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This book analyses the many disputes surrounding the memory of an important his-
torical event: the colonial wars and the liberation struggles that brought an end to 
the Portuguese empire in Africa and, in the first half of the 1970s, led to the emer-
gence of five new nations: Angola, Mozambique, Guinea-Bissau, Cape Verde and 
São Tomé e Príncipe. The conflict that started in 1961 in Angola and later extended 
to Guinea and Mozambique lasted 13 long years and is central to the remarkable 
political rupture which took place in Portugal. On 25 April 1974, the old Estado 
Novo regime was overthrown by a successful coup led by middle-ranking officers 
who refused to continue a war that was, in political terms, already lost, thus paving 
the way for democracy, and creating the conditions for the end of the long imperial 
cycle. On African soil, the struggle for independence was embedded in an interna-
tional context defined by decolonisation processes in the South and the emergence 
of new movements that viewed the armed struggle as a means to achieving national 
independence. Even Cape Verde and São Tomé e Príncipe, which had not experi-
enced armed struggles within their territories, would gain independence by sharing 
the same anticolonial grammar.

This volume aims to explore the reverberations of this past in the successive 
presents. It traces a mnemohistory of the colonial wars and the liberation struggles, 
examining and the role played by social, political, cultural and economic forces in 
the diachronic modelling of the past. While analysing the discursive and symbolic 
production of these historical representations in each national context, it also pre-
sents intersecting and comparative approaches which have the potential to reveal 
surprising similarities, drawing parallels and proposing dialogues for a shared his-
tory which, more than sixty years later, is still alive.

⁎

Memory has become a hot topic in the social sciences and humanities. Having ac-
quired academic status, particularly from the final decades of the twentieth century 
onwards, it is nowadays the driving force behind a prolific (trans)disciplinary field 
of research known as memory studies. An increasingly dense conceptual network 
has made it possible to consider memory – that is, the individual and collective 
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processes of bringing the past into the present – in terms of its relationship to the 
social, the political and the cultural. Rather than serving as a mirror that reflects 
the past which institutions, collectives and individuals preserve and can accurately 
transmit or pass on, memory has been conceptualised as a social process shaped by 
cultural structures, ideological beliefs, markers of class, race or gender, strategic 
interests, life experiences and the prevailing models for historiographical research 
and its dissemination.

The emergence of memory studies has been closely linked to the theme of 
 violence. As Ann Rigney observes, “there has been a close historical relationship 
between the emergence of the field and the atrocities that have marked recent his-
tory”, and an area of research was therefore constructed which “gravitated towards 
violence and its collective legacies”.1 Hence, the main paradigm, particularly in its 
more markedly culturalist forms, would be constructed via a focus on the concept 
of trauma within an analytical framework that was based on the historical experi-
ence of the Holocaust – albeit belatedly, many years after the Second World War 
had ended.2 Consequently, it would establish what has been defined as a “cosmo-
politan mode of remembering” based, particularly from the 1980s onwards, on the 
convergence between the “consciousness of coming to terms with the violent past 
of the authoritarian regimes” and the transnational memory of the Holocaust.3

This framework is not entirely unrelated to the universalisation of human rights, 
which Samuel Moyn has described as the “last utopia”, precisely because it co-
incides with the decline of major transformative projects such as socialism and 
Third-Worldism, and because it aspires to an ideal of harmonious coexistence that 
has yet to be realised. The emergence of “human rights” as a globalised  paradigm – 
based on the potential and limits of the Enlightenment and so often mobilised to 
legitimise wars, occupations and geopolitical disputes – is inseparable from the 
centrality which the notion of the “victim” would increasingly acquire, very often 
through the memory of the Holocaust.4

