The United States’ 
influence and international conflicts challenged Cabo Verde’s non-aligned stance on 
various fronts and situations. For instance, the British sought to establish a logistical 
airbase in Cabo Verde to use in the context of the Falklands War. The fact that the Cabo 
Verdean authorities rejected this plan can help explain, according to scholars, why 
the country did not benefit from help or close bilateral relations with the UK during 
that period.55 In turn, at a time when South African troops were fighting the MPLA 
forces in Angola, Cabo Verde maintained the Sal airport open to the South African 
airplanes travelling to the United States. This decision, which ostensibly contradicted 
the anticolonial solidarity nourished between the PAIGC and the MPLA during the 
independence struggle, was justified by the Cabo Verdean leaders based on economic 
needs, as will be discussed below.

Acknowledging the archipelago’s strategic location, as well as the historical relations 
with Angola and economic partnership with South Africa, the United States considered 
Cabo Verde an important political actor for its African and global policies. In 1989, 
according to Amado, the United States’ authorities underlined their excellent bilateral 
relations with Cabo Verde.56 The latter’s reliance on the superpowers would repeatedly 
test its commitment to both non-alignment and anti-imperialism. From the outset, 
the government of Cabo Verde was eager to convey their vision of neutrality and non-
alignment to the United States. Pereira emphasized to his American interlocutors that 
the archipelago would adopt a principle of ‘active neutrality’ in its foreign policy. This 
principle essentially meant that, while Cabo Verde sought international integration, it 
would not permit any foreign military bases on its territory.

To underscore his pragmatic approach, Pereira referred to the issue of the 
international airport at island of Sal. This airport had been built during the colonial 
era using funds from South Africa and had been initially intended to function as 
an air naval base for NATO and as a transportation hub during the colonial war. Its 
construction also aimed to aid South Africa in bypassing international sanctions. 
Despite the PAIGC’s opposition to white minority rule in South Africa, they chose to 
maintain their agreement with South African Airways due to the significant economic 
profits it generated.57

In the instant after independence, Cabo Verde’s government had started 
conversations with South Africa Airways regarding the Sal international airport. Cabo 
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Verde had interests in continuing to receive flights of South Africa Airways because 
those flights were important resources in a post-independence moment characterized 
by scarce financial and material provisions. As Pereira underlined to US officials in 
multiple subsequent communications, the Organization of African Unity had voiced 
criticism against permitting South African Airways flights over or stopover on African 
territory. He wanted to make it clear that, while Cabo Verde opposed the idea of 
foreign bases on its soil, they intended to pursue their own interests and had no plans 
to suspend or reduce these commercial stopovers.58

The economic benefits provided through Sal airport since the 1976 were, according 
to Pereira, vital for the survival of Cabo Verdean populations and the making of 
independent Cabo Verde. According to archival sources, that airport was at the time 
Cabo Verde’s sole open door to the world and the only means of survival of seven 
thousand inhabitants of the Sal Island. Despite the OAU’s criticism of this cooperation 
between Sal and South Africa Airways, the Cabo Verdean authorities argued that 
the country inherited plenty of austerity imposed by the colonial regime, and the 
government was committed to getting rid of it. In order to do this, Cabo Verde had 
appealed to the OAU for development aid. According to the sources, ‘apart from the 
few African countries that have bilaterally shown themselves to be sensitive to our 
appeals, we can say that the overwhelming majority of OAU member countries have 
not made a single gesture of aid towards our country, which is only a year into its 
independence and is facing enormous difficulties’.59 This is why in face of international 
criticism, Cabo Verde’s government argued that the agreement concerning the Sal 
airport was with an airline company and not with South Africa’s regime. This issue was 
explained always through its economic dimension and never on political perspective.

Conclusion

Following independence, the PAIGC had to forge a path between nature’s obstacles, 
the lingering trauma of colonial famines, and the genetic traces of anti-imperial 
ideology. The new state joined the NAM, assuming its place alongside other Third 
World revolutions and anticolonial projects while championing solidarity through the 
formula of ‘militant non-alignment’. Yet the representatives of Cabo Verde’s government 
managed their discourse on non-alignment as a fruitful political instrument to justify 
profitable relationships with countries of the Cold War’s three worlds, including 
previously maligned NATO members like France and West Germany. The utilitarian 
pursuit of material benefits deemed fundamental for the state-building process extended 
the outreach to the two superpowers, finding particular resonance in the United States, 
which obtained significant leverage and influence over Cabo Verde’s evolution.

The pursuit of anticolonial solidarity clashed with the economic reality of the post-
independent archipelago, which was now dependant on international aid for survival 
and development. Thus, although the government sought to follow its anti-imperial 
stance, this was complicated by economic hardship, coupled with Washington’s 
pressure. Although Praia justified both in terms of its non-alignment, Cabo Verde’s 
immediate economic concerns prevailed over anti-imperialism.
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The practices of Cabo Verdean leaders prioritized profitable relationships with 
countries from different sides of the Cold War. The authorities of Cabo Verde interpreted 
and deployed the concept of non-alignment in a malleable political way in order to 
generate networks of concrete material benefits for the Cabo Verdean state-building 
process. The local historical context of Cabo Verde’s governments (characterized by 
many material difficulties) also influenced the way in which they approached the 
definition of non-alignment. All these aspects challenge, among others, the dominant 
trend to interpret the Cold War narrative as top-down interactions imposed directly by 
the main superpowers without any agency of the small political actors.

Cabo Verdean authorities were not inactive within Cold War rivalries. Their agency 
proved that the concepts of non-alignment or alignment did not always translate into a 
monolithic political practice, according to the binary vision of the Cold War ideology. 
Their actions also reveal how political actors emerging from national liberation 
managed the concepts of peace, non-involvement in global military conflicts, 
economic dependence, respect for national sovereignty, suitable political relation with 
all the peoples and states of the world, in order to place the Cabo Verdean nation-state-
building process into the global history of that time.

