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Introduction

The production of memories by veterans simultaneously involves recreating the
past and distant geography in the present time and transnational space of the
internet. This interplay of different temporalities via subjective constructions of
the colonial war shows how, for most people who have no experience of Africa, it
is part of a geographically and historically distant past — a dead past — whereas for
the combatants — and for those directly or indirectly affected by it — the past is not
located in another time and place. The past is not a static or fixed time; it is not dis-
tant or dead. Although time is experienced in many different ways, depending on
the individual who is recalling it — which makes it difficult to reify or standardise
the veterans’ subjectivities or engage in excessive generalisations — it would not
be incorrect to infer that the men and women who narrate their stories of war are
reconstructing them in the present.

This convergence of temporalities is evident in the mnemonic products created
by veterans who provide accounts of first-hand experiences in Africa on sites, blogs
or Facebook pages. Memory consolidates identity: Not only individual, but also
group identity. It is a relatively coherent link between the past, present, and future
which constructs a sense of subjectivity. In the specific case of the colonial war, the
community that was formed — through contacts made at the time, or later — is for
many people crucial to shaping their identity. This fact explains the phenomenon of
metonymic identification: In practise, the bonds of comradeship reinforce the idea
that an attack on certain members of a community is an attack on all, or that an at-
tack on the community represents an attack on each and every combatant.

This dynamic is more easily discernible in the reactions expressed on the many
digital platforms used by Portuguese veterans, albeit subject to different levels of
visibility and accessibility, ranging from blogs to veterans’ personal pages on social
media and, in particular, the Facebook groups they frequent. From an initial analy-
sis, reactions to certain items of news highlight two questions which are important
to our understanding of the narrative dynamics developing within digital media
associated with representations of the colonial war (1961-1974) and the veterans.
The first stems from the increasing complexity of the mnemonic circuit for the co-
lonial war over the past 20 years, while the second is associated with the production
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of a public image for the figure of the Portuguese combatant. This chapter aims
to contribute towards mapping the digital mnemonic circuit for the colonial war,
starting with an analysis of veterans’ blogs — the first platform to host (re)creations
and (re)writings of their memories — before moving on to the labyrinthine paths of
veterans’ Facebook groups. The objective is to outline the social representations,
narratives, and discursive dynamics of combatants in Portuguese digital space, fol-
lowing three lines of analysis: The narrative, the archive, and the hybrid mnemonic
community. The digital is understood here as a mnemonic space that has been
expanding over the past two decades (2000-2020) due to the advent and democra-
tisation of internet access. Consequently, digital platforms have become — among
other things — sites for creating and bringing together communities based on shared
interests or common experiences. In fact, blogs, and later Facebook, have enabled
Portuguese veterans to find comrades they had lost touch with long ago and/or
contact other soldiers who also fought in the colonial war. This has strengthened
the dynamics established in digital space by stimulating the (co)narrativisation of
lived experiences, thus ensuring the inscription of their memories, political and
socioeconomic demands, and identity in digital public space and beyond.

Narrating the war, “(re)mediating” the war

Within the same genealogical path traced by Miguel Cardina and André Caiado
in this volume,' the war, although never completely absent, was relocated to a
marginal locus of enunciation in the years immediately after 25 April. Many of the
veterans I spoke to said they had forgotten, or tried to forget, the war.

The rest I completely forgot. In fact, there are people who have forgotten
so completely that they have never mentioned that they fought in the war.
I worked in the same office as people who were in Guinea and they never,
never said — some were even stationed very near me [...] and they had
blanked it all out and never talked about Guinea again. It’s interesting, even
nowadays they don’t talk about it.2

This was the case with the comrades of Jorge Cabral — above — who suppressed
the experience in their public narratives.

[...] bringing up a story from another world — that was science fiction, that
couldn’t be real. I saw people getting very embarrassed, very uncomfortable
listening to me and suddenly someone said, ‘let’s talk about something else
now’ and when we got home I said to my wife: ‘Look [...], no matter how
painful it is I’'m never going to talk about this again. I can see nobody is in-
terested in it; nobody is interested.”

The veterans’ need to forget and to rebuild their lives after the war was rein-
forced, as the previous extract shows, by the lack of any genuinely interested audi-
ence willing to hear their reports and stories.
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From the late 1990s and early 2000s onwards the subject of war re-emerged in
public space, driven by the work of the existing organisations which represented
combatants, such as the League of Combatants (Liga dos Combatentes), and a new
wave of associations emerging in the context of public awareness of post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD).* The process by which the Portuguese state recognised
this psychological disorder began in 1999 and was completed when it officially
acquired the status of a disability within the Armed Forces.” Moreover, to par-
aphrase Luis Quintais, the association between war and the phenomenology of
trauma facilitated the narrativisation — the creation of narratives — of veterans’ war
experiences by giving them access to a new, institutionally recognised vocabulary
which they could use. The narrative of trauma provides coherence and an intelligi-
ble structure for their past actions. Ultimately, creating a new, culturally established
vocabulary has allowed Portuguese society to express, describe, and remember a
difficult and forgotten/silenced past. In other words, social and political recognition
of PTSD has enabled these men’s experiences to be incorporated into an officially
recognised narrative — trauma — which allows many veterans to interpret the events
they experienced as medical trauma and creates a terrain that is more favourable to
active listening of their stories.°