In Enzo Traverso’s analysis, the figure of the “victim” is associated with the ero-
sion of the memory of revolutions, antifascism or anticolonialism.5 If this is true, it 
is not inevitable that invoking idea of the “victim”, in its many forms and contexts, 
always emerges as a counterpoint to notions of resistance or political engagement, 
leading to a depoliticisation of social processes and historical actors. In fact, the 
strategic use of the notion of “victim” – or the related notion of “human rights” – 
has also fuelled struggles for historical justice for individuals and groups targeted 
by violence, very often by resorting to a grammar of consensus and drawing on 
emotions such as empathy or suffering, of which the Latin American cases are the 
best-known examples.6

Moreover, the prevailing paradigm of trauma and violence within the field of 
memory studies has tended to erase theoretical reflections on experiences of strug-
gle, exaltation and hope. Similarly, analyses that show how celebration and sacri-
fice, abnegation and hedonism may emerge as intertwined have been relegated to 
the margins, as Kristin Ross demonstrates in her study on the memory of May 68. 
In a critical reading of the dominant representations of the memory of the events, 
which featured mainly in the 1980s and 1990s, and were largely marked by regrets 
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about a political involvement seen as puerile or proto-totalitarian, Ross argues that 
in many cases “individuality was completed and not submerged by collectivity”, 
providing accounts of experiences that were simultaneously “serious and happy”.7 
In the same vein, Ann Rigney has recently proposed opening up space in the field 
of memory studies for consideration of experiences and representations of fulfil-
ment, joy and happiness, specifically in the context of exploring the nexus between 
memory and activism.8 To a certain extent, as can be seen in this book, remember-
ing the colonial war and the liberation struggles requires us to engage in a similar 
exercise, creating a dialogue between the disruptive elements of violence and the 
evocations of hope and liberation which, particularly on the African side, converge 
and intersect in different historical times.

⁎

It is important to provide a brief outline of the nature of the colonial war and the 
liberation struggles and their impact on the “metropole”, as it was known at the 
time and the colonised territories. The conflict emerged within the context of a 
broad-based and diverse movement for decolonisation that had erupted during the 
post-Second World War period. The Portuguese Estado Novo regime had been 
attempting, with little success, to resist the “winds of change” that had been blow-
ing since then – with the Bandung Conference (1955), which gave voice to Afro-
Asian proposals and expectations of independence, representing an important 
milestone – and would eventually lead to a conflict on several fronts in Africa: 
first in Angola (1961), and afterwards in Guinea (1963) and Mozambique (1964).

Although there were only four independent states in the African continent at 
the end of the Second World War – one of which was South Africa, at the time 
governed by a regime based on strict racial segregation – between 1956 and 1962, 
more than 30 territories became independent states. Counter to this trend, Portugal 
was refusing to engage in negotiations with the liberation movements that could 
have paved the way for the transfer of powers and prevented the war. At the same 
time, it had maintained the system of forced labour in the colonies – although 
this had been abolished on paper at the beginning of the 1960s, it still existed in 
practice9 – and had adopted the Lusotropicalist theories of the Brazilian Gilberto 
Freyre, which envisaged Portuguese colonialism as benign and open to diversity.10 
Hence, a representation of a kind of “non-colonial colonialism” was disseminated 
and enshrined in the constitutional review of 1951. By replacing the word “colo-
nies” with the term “overseas provinces”, the review helped construct the myth 
of a great multiracial and pluricontinental Portugal, while also seeking to defend 
Portugal in international arenas where its colonial presence was increasingly being 
challenged.

In fact, these strategies failed in containing the momentum of the pro- 
independence forces. In February 1961, armed groups launched a few actions in 
Luanda (Angola), including an attack on the Casa de Reclusão Militar, where sev-
eral political prisoners were being held. The following month, the UPA (United 
Peoples of Angola) organised a revolt in the fazendas in the north of the country, 
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resulting in the deaths of thousands of settlers and black labourers and equally 
ferocious reprisals. In Portugal, images of the violent events caused widespread 
concern, intensified by the press, which was subject to censorship at the time.