The discourse on Cabo Verde’s non-alignment cannot be understood as merely 
ambiguous. Cabo Verde’s government and its representatives acted in order to interact 
with different actors and political scenarios of that time. Cabo Verde received different 
support from countries placed in distinct fronts. Cabo Verde’s approach to non-
alignment was more utilitarian than ideological, allowing the Cabo Verdean state to 
obtain foreign aid from powers on both sides of the Cold War. Likewise, the political 
movement to court allies from different sides of the Cold War competition can help to 
understand, in part, how the legacies generated in the beginning of the state-building 
process influenced Cabo Verde’s official discourse on foreign diplomacy. In other words, 
how this founded the postcolonial matrix of the Cabo Verdean discourse on external 
policy, principally in a context marked by legacies of colonialism, underdevelopment, 
poverty, lack of natural resources, economic dependency, territorial smallness and the 
significant weight of diaspora.
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(Re)framing independence: The battle for Guinea-
Bissau’s film culture, 1975–80 

Paulo Cunha, Catarina Laranjeiro and Rui Lopes

Since their conception at the height of the age of empires, cinema’s content, production 
and intercontinental circulation were closely articulated with an imperial imaginary. 
By the 1960s–70s, however, activists sought to appropriate the medium for anticolonial 
revolution.1 In particular, scholars have increasingly acknowledged cinema’s importance 
in the struggles against Portuguese colonialism. African, Caribbean and European 
filmmakers fostered transnational connections, projected the liberation cause abroad 
and participated in post-independence nation-building, as the new ruling parties in 
Angola, Mozambique, Guinea-Bissau and Cabo Verde all recognized cinema’s political 
potential.2 Yet, for the most part, the focus has been on the production of anticolonial 
images as a revolutionary gesture in itself, rather than as part of the parties’ wider, 
conflictual efforts to reshape film culture in line with the rest of society.

As argued by Thomas Elsaesser, although ‘national cinema’ tends to be regarded 
and studied through the prism of production, a ‘national film culture’ revolves 
more broadly around consumption: while the former consists of the expressions 
of the minority with access to professional means, the latter makes up the cultural 
references of a larger portion of the population.3 This chapter therefore proposes a 
more integrated view of the deployment of cinema in the process of so-called national 
reconstruction, examining the PAIGC’s policies and public discourse towards film 
consumption and production in Guinea-Bissau. Drawing on original interviews as well 
as a series of articles in the state-run newspaper Nô Pintcha (Guinea-Bissau’s leading 
printed publication since its founding in 1975), we explore how film culture became a 
battlefield where the liberation struggle continued to be fought years after the formal 
recognition of independence, in September 1974.

If conjuring up a new mental image of the nation required new physical images, 
then reels and screens became material weapons in the PAIGC’s cultural battle. With 
that in mind, this chapter is less focused on films’ actual content than on their place 
in the political economy of independence. It begins by tracing the history of colonial 
screenings, revealing how the 1963–74 war contributed to increase film exhibition, 
particularly of certain genres. It then addresses how, simultaneously, international 
partnerships during the struggle triggered expectations about which type of cinema 
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might best contribute to the new national project. Moving to the post-independence 
period, a third section focuses on the way Nô Pintcha voiced a confrontation between 
these coexisting tastes and understandings of cinema. Finally, the chapter discusses the 
state’s ambitions and obstacles in creating its own filmic representation of the nation, 
mapping a network of contacts established between local agents and foreign partners 
while analysing the way audiovisual works were designed to build a ‘national identity’.

We identify a running tension between, on the one hand, the legacy of colonial 
images and distribution structures and, on the other, the desire to weaponize cinema 
as an extension of the liberation struggle. The ensuing battle for Guinea-Bissau’s film 
culture entailed the clash and convergence of state and non-state forces from around 
the world, ranging from the United States, USSR and Cuba to France, Sweden and 
Hong Kong. The study of cinema, therefore, further demonstrates that, as argued 
throughout this book, decolonization and postcolonial nation-building were 
profoundly transnational processes.

Tarzan in Bissau: Colonial consumption

Guinea-Bissau’s relation with cinema expanded near the very end of Portuguese 
rule. Historically, this comparatively small colony received little investment from the 
metropole. Without a significant settlement policy, the few ‘white Europeans’ had 
administrative jobs, although much of the administration was run by Cabo Verdeans, 
who occupied a privileged position in the Portuguese colonial structure. Yet the war 
brough not only a growing Portuguese military contingent but also, in its final years, a 
campaign of public works, service provision and socioeconomic investment designed 
to win the ‘hearts and minds’ of the population.4 Although approximate, the numbers of 
Portugal’s Statistical Yearbook of the Colonies convey a correlation between this process 
and booming film consumption. From 1942 to 1947, there was only one cinema screen 
in the entire territory of what was then called ‘Portuguese Guinea’, located in the capital 
of Bissau, with an average of sixty screenings and 18,000 tickets sold per year. Between 
1948–9 and 1957–67, the yearbooks list two movie theatres, with the last couple of 
those years registering an average of 170 screenings and the sale of around 60,000 
tickets. In the ensuing years, however, the numbers changed drastically: four theatres 
in 1968 (with the sale of c.310,000 tickets), five theatres in 1969 (365,000 tickets), eight 
theatres in 1970 (albeit with an unexplained drop to 124,000 tickets) and seven theatres 
in 1971 (305,000 tickets sold).5

