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Introduction1

In June 2020, Gilson Varela Lopes, a young Cape Verdean living in Luxembourg, 
launched an online petition calling for the removal of the statue of the Portuguese 
navigator Diogo Gomes, the supposed discoverer of the islands, from the capital 
of his country. The text was intended to lead to a discussion of the subject in the 
National Assembly and would trigger some debate in the archipelago between the 
political elites and certain politicised sectors of young people. The petition was 
based on the argument that Diogo Gomes was “a navigator who was also involved 
in part-time slave trading” and made an explicit connection with recent events tak-
ing place internationally: the dismantling and/or appropriation of colonial statues 
and the anti-racist demonstrations that were intensifying and expanding throughout 
the world in the wake of the murder of the North American George Floyd. “In a pe-
riod of racial protest in which the suffering caused by these traders of black human 
beings has reopened deep wounds caused by trauma, discrimination, and injustice, 
which we still suffer”, the text argued, it was fundamental to question the linger-
ing presence of sculptures and memorials associated with the slave-trading past 
in the contemporary public space. The petition ended by proposing that the figure 
of Diogo Gomes should be replaced with the statue of Amílcar Cabral, the face of 
Cape Verdean independence.2

The petition led Abraão Vicente, the minister for Culture and Creative Indus-
tries, to intervene, stating that no statue would be removed since each had its own 
place in the history of Cape Verde. As an alternative to the removal of statues or 
the “destruction of memory”, the minister proposed an exercise in overall perspec-
tive as the antidote for what he considered would be a very incomplete view of 
history.3 This chapter, tracing the “post-colonial” trajectory of Cape Verde after the 
proclamation of national independence, aims to identify the contexts which led to 
the contemporary production of a composite memoryscape – combining colonial 
and anticolonial legacies – that contains elements which are contradictory, yet con-
sidered compatible. From a diachronic perspective, it explores the ways in which, 
from 1975 onwards, different memoryscapes of the liberation struggle have been 
produced in the archipelago, ranging from explicit celebration to implicit depreca-
tion. It will analyse the way in which these memoryscapes were constituted, their 
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components and characteristics, and the practices used to implement them. As we 
have argued elsewhere, the concept of memoryscape is understood here not as re-
ferring to physical markers in public space, but to an amalgam of the material land 
the imaginary which, in this particular case, conveys a given representation of the 
heroicised values and figures of a nation.

The liberation struggle and the post-independence memoryscape

In the first 15 years of independence under the so-called First Republic a political 
legitimacy and symbolic recognition conferred by involvement in the liberation 
struggle prevailed in Cape Verde, also extending to the movement that had led the 
struggle, namely the PAIGC (the African Party for the Independence of Guinea and 
Cape Verde). For a number of reasons, its historic leader, Amílcar Cabral, was con-
sidered the leading figure in the country. Cabral was a constant presence through-
out this period: he featured in the Cape Verdean songbook and on commemorative 
stamps; he was cited as an example to be followed in the 5 July celebrations; the 
Voz di Povo newspaper regularly published extracts from his writings, speeches, 
and interviews; the preamble to the 1980 Constitution refers to him as the “Founder 
of the Nation”; in 1983, the Amílcar Cabral Symposium was organised in his hon-
our and on 12 September of the following year, the Amílcar Cabral Foundation was 
created. In 1987, the famous Brazilian architect Óscar Niemeyer presented a pro-
ject for a Cultural Centre in memory of the anticolonial political leader, although 
it would never be built.

Those who fought alongside him – particularly those with direct experience of 
combat in Guinea, many of whom were members of the new Cape Verde govern-
ing body – would serve as the moral repository for the political legitimacy of the 
new country. Paradoxically, a significant part of the new political elite and the 
emerging bureaucracy were the product of investments in education by Portugal 
after it became a Republic in 1910, developed from the 1950s onwards by Catholic 
congregations and, more significantly, the expansion of the late colonial state.4 In 
allocating resources and expanding the public administration to curb the spread of 
anticolonial sympathies that were raging inside and outside the country, the late 
colonial state would pave the way for this new elite with ambitions to govern the 
nation, who had acquired legitimacy through the struggle.5 After 1975, its mem-
bers would establish themselves as important agents in the construction of a mne-
mopolitical landscape for the country, deploying various memorial practices and 
products through which the independence process was incorporated into everyday 
life and given meaning. The armed struggle thus became the birth certificate for 
the post-colonial nation, at the same time establishing itself as a grand narrative 
symbolising the return of Cape Verde to “Africa”, which would materialise through 
a project for binational union with Guinea-Bissau.