In April 1961, advocating a negotiated solution for the colonies, the Minister 
for Defence, Júlio Botelho Moniz, became involved in a failed coup to depose 
António de Oliveira Salazar, the Portuguese dictator who had been in power for 
almost three decades. Following this, Salazar delivered a famous public speech 
which was broadcast on radio and television, ordering the immediate dispatch of 
troops to subdue the revolt in Angola. In the territory, the MPLA (People’s Move-
ment for the Liberation of Angola), UPA/FNLA (which became the National Front 
for the Liberation of Angola in 1962) and UNITA (National Union for the Total 
Independence of Angola) – a movement that emerged after a split in the FNLA 
leadership and would first take up arms on 25 December 1966, having for a certain 
period of time agreed to collaborate with the Portuguese – would draw up differ-
ent plans and also fight among themselves. In Guinea, the PAIGC (African Party 
for the Independence of Guinea and Cape Verde), committed to independence for 
both Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde, led the fight against Portuguese colonialism. 
By the end of the 1960s, the PAIGC controlled more than half of Guinea and on 
24 September 1973 – a few months after its leader, Amílcar Cabral, had been as-
sassinated – it unilaterally proclaimed the independence of the territory. In Mozam-
bique, the armed struggle would essentially be led by the Mozambique Liberation 
Front (FRELIMO), which had been founded in 1962 and took up arms two years 
later.

It is important to clarify the still widespread notion of the isolation of Portugal at 
the time. This view is not unrelated to the image cultivated by the regime – Salazar 
and his rhetoric of standing “proudly alone”, announcing what would be, in his 
view, a hard but virtuous path – and the discourse of the opposition, committed to 
showing the backwardness and archaic nature of the Estado Novo. While it is true 
that part of the world had been endeavouring to support the liberation movements 
and Portugal had been condemned several times in international forums, countries 
such as France, Italy, England, the United States of America and the Federal Re-
public of Germany (FRG), within the framework of NATO, would provide military 
support for the war effort, sometimes discreetly or secretly.11

Taking place thousands of kilometres away from the “metropole”, this war on 
three fronts required substantial financial resources – 40% of the General State 
Budget by the end of the conflict – and was pursued on a social scale that can be 
grasped simply by reference to certain statistics. Except for Israel, Portugal was the 
Western country with the greatest number of men in arms. In Africa, it deployed an 
army five times greater, proportionally, than the one used during the same period 
by the United States of America in Vietnam.12 Out of a population of around nine 
million, approximately 800,000 young men were sent to Africa and forced to fight 
far away from their communities by the Portuguese state. In addition, the records 
show that over 200,000 failed to enrol for military service – in other words, around 
20% of the young men called up for medical inspections in what was known as 
the metropole at the time, most of whom had fled in secret to central Europe – and 
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there were around 9,000 deserters and an estimated 10,000–20,000 draft evaders.13 
The official figures also indicate approximately 10,000 deaths, 30,000 wounded 
and over 100,00 cases of post-traumatic stress disorder, on the Portuguese side 
alone.14

To these numbers should be added the more than 500,000 Africans who were 
recruited into the Portuguese army, in a process that intensified as the war pro-
gressed: in the 1970s, taking the three theatres of war into consideration, local 
recruitment accounted for over 40% of the total number of regular troops, and in 
Mozambique, it would represent more than half from 1971 onwards.15 This very 
significant number of Africans would meet different fates in the post-independence 
period: in Guinea-Bissau, hundreds were killed or fled the country; in Mozam-
bique, they were subjected to a process of exposure and self-criticism in the late 
1970s and early 1980s, prior to being admitted to the national army; in Angola they 
faced repression, some joining the ranks of the Angolan movements that were at 
war during the post-independence period.16

It is difficult to find complete and reliable data for casualties among the civilian 
populations and the African guerrillas.17 In Angola, Mozambique and Guinea the 
fighting not only involved the two warring sides, but also the local populations, 
whose mobilisation and control were part of the dynamics of war. The liberation 
movements endeavoured to gain the support of the populations and, particularly 
but not exclusively in the case of the PAIGC, managed to establish “liberated 
zones” covering a significant part of the territory, which emerged as a kind of  
“embryonic state”, organised on communitarian lines. At the same time, the Portu-
guese Armed Forces were developing a policy of relocation in village settlements 
run by the army, with the aim of controlling local populations, and a psychologi-
cal action strategy designed to spread disinformation and garner local support by 
means of aid programmes for education, health, economy and infrastructures.