Contrary to what happened in Angola and Mozambique, the growth of Guinean 
film exhibition market was not boosted by significant investment by Portuguese 
business groups.6 Rather, it was spearheaded by local clubs, whose movie theatres 
provided entertainment aimed at enlivening community life along with sports 
(especially football) and socializing activities such as swimming, concerts and 
parties. In the capital, screenings took place on the premises of União Desportiva 
Internacional de Bissau (UDIB), founded in 1929. In the eastern city of Nova Lamego 
(now Gabú), Clube Desportivo e Recreativo de Gabú organized cinema sessions 
since at least the mid-1960s; and in the north of the country, in Farim, sessions were 
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hosted by Clube Desportivo e Recreativo de Farim, founded in the 1950s. In Bafatá, 
films were presented at Sporting Clube de Bafatá, a collective established by a group 
of local merchants in 1937 which began screenings in the 1950s, initially in a small 
hall at their headquarters and, later in the decade, at new and still existing facilities. 
During the war, with the increase of the white population, this club reached over five 
hundred members.7 Indeed, the arrival of thousands of soldiers from metropolitan 
Portugal led to an intensification in the recreational activities put on for the white 
population, which further spread across the land. In 1971 alone, three more film 
theatres opened: Cine Canchungo, in the north (in what was then called Teixeira 
Pinto); Cine Bolama, in the former colonial capital located on the Bijagós archipelago; 
and another one in Mansoa, in the Oio region. Theatres were also concerned with 
expanding potential audiences: according to the settler newspaper Voz da Guiné, 
since May 1973 the earlier showtimes in Bissau were delayed to 6:20 p.m. specifically 
to enable greater attendance by the city’s commerce employees, who finished work at 
6 p.m.8

In Eastern Guinea’s rural areas, the driving force behind film exhibition was 
Manuel Joaquim dos Prazeres. ‘Manel Djoquim’, as he was better known by the local 
population, was a white Portuguese who, in his Ford van, devoted his life to travelling 
cinema projections between 1943 and 1972, showing ‘movies as innocuous as possible 
(swashbucklers, westerns, musicals, comedies, dramas)’.9 Guinean filmmaker Sana 
Na N’Hada identifies Manuel Joaquim’s projections as his earliest film memories, 
having watched them in his village, before the war.10 Further oral testimonies confirm 
Joaquim did similar sessions for rural populations and for Portuguese soldiers in 
various locations in the east, namely Bambadinca, Contuboel, Fanjonquito, Buba, 
Bafatá and Gabú.11 This cinematographic circuit, relying on irregular and informal 
exhibitions, aligns with the general lack of public and private investment in the colony, 
which extended to the film sector.

Because the movies came from Portugal’s distribution market, they channelled 
the preferences of metropolitan mainstream cinemas, having already been subjected 
to the Estado Novo’s censorship services that determined which films were banned, 
cut and/or authorized. As in Portugal, most movies were foreign imports, retaining 
the original languages, with Portuguese subtitles. Since few Guineans spoke or knew 
how to read Portuguese, it was difficult for the vast majority of the local population 
to follow the narratives, a limitation that was potentially counterbalanced by the 
emphasis on productions with visually driven action and spectacle. An overview of 
film schedules in Bissau throughout 1973 reveals a clear predominance of westerns, 
followed by swashbucklers and spy thrillers.12 The selection appears driven by 
commercial rather than political concerns, which is not to say that films could not 
acquire additional implications in their new context. Announcing the screening 
of Tarzan Escapes (a 1936 American feature with a pronounced colonial gaze and 
rhetoric), Voz da Guiné implicitly suggested the appealing parallels with the current 
state of war by presenting the story as a ‘violent and emotional struggle fought in the 
always imposing and fascinating scenery of the African jungle’ before reassuring the 
readers: ‘And once again justice and truth end up reasserting themselves in definite 
fashion.’13

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Globalizing Independence Struggles of Lusophone Africa246

The weapon of film theory: Anticolonial production

In what the PAIGC called the ‘liberated zones’, viewers were exposed to a very different 
type of cinema. Former combatants recalled watching military films in the barracks, 
to ‘learn how to march like the Chinese and the Russians’.14 Madina de Boé, directed by 
the Cuban Jose Massip, shows a group of war-wounded, in a PAIGC military hospital, 
watching a documentary about the Cuban Revolution. By establishing a relationship 
between that Cuban film and the struggle they were themselves participating in, the 
future promised by these images ultimately justified their suffering and sacrifice.15

For the most part, however, rather than watching movies, those living in the 
liberated zones were invited to participate in them. The production of militant 
documentaries became an important propaganda weapon, naturalizing the 
significance of cameras and microphones as instruments of the struggle. The first 
European to visit the liberated zones was the French Mario Marret, who directed 
A Nossa Terra (Our Land) (1966).16 Before the war was over, nine more films were 
made by British, Cuban, French, Italian and Swedish sympathizers.17 Although shot 
in different places and stages of the conflict, these productions had very similar 
structures and subjects, sharing a common ‘liberation script’.18 They displayed how 
the PAIGC was developing a successful military action against the Portuguese troops 
while building a new society in the liberated zones, precursor of the nation to come.19 
Their techniques and general approach to this narrative would inspire the PAIGC’s 
own post-independence productions.

Cuba had a particularly strong influence, dating back to 1966’s Tricontinental 
conference in Havana. Culture was high on the conference’s agenda: in one resolution, 
delegates pledged to combat ‘the cultural and ideological influence of US imperialism’, 
denouncing the ‘imperialist domination’ of mass culture that ‘deforms the truth 
and tries to introduce false political, moral and aesthetic values’ or that ‘imposes 
information schemes, tastes and ways of life that do not correspond in some way 
to our countries’.20 The PAIGC’s founding leader, Amílcar Cabral, closely followed 
the discussions around cultural domination. His famous speech at the Tricontinental, 
known as ‘The Weapon of Theory’, praised the role of culture in the war against 
Portuguese colonial rule, a point he subsequently developed in ‘National Liberation 
and Culture’ (as discussed by Rita Narra earlier in this book). For Cabral, culture 
represented a key form of resistance, ensuring the continuity of the histories of 
peoples who lived under colonial rule as well as determining the opportunities for 
their progress and regression.21