On a strictly material level, claiming public space not only gave rise to a rapid
increase in the number of monuments in honour of the war veterans,’ but also the
production of books, published by the authors themselves or the small presses,
featuring the personal memories of the veterans, fictionalised to a greater or lesser
extent. Over the past 20 years, the growing number of such publications has co-
incided with, and is reinforced by, the advent, massification and democratisation
of new digital media.® One of the reasons for this is the flexibility and ease with
which texts can be published and circulated without the author needing to resort to
intermediaries, such as editors.” A new space for public expression has therefore
been created, characterised by a growing discursive authority based on individual,
but also — as we shall see — collective lived experience.!

The internet has expanded the readership that has access to texts produced
at very little cost and without intermediaries. On the one hand, open access to
independently published texts provides visibility for those who have had no op-
portunity to publish their points of view, reflections, comments or memoirs on
the commercial markets — due to lack of interest on the part of publishers or the
authors’ lack of financial means — while also stimulating immediate and interac-
tive dialogue among comrades and among authors and their readers/public.'" This
immediate and intersubjective dynamic had not been possible via the traditional
media, such as radio or television, and is one of the most important characteristics
of digital platforms, shaping the increasing complexity of the mnemonic circuit for
the colonial war over the past 20 years.

The first interactive platforms to be used as repositories for texts alluding to,
or in some way related to, the colonial war were websites and blogs.!? The blogo-
sphere “revolution” or, in more prosaic terms, the explosion of personal blogs, took
place in Portugal in around 2003, later than in the Anglo-Saxon virtual world." Tt
was during this period that the first blogs by veterans of the colonial war appeared
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and began to form their own blogipelago,'* i.e. sites on the internet where veterans
write for future generations, for their companions and for themselves. Writing for
anyone who wants to read them, they are creating a vast archive of narratives and
mnemonic artefacts in cyberspace.> However, as on a social level outside the in-
ternet, the resurgence of the memory of the colonial war is not free from tensions
and disputes over meaning.

Briefly mapping out the main narrative threads which stand out in an analysis
of these blogs, the first to be identified is the reproduction of the idea of the exotic
and lost Africa of the Portuguese empire. This is a space defined by its difference,
yet open to anthropological interpretation, which has left a lingering feeling of
nostalgia in those who had been there; a space where nature and people are very
different to those in the former metropole. It is understood through the veterans’ ob-
servations and classifications, while coexistence is facilitated by the ability of the
Portuguese soldier to adapt to this lush environment. This is a subtle reproduction
of Lusotropicalist concepts and is common in the veterans’ narratives.

Added to this nostalgic dimension of a lost youth in Africa, there is also an
element of catharsis. For many veterans, the construction of narratives based on
experiences and feelings associated with their time there, as well as messages ex-
changed with other comrades, functions as a kind of therapy. The term blogoterapia
(blogotherapy), created by members of the largest Portuguese blog on the colonial
war, Luis Graca e Camaradas da Guiné,'® can be extended to include other more,
or less, active veterans’ blogs. For some authors, it is the constant stream of updates
and consequently their inclination towards the personal legitimacy of the affective-
emotive register which distinguishes blogs from other personal pages.'” On these
new, easy-to-use platforms, veterans have created a space for expressing ideas and
socialising or, in the words of Levent Soysal,'® a space for intimate engagements
of the public kind, which distinguishes them from pages in “.com” format. They
are spaces open to the public, where narratives are produced and relationships are
established, from which the intersubjective dynamics required for the joint creation
of memories are generated.

The possibility of gaining public recognition and becoming involved in a re-
warding activity after retiring — within the dynamic of active ageing, which cannot
be disregarded — the literary revelations of some authors, in the form of fictional
texts, war diaries or memoirs, together with the social contacts that are created,
constitute the framework for understanding the importance of blogs, and later so-
cial networks — discussed in the third section — in the lives of veterans.

Veterans’ blogs are sites in which the past is narrated and media representations
of war are (re)negotiated. Within this medium, veterans may contest public repre-
sentations when they do not see themselves reflected in the images presented by the
traditional media. In providing visibility for their memories, blogs become sites for
the active creation of alternative narratives and sometimes political demands. The
construction of the public image of the figure of the Portuguese combatant is one of
the main concerns evident in the narratives and discursive dynamics of these plat-
forms. The objective is to establish a dignified portrait and respect for those who
fought in the name of the Portuguese state, unfolding in various narratives that may
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be relatively (de)politicised and/or relatively conservative. Moreover, this relation-
ship is established with other formats, specifically regarding the support provided
for those who decide to compile their publications/memories in book form:

Acknowledgements [...] I wish to make it clear that this book has taken
shape via the Luis Graga & Camaradas da Guiné blog, where I regularly
write about my time as a soldier in the Gabu region. It is an experience I still
remember today with great nostalgia and which has led me to elaborate on
themes I consider transversal to all comrades who shared the same experi-
ences during their time in service, fighting in the Guinea war. [...] Thank
you Luis Graga for welcoming me into this universe of veterans and for the
unassuming kindness with which you have always received me, not only as
a comrade-in-arms, but above all as a trusted friend.?