⁎

Portugal would see its colonial empire – and the dictatorial political regime – 
 collapse as a consequence of the war. While other European colonial powers such 
as Britain, France, Holland and Belgium were dealing with their various decolo-
nisation processes, Portugal was still forcing thousands of young Portuguese and 
African men into a protracted conflict. On 25 April 1974, a military coup led by 
middle-ranking officers from the armed forces deposed Marcelo Caetano – who 
had replaced António de Oliveira Salazar as head of the country in September 
1968 – and overthrew the Estado Novo dictatorship which had been in power since 
the early 1930s. Between 1974 and 1975, the country lived through a revolutionary 
period that would have a powerful impact on Portuguese society. In the months im-
mediately after the “Carnation Revolution”, the liberation movements would only 
accept a ceasefire when independence had been recognised. In July 1974, the law 
recognising the colonised peoples’ right to independence was passed, paving the 
way for procedures for the transfer of power. Between August 1974 and January 
1975, formal agreements on independence were signed.
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In Portugal, the memory of the colonial war resisted affirmation in the public 
arena, particularly its violent dimension and the articulation of the conflict with the 
colonial order. After the revolutionary period, in which the desire to forget imperial 
history was combined with denunciations of colonial violence, from the mid-1970s 
onwards the war gradually became a memory that was difficult to discuss in the 
public domain. This situation has changed in recent years, although the evident 
“colonial aphasia”18 that permeates the public memory has still not been exorcised, 
as Chapter 1 of this book demonstrates. The recent proliferation of monuments to 
the colonial war is also an indication of this, several reviving themes associated 
with the “Discoveries” or the Portuguese maritime and colonial past, while also 
performing the role of remembering the Portuguese who died in the conflict (Chap-
ter 5), or (re)creating online communities for sharing and circulating representa-
tions of the war which also tend to reinforce a certain dominant memory, centred 
on the life experiences of former combatants (Chapter 7).19

⁎

After the war ended and the new African countries were declared independent, they 
had to deal with several economic, cultural and social legacies in societies deeply 
scarred by discriminatory ideologies in which race had been a determining factor 
in defining the rights and obligations of citizenship – or rather, in denying them to 
the vast majority of the population. The Mozambican historian João Paulo Borges 
Coelho has also highlighted the impact of the “potential for violence” generated 
by the militarisation of the colonial areas during the war, creating what he terms a 
“violent post-colonial order”.20 Although this is by no means the only explanation, 
it helps in understanding the history of the conflicts in some of these countries 
in the post-independence period – including the so-called “civil wars” in Angola 
(1975–2002) and Mozambique (1977–1992) and the various coups and similar in-
cidents in Guinea-Bissau.

In general terms, the impact of colonial rule was evident in the demarcation of 
geographical borders, the lasting effects of a type of society designed to exploit and 
marginalise based on “race”, the erasure of indigenous structures for organisation 
and knowledge, and the repeated lack of economic, social and cultural investment 
available to the majority of the population. Moreover, in addition to being respon-
sible for a considerable amount of weapons circulating within the country, the war 
also caused huge population displacements and internal migration flows which left 
the new countries facing the challenge of accommodating very large numbers of 
displaced people and refugees.21 Thus, with regard to their colonial pasts, the his-
torical burden which the former colonised territories bear has had a significant in-
fluence, although this is frequently downplayed in analyses and public perceptions 
of the contemporary dynamics of these regions.