At a seminar for the PAIGC’s cadres in 1969, Cabral stressed that culture should 
be dynamic, emancipating from both colonial and precolonial legacies, like the belief 
in the supernatural. He posited this not as a criticism of specific local traditions but 
as an engagement with a global phenomenon, pointing out that many other resistance 
fighters around the world had their own superstitions (the Franks, ‘the ancient English 
and the American Indians’) and that even current leaders in China and Vietnam had 
to cope with followers of sorcery. To illustrate his point, Cabral brought up films’ ability 
to open one’s mind: ‘One day when we were in Cuba, Osvaldo [Vieira] and I were 
sitting down to watch a film about Vikings on television; I enjoy seeing films about 
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Vikings and Osvaldo was up for it. Suddenly, warriors appeared, and Osvaldo said, 
“Hey, comrade, they have their own period for wearing amulets!” ’22

Cabral’s trip to the Tricontinental marked the beginning of a crucial partnership 
with the Cuban authorities. For one thing, Cuba’s military became the only foreign 
force to directly participate in Guinea-Bissau’s armed struggle.23 Yet the collaboration 
also proved impactful on the cinematographic front. Cinema was a core cultural 
demand of the Cuban Revolution. In 1959, the government had founded a film institute 
(Instituto Cubano del Arte e Industria Cinematográficos – ICAIC) on the proposition 
that film production might serve as an avant-garde means of political education. 
Translated into images, revolutionary ideals could reach the illiterate. Simultaneously, 
cinema consolidated a shared imaginary about the nation.24 In Havana, Cabral seems 
to have understood how cinema could be an instrument for mobilization, playing a 
role in the construction of a new Guinea-Bissau. In 1968, he dispatched four young 
Guineans (Florentino Flora Gomes, José Columba Bolama, Josefina Lopes Crato, Sana 
Na N’Hada) to Havana to complete high school and study film. At that time, there were 
no film schools in Cuba, so they trained with the crews at the ICAIC, especially with 
the news team of Noticiero Latino-americano ICAIC, led by Santiago Álvarez.

This group went back to Guinea to film the liberated zones, Portuguese napalm 
bombings, and military actions against colonial army barracks (having been 
strategically split between the different battlefronts) as well as diplomatic initiatives 
(like the PAIGC’s participation in 1972’s Information Week, in Conakry, and in the 
Tenth World Festival of Youth and Students, in East Berlin). Some travelled through 
Algeria, Tunisia and Senegal, where they met acclaimed Senegalese directors Ousmane 
Sembène and Paulin Soumanou Vieyra, and joined the international crews behind the 
Swedish documentary En Nations Födelse (The Birth of a Nation) (1973) and the Cuban 
Republica en Armas (Republic in Arms) (1973).25 Informed by a worldly cinematic 
knowledge, this contingent would continue to play a role after independence, but they 
were hardly alone in shaping the ensuing film culture.

Imperial kicks: Postcolonial consumption

Following Guinea-Bissau’s independence, the PAIGC targeted the links to colonialism 
in the recreational clubs’ film activities. The initial plan was to show Cuban films 
instead, but this partnership failed over a disagreement with the Cuban authorities, 
which requested the nationalization of all popular clubs, whereas the Guinea-Bissau 
government dismissed the clubs’ political purpose.26 In March 1975, an article in Nô 
Pintcha with the lead ‘Our State Liquidates Colonialism’s Cinematographic Heritage’ 
announced that the state would seize control of all film imports and distribution 
for every cinema in the country, although the exhibition sector remained a private 
commercial enterprise, taking advantage of the existing expertise. The PAIGC closed 
a deal with a Portuguese distributor to secure the curated weekly supply of one 
newsreel documentary and four ‘high quality’ feature films. Each film was expected 
to travel around the country, with the article stressing the importance of linking rural 
population (the ones ‘who sweated and committed to the liberation struggle’) with 
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the wider world. Thus, in every batch, one film was to immediately circulate in the 
countryside while the remaining ones would initially rotate between Bissau’s three 
cinemas: the aforementioned UDIB, Cine-Ajuda and Aviação. Further breaking away 
with the colonial past, the article also promised an absence of censorship: ‘The films 
will be projected as completed by their authors and creators.’27

Party members expressed ambiguity about cinema’s significance. In April 1975, 
at a rally staged by the PAIGC’s youth wing, Carmen Pereira, a senior party cadre, 
criticized those young people who thought only about dancing, football or going to 
the movies but ignored the ‘great tasks of our land’.28 Conversely, Bafatá deputy Jorge 
Barai recognized the potential for the consolidation of rural communities. In a speech 
at the Popular National Assembly, he demanded the supply of film projectors ‘so that 
our youth can have an interesting life in the villages [tabancas], avoiding their frequent 
escapes to the cities’.29

In Nô Pintcha, an organ of the Ministry for Information and Tourism whose articles 
were unsigned, a faction assigned cinema a prominent place in the ‘grandiose task’ of 
‘national reconstruction’ shaped by revolutionary values and internationalist solidarity. 
Shortly before the new film distribution policy took effect, an article defended the 
measure against sceptics. The paper claimed Bissau’s theatres should provide the 
population with ‘an authentic mass culture’ through which they could learn about ‘the 
aspirations of workers around the world for social justice and fraternity among men’. 
Likewise, it postulated that ticket prices should be affordable to the underprivileged. As 
in Cuba, cinema should be seen as ‘not a “luxury” but an instrument to combat ignorance 
and the poisonous conceptions of the people’s exploiters’. The latter metaphor was 
central to the critique of previously imported escapist genres, with abundant references 
to theatres ‘intoxicating our people’, especially the youth, through movies that were 
like a ‘drug’ distracting them ‘from the harsh reality that is the struggle for dignity and 
justice’. Echoing Marx’s dictum about the opium of the people, international capital 
was charged with spreading ‘poison’, ‘infesting’ Bissau with ‘political irresponsibility, 
disinterest for the people’s fate, and cult of petty personal ambitions’.30

Regardless of the government’s plans, for the first three years UDIB remained 
Bissau’s only active cinema and it filled much of its program with (mostly Italian/
Spanish) westerns and martial arts movies, along with crime thrillers, comedies, 
romantic dramas, war adventures, horror and the occasional art house film.31 A private 
sport club still run by Portuguese and Cabo Verdeans, UDIB’s cultural preferences and 
commercial interests were not aligned with the PAIGC’s plans to educate the masses 
for socialism. This situation was aggravated by the club’s dire financial needs, due to 
poor management, and by the state’s lack of foreign currency, which made it difficult 
to afford alternatives to the distributors’ packages of cheap B-movies.32 As a result, Nô 
Pintcha became uncharacteristically critical of the government, recurrently demanding 
the regulation of the exhibition sector.