Officially instituted in 1976, the national symbols of Cape Verde (the flag, coat 
of arms, and anthem) are a good illustration of this. The national flag adopted by 
the archipelago was based on the PAIGC flag and is also very similar to that of 
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Guinea-Bissau. Consisting of three rectangular bands in yellow, green, and red, 
colours symbolising pan-Africanist ideas still present today in countless other Af-
rican countries, it displays images of two ears of corn, a shell, and a black star. The 
national anthem, “This is our beloved fatherland”, shared with Guinea-Bissau and 
with words by Amílcar Cabral, is a text in praise of ancestors and the nation but 
also a hymn that exalts the liberation struggle and urges the people to overthrow 
colonial rule.6

With regard to the official calendar, the following, among others, were pro-
claimed national holidays in 1976: 5 July, National Independence Day; 12 Septem-
ber, National Day, commemorating the birth of Amílcar Cabral; 20 January, the date 
of Cabral’s assassination, known as “National Heroes’ Day”. The currency in cir-
culation after independence, namely the Cape Verdean escudo, displayed an image 
of Cabral on one side of all banknotes and the faces of African revolutionaries on 
coins. This tribute was in keeping with the “re-Africanisation of spirits” advocated 
by the PAIGC but, obviously, was not limited to these figures and also featured, for 
example, in music,7 political discourses, sports competitions, and toponyms. On 
the Island of Sal, the airport was renamed “Amílcar Cabral International Airport” 
and throughout the archipelago public buildings, monuments, streets, and squares 
were given names associated with the liberation struggle.

Nationalising memories of the struggle, particularly in a territory that had not 
experienced armed conflict, was a process considered essential to the building 
of the state in the post-independence period and acquired renewed significance 
after the project for binational unity with Guinea-Bissau came to an end, leading 
to the creation, in 1981, of the African Party for the Independence of Cape Verde 
(PAICV).8 During the First Republic, a memoryscape of the struggle as the origin 
of the nation would be produced and disseminated, mainly focussing on the follow-
ing strands: (a) condemnation of the colonial system and valorisation of the suffer-
ing associated with the history of the island, highlighting the famines which had 
periodically devastated Cape Verde; (b) the rhetoric of bringing the archipelago 
closer to the African continent; (c) the symbolic grammar structured around values 
such as heroism, sacrifice, and courage, which would ultimately elevate combat-
ants of the armed struggle, now political actors, to the status of super-citizens in 
Cape Verdean society (see Chapter 11 in this book).

The mnemonic transition and the anti-anticolonial memoryscape

The political transition that took place in Cape Verde in 1991 was preceded by a 
process of economic and political liberalisation that began in the mid-1980s.9 This 
latent period was followed by a strict cycle of political transition, following the 
sweeping victory of the Movement for Democracy (MpD) in the legislative elec-
tions on 13 January 1991, in addition to its victories in the presidential and local 
elections also held in the same year.10 According to Koudawo, “the PAICV, which 
had introduced the economic reforms, would have carried them out in any case”, 
the distinguishing factor now being the clear espousal of neoliberal philosophy 
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on the part of the new party-political elites. He also noted how liberalisation and 
politics had emerged as intertwined during the process.11

In fact, from 1988 onwards a liberalising model based on “economic extro-
version” would be proposed from within the PAICV itself and the first steps 
would also be taken towards pluralism, significantly accelerated by domestic 
social pressure. Silva refers to the contradiction facing the PAICV – “it neither 
liberalised the economy to the point that would enable a section of the petty 
bourgeoisie to convert their cultural capital into economic capital, nor did it 
maintain the welfare support required to continue providing peasants affected by 
drought with the aid they demanded” – which would partly explain this political 
opening up.12 To this should be added what he calls the “Tocqueville paradox”: it 
was, to some extent, the success of the PAICV in government, from the outset in 
education and the training of new cadres, which generated social demands that 
could not be met.13 Koudawo also notes, as causes which explain the transition, 
external pressure, the erosion of power, the internal disputes facing the party, 
and the role of the well-established Catholic Church which functioned as a kind 
of accepted permanent semi-opposition and protest body at specific moments, 
such as during the agrarian reforms in 1981 or the decriminalisation of abortion 
in 1986.14