The liberation struggle would have an important role to play in the various 
African countries – despite the significant differences between them – conferring 
additional legitimacy on the independence movements and rapidly becoming the 
driving force behind the construction of the new states and their leaders. It was 
the founding moment of the struggle, celebrated as the epicentre of the emerging 
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national projects that made it possible to imagine new beginnings and define new 
utopias, hopes, values, forms of social organisation, geostrategic alliances and 
power structures.

A luta continua (“the struggle continues”), the slogan used in the context of 
the new independent nations – particularly by FRELIMO, but also by the PAIGC 
and MPLA – endorsed the decolonising mission of the struggle, which would not 
end with the political declarations of independence. In fact, it would shape a plan 
that went beyond the mere transfer of power, presenting itself as an act of libera-
tion that challenged the political, economic and cultural constraints imposed by 
colonialism. Hence, the struggle enabled independence, while also drawing up 
a framework of possibilities within which it would be envisioned and fulfilled. 
Moreover, this memory-symbol became an active mnemonic agent in the po-
litical dynamics of the post-independence period, ratifying the new powers and 
establishing a “multidirectional” mnemonic interplay – to draw on the concept 
developed by Michael Rothberg22 – between the present of the struggle and inde-
pendence and the broader past of oppression, resistance and suffering produced 
by colonialism.

The continuity of the struggle therefore established a decolonising momentum 
that did not end when the new flag was raised for the first time. In fact, political 
self-determination was only the first step, after which the struggle would unfold 
with increased strength. Hence it emerged both as a founding event and a mne-
monic agent with multiple refractions in the successive presents, influencing politi-
cal options, international alliances, the moral and political endorsement of the new 
leaders, socioeconomic dynamics and experimentation, the hopes projected in the 
present and the interpretations of a recent colonial past, whose rejection would be 
the driving force behind the future that was to be built.

In the case of Mozambique, João Paulo Borges Coelho refers to the existence of 
a “liberation script” in which the modern anticolonial struggle coincided both with 
the history of FRELIMO and with the construction of a “strategic discourse situ-
ated at the intersection between power relations and knowledge-based relations”, 
which constituted the very basis of its political authority.23 This rigid memory 
framework became dominant over the decades, although it coexisted with “rarely 
shared memories” originating in social and political groups or life experiences that 
were difficult to accommodate within the narrative produced through the states (see 
Chapters 3, 9 and 12).

There are some differences in the case of Angola, firstly due to the presence of 
the FNLA and UNITA as alternative movements in conflict with the MPLA, which 
resulted in “gradations of memory”, although they were unable to challenge the 
official memory which the MPLA had constructed and spread via the state and the 
party.24 To paraphrase Christine Messiant, in Angola this had generated what may 
be described as the “unpredictability of the past”.25 This peculiarity would define 
an approach that makes the role of the MPLA unique – in terms of its “precocity” 
in the struggle, the events it set in motion, and its leaders and heroes – within the 
anticolonial movement and the building of the independent Angola. This approach 
is gradually being diversified by recent trends in historiography and memory stud-
ies and new political events, as explained in Chapters 2 and 7 of this book.
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In Guinea, the image of a successful struggle was affirmed internationally and 
was particularly well established in various Western chancelleries and international 
institutions, especially during the 1970s, as demonstrated in Chapters 4 and 10. The 
1980 coup d’état in which Nino Vieira deposed Luís Cabral put an end to Guinean 
and Cape Verdean unity, which had been based on the idea of an intertwined history 
involving two states and the same ruling party. Troubled political times followed, 
involving foreign interventions, ethnic and political tensions, several military 
coups or attempted coups, and a civil war (1998–1999), which further undermined 
the already frail state.26

The situations in Cape Verde and São Tomé e Príncipe have specific characteris-
tics, which are identified in Chapter 11. On the one hand, their histories were inter-
linked with the trade in enslaved people, the economic exploitation of plantations 
(São Tomé) or endemic famines (Cape Verde). At the same time, the elites from 
both archipelagos had access to education and the populations were not legally 
subject to the Estatuto do Indigenato (Indigenous Statutes). Moreover, when they 
gained independence from Portuguese rule, this had not been achieved by means of 
armed struggle in either of the archipelagos. However, this does not mean that there 
had been no resistance to anticolonialism. In fact, the MLSTP (Movement for the 
Liberation of São Tomé and Príncipe) and the PAIGC, the movement which fought 
for the joint liberation of Guinea and Cape Verde, had intervened clandestinely and 
through the diaspora and generically shared the same anticolonial perspectives as 
FRELIMO and the MPLA.27