The main target were martial arts pictures from Hong Kong, derogatorily labelled 
as ‘karate films’. Recently interviewed, the then director of Nô Pintcha acknowledged 
his concern that onscreen violence might encourage the semi-organized crime gangs 
who were emerging in Bissau.33 Yet the newspaper phrased the criticism politically. 
On one level, it considered the production context, describing those films as 
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‘designed to further enrich the multimillionaires of that British colony’ (obfuscating 
the fact that Hong Kong’s main production companies, like the Shaw Brothers 
Studio, were founded and run by Chinese locals rather than settlers). On another 
level, it offered a critical reading of the narratives’ counter-revolutionary subtext, 
charged with promoting ‘individualism, the solitary hero and opportunism, values 
diametrically opposed to those … that must guide our people in the conquest of 
authentic independence’. These films were thus linked to an old enemy, namely ‘an 
ideology contrary to the interests of the working masses all over the world, based on 
the systematic falsification of the struggle between exploiters and exploited and on 
fascist militarism’.34

This association stands out for its dissonance with contemporary engagements 
with Hong Kong action films. Although Portugal had imported at least twenty-five 
such films during the Estado Novo, they had generated much condemnation among 
Portuguese censors, who, rather than identify with the genre’s values, had themselves 
accused those films of ‘deteriorating’ young people through their intense violence.35 
In turn, May Joseph persuasively argues that young fans in 1970s Tanzania integrated 
kung fu narratives’ emphasis on frugality and forbearance with communal ideas of 
ujamaa socialism.36 The movies also proved quite popular among South Africa’s black 
population, which can be explained by the way they replaced Hollywood westerns’ 
white supremacist structure with non-white heroes and an explicitly anticolonial slant, 
thus providing a subversive counternarrative to apartheid.37

Conversely, Nô Pintcha combined anti-capitalist and anti-imperialist jargon with 
references to Guinea-Bissau’s specific history, warning against a larger sense of purpose 
getting sidetracked by entertainment. The newspaper insisted that Cabral’s designs for 
a new nation and a ‘new man’ were being challenged by role models such as the ‘heroes 
of kung fu, karate, fascist violence, American imperialism’s trampoline-like west, 
decadent European petty bourgeoisie with metaphysical anguish, cheap eroticism’. In 
recreating a ‘consumption society’ like those ‘that history has already condemned’, the 
‘many years of hard struggle’ could be endangered by a handful of movies with ‘obscene 
horror’ and ‘exaltation of bourgeois values of the so-called Western, Judeo-Christian 
civilisation’.38 Outside of screenings organized by neighbourhood committees, cinema 
mostly reproduced the film culture of the colonial era and propagated vice in search 
of easy profit.39 The proposed solution, in part, was to replace the products of large 
multinational companies with works from contexts associated with socialist paths to 
modernity.40

In practice, it was possible to watch such works, albeit mostly in special sessions 
and only in Bissau.41 Nô Pintcha publicized those initiatives, whether they were parallel 
screenings at high schools or embassy-curated events at UDIB, like Cuban Film Week 
and Soviet Film Week.42 The latter’s first edition, in June 1975, consisted of movies set in 
the Second World War – four of them internationally acclaimed dramas from the ‘thaw’ 
period of de-Stalinization (which emphasized the war’s tragic side) and the recent epic 
Liberation (a Brezhnev-era throwback to more ennobling accounts of the war). In the 
opening ceremony, covered on Nô Pintcha’s front page, Minister for Information and 
Tourism Manuel ‘Manecas’ Santos recalled the colonial authorities had barred access 
to these films to prevent Guineans from developing their own national consciousness 
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and resistance. Similarly, Soviet Ambassador Viatchesla Semenov placed Guinea-
Bissau’s struggle in line with the USSR’s victory over fascist armies.43

It is not clear, however, how these films resonated with general audiences. Carlos 
Vaz, who was in his early twenties at the time (and who much later came to head the 
national film institute), recalls these sessions as praised only by a small intellectual 
elite.44 In an interview to Nô Pintcha, Manecas Santos acknowledged that ‘good films’ 
tended to attract less spectators, causing financial losses to both the state (the importer) 
and sport clubs (the exhibitors), which created a dilemma: conveying a desire to 
move on from Guinea-Bissau’s recent bloodshed, the minister condemned what he 
called violence-driven ‘cowboy’ and ‘karate’ movies, but their success was effectively 
subsidizing sport activities. In search of a compromise, Santos announced that the 
import of twenty Soviet films included some action movies, whose content was deemed 
less infused with ‘gratuitous violence’ (although admitting that he aimed to gradually 
introduce films that corresponded not only to the PAIGC’s political convictions, 
but also to desirable ‘social and moral norms’).45 Accordingly, Semenov’s follow-up 
initiatives suggest an effort to compete more directly with Western entertainment: in 
commemorative screenings and in 1976’s edition of Soviet Film Week, the selection 
privileged espionage, comedy, and adventure, including ‘osterns’ (a Soviet variation 
of westerns).46 Later that year, the Soviet sci-fi romance Amphibian Man entered the 
commercial circuit.47