The political transition was followed by what we have already described as 
the “mnemonic transition”.15 This would involve replacing the prevailing memo-
ryscape with a new memoryscape that erased the central focus of the anticolonial 
legacy and the link with Africa and proceeded to reclaim events and figures from 
the time before independence. Within the international context of the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, criticism of single-party regimes, and the global expansion of neolib-
eralism, these changes were an essential part of constructing an emerging “demo-
cratic legitimacy” to oppose the “revolutionary legitimacy”, which the state and the 
new government would then use to map out a new imaginary of the nation.

One of the first measures involved reinstating monuments dating from colonial 
times. In March 1991, fulfilling an election promise made by the MpD, the statue of 
Diogo Gomes, the Portuguese navigator believed to be the first to have arrived on 
the Island of Santiago in the fifteenth century, was returned to the city of Praia, the 
capital of the country. Erected in 1958, the statue had been removed in the context 
of independence and its return, to a site next to the presidential palace on the eve of 
the inauguration of the new President of the Republic, was hailed on the front page 
of the newspaper Voz di Povo as a “release from clandestinity”. Between 1991 and 
1992, the busts of Luís Vaz de Camões and Marquis Sá da Bandeira were returned 
to the centre of Mindelo, on the Island of S. Vicente, to their former positions in 
a square that had been named after Amílcar Cabral. In S. Filipe on the Island of 
Fogo, the bust of Alexandre Serpa Pinto – a commander who had played a role in 
the so-called “pacification” of uprisings against the Portuguese colonial presence in 
Africa and had been a former governor of Cape Verde – was also returned in 1991. 
In the same decade, the statue of another Portuguese explorer, Diogo Afonso, was 
restored to a prominent site in Mindelo.16
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Figure 6.1 � (a) Statue of Diogo Gomes (Praia). (Continued)
Photographs by Inês Nascimento Rodrigues and Miguel Cardina.
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Figure 6.1  (Continued) (b) Diogo Afonso (Mindelo).
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In addition to reinstating busts and statues, in some cases changes were also 
made to toponomy, replacing the names of African leaders which they had been 
given during the post-independence period with names formerly used in colonial 
times. Krzysztof Górny and Ada Górna have studied this process in detail with 
reference to Plateau, the institutional and symbolic centre of the city of Praia, 
where some of the streets and avenues that existed prior to 1974 were renamed 
after independence.17 After the 1990s, some names were changed back: nowadays 
31 of the 35 main roads in Plateau refer directly to the colonial era, usually bear-
ing the names of statesmen, soldiers, or governors. Still in the capital but outside 
the wealthier district, in 1993, Bairro Craveiro Lopes – built in 1954 and renamed 
Bairro Kwame Nkrumah after 1975 in homage to the Ghanaian who was one of the 
founding fathers of Pan-Africanism – had its original name restored, a reference 
to the politician and military leader who was President of the Republic of Portugal 
between 1951 and 1958.

Attempts by the PAIGC/CV to nationalise Cabral through the media, politi-
cal discourses, songs, and public ceremonies were followed, in the years of the 
mnemonic transition, by what we term a process of de-Cabralisation of the na-
tional symbols: his image disappeared from Cape Verdean escudo banknotes and 
coins, the anniversary of his birth was no longer celebrated as a national holi-
day, and the anthem with the words he had written was replaced. This process of 
de-Cabralisation coexisted with a series of measures against the “Guinea combat-
ants”, who were described in the newspapers as corrupt oppressors.18 Changes to 
the award of the Order of Amílcar Cabral, instituted in 1987 as the highest honour 
granted by the Cape Verdean state, can also be considered within this context.19 The 
first president, Aristides Pereira, awarded the medal over a period of approximately 
one month (from 22 December 1990 to 19 January 1991) to 47 Cape Verdean com-
batants, most of whom were commanding officers from the Revolutionary Armed 
Forces of the People, the armed wing of the PAIGC, for their services during the 
struggle. However, the same decoration was only awarded seven times during the 
ten years in which António Mascarenhas Monteiro was president, and only to for-
eign heads of state.