In both countries significant nuances were added to ways of remembering the 
struggle in the early 1990s, when the parties that had inherited the legacy of the 
struggle were defeated in the first multiparty elections in both archipelagos. In 
a joint study with Inês Nascimento Rodrigues, we have developed the notion of 
“mnemonic device” to define the role of the liberation struggle in Cape Verde, 
understood as the signifier from which disputed symbols, meanings and uses stem. 
Given the particular history of the archipelago, the memory of the struggle has 
become a key political agent, expressed in narratives, memoryscapes, myths, com-
memorative practices, symbologies, power relations and moral hierarchies, both 
activated and celebrated but also, in more recent decades, reinterpreted and chal-
lenged, paradoxically revealing the fact that it is inescapable in any public debate 
on the past.28

Despite significant differences in the various national contexts, a historical- 
memorial framework was, to a greater or lesser extent, established, deeply embed-
ded in the political hegemonies emerging in the post-independence period and, in 
general, adopting a common set of themes. Firstly, there was the visibility of the 
“founding massacres”. Seen as the ground zero of the resistance, they also rank 
highly as the birth certificate of the nation, insofar as they defined the struggle 
as inevitable. I am referring here to the following: the Batepá massacre in São 
Tomé e Príncipe on 3 February 1953; the repression of the strike by seamen and 
stevedores working for the Casa Gouveia at the Port of Bissau Pidjiguiti docks in 
Guinea, on 3 August 1959; the Mueda massacre in northern Mozambique, in June 
1960; the revolt and repression of agricultural workers in the Baixa de Cassange 
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cotton plantations in Angola, in January 1961. Despite the many differences con-
cerning the reasons and the processes, all these events became important within 
the framework of the anticolonial struggle and, above all, in the choreography of 
memorialising the new nations, as clear examples of colonial violence, the justness 
of the fight against colonialism and the need to progress to new levels of resistance.

Secondly, there was the definition of the archetypal figures of liberation, which 
tended to focus on the “guerrilla” and marginalise life experiences associated with 
the clandestine struggle, logistical support for anticolonial resistance or political 
prisoners. On the basis of the symbolic capital and social recognition generated by 
the struggle, the combatants from the liberation movements generally functioned 
as the repository for the political legitimacy of the independent countries, many 
becoming part of the leadership of the new states. Hence, the figure of the com-
batant became a key national figure in the building of the nation, albeit subject to 
hierarchies of values, fluctuations and specific mnemonic flows. Finally, there was 
the focus on movements bearing the ideology of national liberation, as the driving 
force for the society to come.

It is also true, as observed elsewhere, that the forms of representing this past 
struggle have not been unaffected by the major changes taking place in the world 
due to the hegemony of neoliberalism from the 1980s onwards, foreign interven-
tions by the IMF in Africa as part of so-called “structural adjustment”, the shrinking 
of the state and the increasing role of the NGOs, as well as the growing disillusion-
ment with important sections of the elites associated with the experience of libera-
tion.29 In that way, prominent figures from the struggle or the actual imaginary of 
the fight for freedom acquired new symbolic functions, not only in terms of the 
historical-memorial context associated with the liberation struggle and the recogni-
tion given to its protagonists, but also their mobilisation in the present day for the 
purposes of political argument.