Yet Nô Pintcha’s demands were not exclusively concerned with Cold War fault lines. 
Individual reviews praised Western European movies critical of their own societies, 
by Jean Renoir, Luis Buñuel and Federico Fellini.48 The most forceful op ed piece, 
however, argued that even this branch was not enough to counter ‘the lack of culture 
and information’, framing a focus (even if critical) on those societies as a continuation 
of centuries of ‘violently imposed Western culture’ and silencing of native voices. 
Going back to Cabral, the article posited culture as a ‘weapon’ to reclaim one’s place 
in history.49 Such rhetoric implicitly evoked Tercer Cine (Third Cinema), a movement 
originated in Argentina which advocated a reinvention of cinema to express Third 
World revolution and to combat neocolonialism, pursuing ‘the decolonisation of 
culture’.50

Along the same lines, Nô Pintcha campaigned for postcolonial film identities. It 
publicized international festivals and publications devoted to Third World cinema.51 
An article titled ‘Cinema: A Battlefront for the Emancipation of African Culture’ 
(once again linking film with an imagery of struggle) drew a genealogy of African 
film entailing Sembène’s pioneering works and recent productions spurned by a new 
‘awareness of African reality’ and by the creation of the Pan-African Federation of 
Filmmakers. The focus was also on exhibition: this article stressed the Federation’s 
combat against foreign companies who controlled the continent’s commercial circuit, 
pitting ‘the African Man, without financial means, with technical shortcomings’, against 
the big money of Western producers and distributors, that is, ‘the arrogant cultural 
dictatorship of colonialist and imperialist countries’. In particular, Nô Pintcha praised 
the stronger protectionist measures of states like Algeria and Guinea-Conakry.52 It also 
covered pan-African efforts to coordinate coproduction and distribution strategies, 
like 1977’s African Conference on Film Cooperation, in Maputo.53 Its editorial line 
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was encapsulated by a quote from Upper Volta’s (now Burkina Faso) information 
minister: ‘If we don’t want [our peoples] to cheer tomorrow for the massacre of their 
African brothers, like they cheer today for the massacres of Indians [in westerns], we 
need to act here and now.’54

Suitably, the paper was enthusiastic about special events that brought Third World 
cinema to Bissau, underlining their anti-imperialist focus. For instance, in April 1976, 
UDIB showed six touring Algerian productions as part of the successful Algerian 
Film Week, five of which addressed the resistance against French colonialism.55 
Six months later, the Chinese Embassy organized a cycle ‘about the struggle of the 
People’s Liberation Army against the Kuomintang and the Japanese invasion during 
World War II’.56 When young cinephiles derided the latter’s ‘naïve’ filmic language, 
Nô Pintcha published a response by José Carlos Schwartz, head of the government’s 
Arts and Culture Department. Schwartz defended Chinese cinema’s simplicity as a way 
to politicize the masses whose lack of sophistication was evidenced by the fact that 
spaghetti westerns and martial arts pictures consistently filled theatres while ‘films of 
higher ideological and artistic level’ yielded empty seats. Considering both offscreen 
and onscreen politics, he exalted the PRC’s cinema’s ‘collective heroes’, ‘correct historical 
interpretation’, and ‘revolutionary violence’ as an antidote to the products of the Hong 
Kong and Taiwan-based film industries whose technical and financial resources were 
backed by ‘international imperialism’.57

The newspaper duly concluded that global business forces conditioned Guinea-
Bissau’s access to cinema. Yet it struggled to explain why viewers in a postwar 
society, drenched in revolutionary politics, might be aesthetically drawn to – and/or 
thematically identify with – Italian products like Compañeros (screened in December 
1975), part of the ‘Zapata western’ subgenre, which visualized the Mexican Revolution 
through exhilarating violence, dark comedy, and a caustic tension between political 
idealism and cynicism (reflecting Italy’s post-1968 leftist disillusionment).58 As argued 
in Marissa Moorman’s analysis of Angolan audiences, westerns did not exclusively 
presuppose a colonial perspective, as they provided an alternative to the Portuguese 
point of reference where Africans could ‘recognise an alterity to Europe’.59

In turn, there was a tinge of desperation in Nô Pintcha’s attempts to challenge 
those movies’ popularity. It published readers’ letters criticizing onscreen violence.60 
It also recurrently did small surveys where practically every respondent complained 
about UDIB’s ‘alienating’ film selection – of these, three asked for an outright ban on 
westerns and martial arts movies, with only a couple admitting to having fun (while 
still highlighting the general low quality).61 In February 1977, when the PAIGC’s 
branch in Cabo Verde assigned all film programming to its National Information 
Directorate, spectatorship numbers immediately collapsed.62 Conversely, the following 
month, in Bissau, the action thriller The Hong Kong Connection (whose Portuguese title 
translates as ‘Karate in Hong Kong’) reached a record of fifteen consecutive screenings 
(as opposed to the usual three).63

Such a losing battle inspired a more forceful commitment. In November 1977, the 
Third Congress of the PAIGC, which set the guidelines for the next four years, determined 
a more interventionist take on cinema’s ‘political, ideological, pedagogical and cultural’ 
role.64 The following month, Guinea-Bissau’s National Council of Culture tightened 
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control over film imports, finally enacting the goals stated in 1975 by replacing lowbrow 
movies with what Nô Pintcha called ‘good quality’ pictures to ‘detoxify our amateur 
public’.65 Its criteria privileged content over national origin, leading to an extended run 
of State of Siege (a French-Italian-West German exposé of the CIA’s repressive history in 
Latin America), much praised as a step in ‘mental decolonisation’.66 Following Charlie 
Chaplin’s death, in January 1978 Bissau’s House of Culture showed children a series of 
his short films, with Nô Pintcha professing the dawn of a new era: a younger generation 
‘would say that in Bissau there is no longer room for cowboy stuff and karate’, preferring 
films that ‘criticise something and can be discussed in schools’.67

Yet change was still restrained by structural dependency. Unable to pay for its own 
subtitling or for transatlantic imports from Portuguese-speaking Brazil, the PAIGC 
continued to rely on Portuguese distributors, often neglectful about the reels’ material 
quality.68 The latter’s catalogue reflected Portugal’s own film culture, itself increasingly 
dominated by US imports (despite the exponential rise of imports from socialist 
countries since the Carnation Revolution, which allowed for a certain variety). Thus, 
negotiations to purge critically reviled movies and obtain more prestigious works 
ironically ended up reinforcing a hegemonic Western film canon. UDIB’s general 
programming became more Hollywood-centric, with an emphasis on renowned 
classics (including westerns),69 a shift that was partly compensated by the occasional 
embassy-organized cycles (which expanded to include Brazilian, African, North 
Korean, French, Swedish and Portuguese film weeks).70 The frustration with such 
neocolonial trappings brought further urgency to a parallel front of the struggle to 
project the new nation’s ideals: film production.