This mnemonic transition established a new paradigm for the memorialisation 
of the struggle and the nation, leading to the emergence of a new memoryscape 
reflecting the desire for a break with the legacies of the armed struggle and the 
icons created by the previous regime in this context. A process for replacing the 
national symbols was activated, via a committee created for this purpose which 
the PAICV refused to join, and the narrative of exception and particularity associ-
ated with Cape Verdean identity found a new impetus in the 1930s legacy of the 
Claridosos, emphasising the elements of this identity that supposedly derived from 
the Portuguese matrix.20

The new flag, raised for the first time in September 1992 and chosen from among 
64 proposals submitted in a contest, saw the disappearance of the visual resem-
blance to the flags of Guinea-Bissau and the PAIGC, together with the colours as-
sociated with Pan-Africanism.21 Incorporating a graphic design and colour scheme 
which many consider similar to that of the European Union flag, the transformation 
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is a clear sign of the new political-strategic and economic alliances taking shape 
in the country, with Portugal and Europe in general heading the list of privileged 
partners of Cape Verde.22

However, the architect responsible for the winning proposal, who was accused 
at the time of displaying a certain anti-Africanism, rejected the idea that it was 
inspired by the EU flag, explaining that the ten equidistant yellow stars represented 
the ten islands that comprise the archipelago, which were all equally important, 
and justified the use of blue to cover almost the entire flag by the fact that it was 
the colour of the sea and sky and therefore the colour most closely associated with 
the everyday life of the Cape Verdeans.23 Thus, in the blink of an eye, the symbol-
ism ascribed to the various elements of the current flag highlights the great Cape 
Verdean diaspora and potential for international cooperation, the Cape Verdean 
people’s predisposition for migration, and the geostrategic position of the coun-
try within Macaronesia (comprising the Azores, Madeira, the Canary Islands, and 
Cape Verde).

The change of flag was greatly contested and debated in Cape Verde, leading 
to heated exchanges in parliamentary debates and in the media in 1991 and 1992. 
There were demonstrations in Santiago and S. Vicente, the two largest islands in 
the archipelago, and also in the diaspora, particularly in the USA. A petition in fa-
vour of keeping the original flag, signed by around 25,000 citizens, was presented 
to parliament and the PAICV submitted a proposal for a referendum, which was 
rejected by the ruling party who alleged, among other matters, that when the people 
had voted on 13 January they had rejected the PAICV and all its national symbols 
and that the flag introduced by the combatants and “imposed by force of arms” in 
no way reflected the reality of Cape Verde and its history.24

The change of anthem, which had been the same as that of Guinea-Bissau, was a 
more unanimous decision in party-political terms, mainly due to issues of protocol 
given that the union with the latter had ended, but was more difficult to accomplish. 
For years it was considered that no proposal submitted to the contest was of a suit-
ably high standard and it was therefore impossible to find an acceptable alternative. 
The new anthem, “Hymn to Liberty”, was only approved in 1996, following a vote 
on a bill presented by the parliamentary benches of the MpD after the party had 

 

Figure 6.2 � (a) The Cape Verdean flag until 1991. (b) The present-day flag. 
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once again won the elections with a qualified majority.25 All references to the strug-
gle were removed and replaced with the values of liberty, which now also meant 
democracy, conquests symbolically venerated by the MpD as the exclusive prop-
erty of own its party and which gave their name to the national holiday of 13 Janu-
ary, introduced in 1999 and known as Liberty and Democracy Day in honour of the 
date on which the first multiparty elections were held.