Mary Ann Pitcher, for example, in a study published in 2006, noted how 
 FRELIMO, from the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s, had to re-
frame the discourse on its past in order to respond to the need to adapt to the new 
international context (the fall of the Berlin Wall, deregulation, structural adjust-
ment, privatisations), as well as the national context (the 1992 agreements, the 
multiparty system and the need to recognise RENAMO as a political actor). Con-
sequently, while the FRELIMO leadership was, at the time, tending to separate the 
memory of the liberation struggle from the memory of the socialist struggle, the 
popular sectors – namely urban workers in Maputo who for two decades had been 
educated and informed about the importance of their participation in the revolu-
tionary  project – were strategically using the memory of the struggle to criticise 
concessions to neoliberalism, reviving the vocabulary of the independence project 
to demand better working conditions.30

The case of Amílcar Cabral is the most striking example of this, due to the in-
ternational recognition the revolutionary leader had gained. Killed on 20 January 
1973, before independence, Cabral would acquire the status of “national hero” in 
Guinea and Cape Verde. While there was certainly not always a consensus sur-
rounding the figure of Cabral in the two countries, particularly in Cape Verde and 
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specifically following the “mnemonic transition” in the 1990s which involved a 
certain “de-Africanisation”31 and “de-Cabralisation” of national symbols (see 
Chapter 6), nevertheless his political, diplomatic and theoretical skills made him 
an important international reference, not only in the history of the anticolonial 
struggles, but also in the contemporary postcolonial theory itself. These factors are 
frequently cited in both countries, above all in urban intellectual circles and among 
the politicised sectors of young people, as a source of pride and as a critique of the 
betrayal of the emancipatory ideal by the ruling elite.32 Cabral is thus transformed 
into a kind of spectre who laid the foundations for the promise of liberation, which 
the countries had not been capable of effectively achieving, as noted in Chapters 4, 
6, 10 and 11.

⁎

This book aims to explore the memory of the war and the struggle, demonstrating 
how echoes of both are formed and expressed, but also how they can be brought 
together in a dialogue, building on their differences and asymmetries. This volume 
presents some of the results of the research carried out as part of the CROME pro-
ject (Crossed Memories, Politics of Silence: The Colonial-Liberation Wars in Post-
colonial Times), funded by the European Research Council and developed between 
2017 and 2023 at the Centre for Social Studies of the University of Coimbra. The 
12 chapters it contains may be read separately but are part of a common analysis 
that has been collectively elaborated and conceptualised.

We take as our starting point two challenges, which are both epistemological 
and political. Firstly, the aim here is to consider the war and the struggle as “mne-
monic signifiers”, from a diachronic and comparative perspective, while acknowl-
edging that they are different in nature. From the outset, it is important to note that 
“colonial war” and “liberation struggles” are configured as two “mnemonic signi-
fiers” which do not always coincide.33 In fact, “war” refers to the conflict between 
the Portuguese state and the liberation movements, while “struggle” is the expres-
sion of other types of resistance which include much broader narratives on the 
processes of constructing colonial difference, micro and macro forms of violence, 
ways of contesting the Portuguese presence and ways of constructing identities and 
loyalties that are not always unambiguous. Taking the memory of the anticolonial 
struggles and setting it in dialogue with memories of the colonial war not only in-
volves making the war visible as war, but also the colonial context which shaped it.

The second challenge concerns the intersection of memories, which involves 
three types of cross-referencing: firstly, the intersection of different historical times 
(“today’s memory of the war is not yesterday’s memory”); secondly, the intersec-
tion between what Henry Rousso calls “vehicles for memory”34 – in other words, 
ceremonies and monuments, social and political groups, cultural works, etc. – in 
order to identify convergences or differences in the various ways of transmitting 
the past; thirdly, the intersection between different countries and national histories, 
whose power to express the past has been instrumental in defining systems and 
frameworks for memory. Although the comparative approach has been productive, 
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the way in which national overdetermination endures in the remembrance of this 
shared past is evident throughout this book. Hence, debates on the war and the 
struggle in the different countries are neither mimetic nor parallel but refer to the 
specific conditions in each country and the impact which the war had on each of 
them, crucially giving rise to disputes over internal legitimacy in each case. The 
book also reflects on this.
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