The INC counter-offensive: Postcolonial production

Film production benefitted from the know-how, experience and international contacts 
inherited from the war. Following independence, Sana Na N’Hada and Flora Gomes 
worked as journalists for the Ministry for Information and Tourism, including at Nô 
Pintcha’s editorial team.71 In May 1975, they gave an interview explaining that the 
Cuba-trained group remained active, having shot the independence ceremony, the 
first official visits of foreign leaders, and scattered documentaries about the new nation 
which, along with material filmed in the war, were being processed in Sweden. This 
interview was strategically placed next to the abovementioned article on the emergent 
African cinema, underlining that Guinea-Bissau had its own filmmakers.72 They thus 
represented the wider project of valuing cultural production over the mere consumption 
of the former colonizers’ culture, that is, actively constructing independence rather 
than passively reproducing old power dynamics. Accordingly, in January 1976, these 
four Guineans integrated the ministry’s newly created Cinema Department, headed by 
Djalma Martins Fetterman, a Brazilian with film and TV experience in East Germany. 
As Fetterman told Nô Pintcha, the priority was to produce documentaries, followed by 
scientific/educational films, uncovering all the folklore culture that had been repressed, 
but not destroyed, by colonialism.73
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Such an ideologically driven project resulted in little creative control, with the few 
films produced in this period geared towards the reproduction of official discourse 
and images. The leading production was O Regresso de Cabral (The Return of 
Cabral) (1976), documenting the funeral ceremonies in honour of Amílcar Cabral 
as his body was transferred from Conakry, where he had been murdered, to Bissau, 
where he was now buried. This film, funded by the Swedish government, circulated 
internationally (including at the Leipzig Documentary Film Festival).74 It was followed 
by A Reconstrução (The Reconstruction) (1977) and Anos no Oça Luta (We Who Dare 
to Fight) (1978), which likewise primarily focused on remembering and celebrating 
the national liberation struggle and its leader. The obsession with the struggle’s 
memorialization reflects the perceived need to propagate anticolonial values in 
territories where part of the population had been recruited by the Portuguese army and 
among those living in urban areas with little contact with the PAIGC’s ideals during 
the conflict. The aim was to extend the PAIGC’s experience to the entire population, 
turning the memory of the liberation struggle into a widespread national memory.75

Again, the turning point was the Third Congress, which led to the creation, in early 
1978, of Instituto Nacional de Cinema (INC), a national film institute inspired by the 
Cuban ICAIC. This state organism sought to fully rethink cinema in Guinea-Bissau, 
purging its colonial past once and for all by centralizing the coordination of all film-
related activities (even if preserving a commercial exhibition sector) and dynamizing 
a popular engagement with what was considered ‘the most efficient medium of mass 
ideological dissemination’. This entailed expanding exhibition by, among other things, 
fostering local clubs and a travelling cinema for the regions without theatres, and 
cofunding further screening facilities (to be exploited by public or mixed companies). 
The other key priority was the development of national film production.76

The INC was founded by the Cuban-trained group, together with the Angola-born 
Mário Pinto de Andrade. Following an internal dispute in the MPLA, Andrade had 
moved to Guinea-Bissau, where he headed the National Council of Culture (1976–
8) and would become Minister of Information and Culture (1978–80). A renowned 
intellectual, writer and activist, in the 1950s Andrade had been exiled in Paris, where 
he had edited the influential magazine Présence Africaine. His background facilitated 
a close relationship between the INC and France, where Andrade maintained several 
personal and professional connections. Thus, a number of remarkable French directors 
worked in coproductions with the INC. Footage from Chris Marker’s Sans Soleil (1983) 
was partly shot in Guinea-Bissau by Sana Na N’Hada. Sarah Maldoror (Andrade’s wife), 
Anita Fernandez and Tobias Engel directed, respectively, À Bissau, le Carnaval (1980), 
Un balcon en Afrique (1980) and Carnival in Guinea-Bissau (1982). Fernandez went on 
to collaborate in the country’s first fiction film, Flora Gomes’s Refused by Death (1988). 
These coproductions provided important training for Guinean filmmakers and paved 
the way for their films’ international visibility.

Given Guinea-Bissau’s sparse resources, filmmaking could not be approached as 
purely domestic enterprise. Rather, it became an extension of the PAIGC’s support 
networks during the liberation struggle. Like before, the Swedish government 
was a key player, donating two arriflex 16 mm cameras, a sound recording device, 
a Steinbeck moviola, a lighting kit and a 9 mm to 16 mm sound converter. This 

 

 

 



Globalizing Independence Struggles of Lusophone Africa254

equipment effectively provided the means for local filmmakers to produce their own 
images, the main goal of the next INC director, Sana Na N’Hada. However, given the 
paltry budgets allocated to the institute, activities were largely dependent on foreign 
embassies’ cultural programmes. Through these embassies, Sana Na N’Hada was able 
to visit longstanding allied countries (Cuba, USSR, Algeria, China, Sweden) in an 
effort to recover scattered reels he had filmed alongside Flora Gomes during the war.77 
Their films had to be develop and edited in Europe, which was both expensive and 
impractical: a whole documentary about the banks’ nationalization got lost on the way 
to Sweden for the final cut.78 One project the INC did complete was Os dias de Ancono 
(Ancono’s Days) (1979), a UNICEF-funded Paris-based production documenting the 
titular child’s everyday life in the Bijagós. Yet Sana Na N’Hada practically apologized 
for the latter’s poor execution to Nô Pintcha, explaining that various technical problems 
had truncated the film from fifty-three to twenty-six minutes.79