Like other national symbols, the currency may also be said to have undergone 
a process of “de-Africanisation”.26 The notes and coins bearing images of Cabral 
and other African revolutionaries were gradually withdrawn from circulation dur-
ing the 1990s and replaced with designs featuring local fauna and flora and images 
of different individuals, all illustrious Cape Verdean figures from the time before 
the African nationalists, thus setting new standards for the award of honours to 

Figure 6.3 � (a) 500 escudos banknote, issued in 1989, with Amílcar Cabral’s image. (b) 500 
escudos banknote, issued in 1992, with Baltasar Lopes da Silva’s image. 
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citizens which were more in keeping with the new values intended for the nation. 
The figures, all men from the Creole elite (the “brancos da terra”), despite having 
established themselves as critics of the subaltern status of the Cape Verdean in the 
archipelago, had not fought in general terms for the anticolonial cause, the defence 
of Africanism, or the independence of the islands. The new choice of iconography 
for the national currency demonstrates how the “dilution of Africa” movement, 
which Fernandes refers to, operated alongside the devaluation of the anticolonial 
legacies and the aforementioned de-Cabralisation of national symbols.27

There are certain reasons which explain this process of mnemonic transition, 
which was particularly incisive in the 1990s. Firstly, there was the defeat of the 
PAICV within an international context in which liberation movements that became 
single-party regimes were widely criticised. Secondly, there was the broad party-
political hegemony achieved by the MpD, enabling it to alter the Constitution and 
introduce changes to symbology and public space, benefitting from the legitimacy 
conferred on it by the elections. Thirdly, a diffuse social and political arena was 
reactivated in which political opponents of the PAIGC before and after independ-
ence, together with movements and institutions such as the Catholic Church, ex-
pressed an interest in revising the past, reprising the pre-existing tensions. Finally, 
these symbolic and political changes resonated with the sympathies of significant 
sectors of the population who were receptive to reinforcing the ambiguous identity 
that Cape Verde had established in its relations with Portugal and the colonial leg-
acy. The social willingness to accept the mnemonic transition, therefore, suggests 
that, in addition to the loss of legitimacy affecting the PAIGC/CV and the regime, 
the lingering presence in Cape Verdean society of a colonial imaginary that was 
forging post-colonial representations of the nation was also an issue.

Adding, reconciling, contesting – a composite memoryscape

Despite the activation of the abovementioned measures for erasure and the repo-
sitioning of Amílcar Cabral as a key national figure, he was never totally removed 
from the public memoryscape in Cape Verde, mainly because he was recognised, 
both internally and externally, as greater than the PAIGC itself. The case of the 
Amílcar Cabral Memorial is an example of this. After the idea of creating a cultural 
centre in his memory was abandoned, a memorial was unveiled on 5 July 2000, 
marking the end of a process marred by various impasses and indecisiveness. The 
statue, a gift from China in the context of various investments in the country, is 
frequently questioned, mainly because of its style. Imitating statues of Asian politi-
cal leaders, Cabral is presented in a rigid pose, wearing a heavy raincoat: “it looks 
like Mao Tsé Tung with Cabral’s head” was the description sometimes heard in 
interviews and informal conversations.

Although a certain anti-anticolonial memoryscape asserted itself hegemonically 
during the 1990s, in the past two decades this complex memorialisation has been 
accompanied by the relative re-emergence of the memoryscape of the immediate 
post-independence period. This is evident not only in the memorial constructed 
in honour of Amílcar Cabral, but also in specific re-evaluations of the figure of 
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the combatant. Equally, public recognition of actors involved in the struggle who 
had previously been attributed a relatively subaltern role has now diversified.28 
Moreover, from the first decade of the new century onwards, new political and 
artistic appropriations of the figure of Cabral have emerged, involving rappers and 
social activists, for example.29 This process of mnemonic pluralisation has led to 
the re-emergence of debates on memory and the actual adjustments and accom-
modation of elements of previous – post-independence and anti-anticolonial – 
memoryscapes, resulting in the emergence of a composite memoryscape.

The public representations of Cape Verde, which we have called a composite 
memoryscape, are therefore constructed on the basis of a process of mnemonic 
accommodation or, in other words, a process of integrating the different legacies 
considered to constitute the broader trajectory of the nation. This memoryscape, 
which is very often depoliticised and removed from its historical context, emerges 

Figure 6.4  Amílcar Cabral memorial in Praia.
Photography by Miguel Cardina.
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with a veneer of supposed neutrality, at times in search of a national consensus – in 
conjunction with religious bodies, private enterprise, social movements, and aca-
demia, to give only a few examples – and at other times aiming to project self-
representations of the country that are deemed more attractive, both domestically 
and abroad. They are very often the result of opportunities which, given the eco-
nomic constraints facing the archipelago, are defined externally, via support from 
supranational entities (such as the EU, ECOWAS, or IMF), possibilities for fund-
ing, cooperation, and redevelopment projects promoted by private enterprise, for-
eign states, and international organisations or through the reproduction of the more 
global language of interculturality, heritage, and human rights.