According to Sana Na N’Hada, while Guinea-Bissau’s first government, led by Luís 
Cabral, was exclusively interested in the production of newsreels (Actualidades), the 
INC convinced it to fund a more ambitious project. Inspired by Santiago Álvarez’s 
Año 7 (Year 7) (1966), Guiné-Bissau: Seis anos depois (Guinea-Bissau: Six Years Later) 
sought to document the successes achieved since independence, thereby contributing 
to the national unity of a country divided by both war and ethnolinguistic differences:

Filming the Guineans, as they were, that was our idea. Allow Guineans to see 
themselves in a movie theatre. We had the perception that Guineans did not know 
each other well. For example, a Felupe in the North did not know a Nalu in the 
South. I had never seen a Nalu or a Felupe. I only met them during the struggle. 
The ethnic groups even began getting to know each other during the struggle but 
they did not interact with each other.80

This project was interrupted, as were all INC activities, by the military coup d’état 
on 14 November 1980, led by João Bernardo ‘Nino’ Vieira. Justified by Vieira as a 
necessary ‘readjustment’ against Luis Cabral’s authoritarian rule and the ‘Cape Verdean 
domination’ of the PAIGC, the coup drastically switched the state’s priorities.81 Although 
Sana Na N’Hada continued to lead the INC until the late 1980s, most of the institute’s 
original plans remained unfulfilled. There were never mobile cinema infrastructures 
to exhibit films to rural areas, nor were there film development laboratories built in 
Guinea-Bissau. As a result, most images produced by the INC were never exploited as 
vehicles for internal propaganda.

Conclusion

In the aftermath of independence, Nô Pintcha framed the battle for Guinea-Bissau’s 
film culture as a continuation of the liberation struggle. On one side, the old colonial 
sport clubs of Bissau, Farim, Bafatá and Gabú, along with a dependence on Portugal 
(tied to Western multinational distribution companies), ostensibly continued to 
promote gratuitous violence, political alienation and Eurocentric cultural influence. 
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On the opposite camp, a government lacking in funds and technical means struggled 
to mobilize cinema for the construction of an educated, socialist, unified, independent 
nation that could move beyond the violence of war, retaliations and crime. Such linear 
perspective would render this as a lost battle that reflected the new state’s powerlessness 
against the overwhelming challenges of decolonization. The PAIGC’s appreciation of 
film’s propagandistic potential (inherited from the armed struggle) was countered by 
a fragile economy and the reliance on profitable crowd-pleasers (i.e. catering to tastes 
inherited from colonial times) to fund sports.

However, as with other fronts of Lusophone Africa’s liberation struggles, the quest 
to affirm a national identity also fostered creative forms of transnational imagination 
and hybridity. For all its limitations, UDIB showed films from over thirty countries, 
including not only European westerns (often mocking the United States) and Asian 
action movies, but also Mexican melodramas, Italian peplums, British vampire tales, 
and works of the French New Wave, in addition to American productions ranging from 
classic comedies to New Hollywood cinema. Through the government’s diplomatic 
ties, these were complemented by recurrent ‘film weeks’ spotlighting Soviet and Third 
World cinema. Rather than merely assuming that spectators passively related to these 
films’ values, it is worth considering that Guineans accessed a variety of genres, styles 
and filmic traditions whose imagery enabled them to either escape from or engage with 
their new reality in multiple ways. Duco Castro Fernandes, then head of the House 
of Culture, recalls with irony that they were screening the influential Italian-Algerian 
revolutionary docudrama The Battle of Algiers on the day of Nino Vieira’s coup.82

Likewise, Guinea-Bissau’s early film productions are less remarkable for their 
limited impact in uniting the nation than for their role in extending solidarity networks. 
Besides the training of four foundational filmmakers, Cuba had an influential role 
in inspiring the state’s attitude towards cinema, channelled both into Nô Pintcha’s 
editorial line (which also echoed the principles of Tercer Cine) and into the creation of 
a national film institute in 1978. Moreover, INC’s productions drew on the repertoire 
of documentaries made by foreign directors during the war as well as on  the 
continuous support of French militants and the Swedish government. International 
collaboration became a key modus operandi: even after all the institute’s productions 
were interrupted, following the 1980 coup, the INC continued to cooperate with 
foreign productions until its extinction in 1989. These various partnerships proved 
fundamental for Flora Gomes and Sana Na N’Hada to eventually be able to make 
their own films, which have been acclaimed in festivals worldwide. Paradoxically, as 
their works gained an international audience, in Guinea-Bissau there are currently no 
formal film distribution channels – and even Bissau no longer has any movie theatre 
with regular programming.

In 2003, the INC was relaunched as Instituto Nacional do Cinema e do Audiovisual 
(INCA). Eight years later, the project Luta Ca Caba Inda (The Struggle Is Not Over 
Yet), led by Portuguese artist Filipa César in collaboration with Sana Na N´Hada, Flora 
Gomes and the INCA, began the process of digitizing what was left of the footage 
produced by the Guineans trained in Cuba, originally shot between 1972 and 1980. This 
project has digitized those images at Berlin’s Arsenal Institute for Film and Video Art 
and screened them in European capitals as well as in small villages of Guinea-Bissau.83 
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Now, as then, Guinea-Bissau remains part of an enduring – and often contradictory – 
global history of decolonization, one that encompassed not only armed conflict on the 
ground, but also the gunfire of colonial soldiers, revolutionary guerrillas and fictional 
cowboys up on the screen.
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