Hence the definition of a composite memoryscape which combines apparently 
diverging or incompatible elements – ranging from a colonial past constructed from 
European and African presences to the struggle for independence and the construc-
tion of a post-colonial Cape Verde – is made up of both acts of evocation and acts of 
silencing, which are precisely what make it coherent as part of a national odyssey in 
which everything has its place, although in historical terms this is hardly the case. 
Rather than producing the dynamics of “agonistic memory”,30 it tends to gener-
ate occasional specific clashes of memory or a more general search for consensus. 
Within this context, challenges have emerged, such as the voice of Gilson Varela 
Lopes defending the removal of the statue of Diogo Gomes and its replacement 
with the statue of Amílcar Cabral, cited at the beginning of this chapter.31 Consid-
ered together – standing only half a kilometre apart – these two statues are part of 
a composite and incongruous memoryscape of the country, composed of symbols, 
monuments, and self-referential discourses that tend to lend consistency to whatever 
emerges as conflictual or antagonistic through the notion of a Creole Cabo Verde.

Social protests involving the urban youth of Praia can also be viewed as part of 
this sequence. Challenges to the presence of this composite memoryscape (or some 
of its components) have emerged via sectors of young people who have been politi-
cised or have connections abroad (in particular with Portugal, Holland, the United 
States, and Brazil) and are updating the current debates in Cape Verde on racism, 
slavery, colonialism, and their legacies. Redy Wilson Lima observes that they are 
led by young people influenced by what he defines as “counter-colonial discourses” 
that “call for a second liberation and re-Africanisation of spirit and minds”.32 Rap 
music, public petitions, cyberactivism, and the reappearance of Afrocentric and/or 
pan-Africanist cultural demonstrations, together with youth community activism, 
are some of the emerging forms of action identified by the author. It is also the case 
with the Marxa Kabral – a demonstration first held in 2010, which has taken place 
every year since 2013 on 20 January, the date of the assassination of Cabral – or-
ganised by the Korrenti di Ativiztas33 and sectors of the Praia youth.

This event has established a counter-ritualisation of Cabral, celebrating his 
words, image and public representation, with the Marxa passing by his statue and 
ascending noisily to Plateau, the political and symbolic centre of the city where the 
statue of Diogo Gomes stands, breaking down the imaginary borderline between 
the Creole property-owning elite and a substantial part of the population who 
have felt forbidden to occupy the area. At the same time, the Marxa is also a clear 
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Figure 6.5  (a–c) 8th Marxa Kabral, 20 January 2020.  (Continued)
Photographs by Inês Nascimento Rodrigues and Miguel Cardina.
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affirmation of Africanness, evident in the choice of clothing, hairstyles and music, 
the slogans, and the use of capoeira as a global symbol of black resistance. The 
Marxa Kabral, like other protests in the city of Praia in recent decades, therefore 
emerges as associated with a broader dispute over the memoryscapes that consti-
tuted the country – and continue to do so – suggesting that it is necessary to return 
to Amílcar Cabral and the legacy of the struggle to express present-day concerns.

The alternative imagery created in the city of Praia in recent years can also be 
understood within this context. Since 2017, new “itineraries” associated with the 
liberation struggle have helped design other symbolic geographies of the capital. 
Through the urban art produced as part of the Xalabas di Kumunidadi community 
intervention programme – promoted by the Africa 70 NGO and the Associação 
Pilorinhu and funded by the European Union – it is nowadays possible to visit the 
Achada Grande Frente district outside the wealthier area of the city and observe 
arts projects in public space which evoke some of the great symbols of resistance 
and anticolonial struggle. They constitute ways of challenging the prevailing com-
posite memoryscape, in which the visual and symbolic presence of the liberation 
struggle and the anticolonial matrix coexist with elements from the colonial period 
(such as statues, busts, and the names of explorers, governors, men of the Church, 
and other Portuguese figures), affirming a Cape Verdean Creoleness in which all 
these elements have a place and are connected.
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