The visibility of criticisms made by some veterans regarding “the way they were
treated by the Portuguese state” may sometimes be combined with the reproduc-
tion of a glorified image of the “overseas combatant” who “sacrificed” himself — in
some cases by giving his life — in the name of patriotic duty.’! In fact, to para-
phrase R. W. Connell, the representation of the combatant “hero” is not specific
to this conflict, but has a certain importance in military culture and in promoting
discipline, cohesion and unity within the Armed Forces. Consequently, the main
purpose of the narrative of heroism is to maintain the efficiency of the violent war
machine.?? It is a cultural marker that was socialised during the conflict by Estado
Novo (New State) propaganda and is still used today by some combatants. It un-
critically justifies participation in war as “sacrifice in the name of the Fatherland”
or “the duty to defend the Fatherland,” universalist and abstract values which nev-
ertheless provide a coherent and conciliatory narrative structure for the past, from
a patriotic or nationalist point of view and erase the colonial nature of the war. In
other words, it is part of an individual and/or collective effort to compose, in terms
of the concept of “composure,” a life story with which they feel comfortable.

In another discursive thread, accounts of episodes from the war reported as
descriptions of military tactics, thereby depoliticising the war, are common. This
approach covers the war with a veneer of objectivity which, consciously or uncon-
sciously, masks the most problematic issues associated with violent acts committed
by the Armed Forces and the PIDE/DGS in Africa, which were never discussed
openly by the state and therefore never held to account or judged.** Discourses on
the war adapt to past experiences, present needs and discourses circulating within
society over the years, and also reflect the social environment of the enunciator.
Moreover, despite the democratic potential of the internet in terms of inscribing
narratives that would not otherwise be available or would not be visible in public
space, this does not necessarily imply that the discursive dynamics involved in cre-
ating social representations of the colonial war give visibility to under-represented
experiences and discourses within the actual veteran community.?

The process of constructing narratives of the past continues to reproduce other
silences and absences. Even veterans who support a critical stance in relation to
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their war service and/or the war itself are not exempt from reproducing other power
dynamics within the platforms, not only because conflicts of opinion are evident
in the latter, but also because the use of this new technology implies a mastery of
computer literacy which many do not have and which is closely connected to the
material resources and social class of the veterans. In other words, it is not pos-
sible to consider that the narratives presented in the blogs are representative of all
veterans who served in Africa: There is a greater representation of officers and ser-
geants, particularly in the case of the blogs, while the lower ranks, where illiteracy
was, and still is, commonplace, are under-represented. Social networks, such as
Facebook have introduced a measure of diversity, evident in the different ways of
writing posts and comments. In addition to this, the most striking absence is that of
African soldiers. These men fought for the Portugal colonial army but are not part
of, and have no significant expression or visibility in, the community created in the
digital environment.?

A digital archive of shared memories

The digitalisation and publication of mnemonic objects from combatants’ private
archives essentially constitute a remediation in the digital space of previously ex-
isting mnemonic objects*” — such as photographs or other digitalised documents.?
Through this remediation, the private archives of the veterans enter the public do-
main and become accessible, via a personal computer — with no major costs or
restrictions — to a much wider public, thus giving visibility to history from the point
of view of the protagonists. One of the prime examples of this is the aforemen-
tioned Luis Graca e Camaradas da Guiné blog. Created as an individual blog in
2004, it quickly grew through contact with other veterans via the site.

Sixteen years later, it takes pride in describing itself as the largest collective
veterans’ blog, with over 800 members active, to a greater or lesser extent, and
publishing new texts every day. As the description below the title states, its “[...]
objective [...] is to help veterans reconstruct the memory puzzle of the colonial
war in Guinea.” It is important to note that the content of the posts varies greatly.
It is a collective archive composed of artefacts and mnemonic texts organised in its
own distinctive way, constructed as the blog develops. Digital archives hosted on
platforms, such as blogs or social networks, have a dynamism and fluidity that is
not found in the more traditional, static archives.?

On the one hand, private archives that have become public, such as the Luis
Graga e Camaradas da Guiné blog, challenge the institutional authority of tradi-
tional physical — and digital — archives. There is, to some extent, a break with the
recognised authority that chooses what should be preserved, and how, where and
who should have access to it: Ultimately, through comparison, they show what
the traditional archives hide or do not consider worth preserving.*® From another
perspective, these new archives are revolutionary because they serve to humanise
the war by putting faces to the men who fought and, in some cases, died in it.
Moreover, they link these men to the geographical space in which the memories
were formed — in another time and continent. Africa represents a nostalgic space to
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which the veterans return by creating simulacra of the lost land, constructed from
photographs and accounts of lived or imagined events.

On the other hand, the archives also make reference to mourning: For a lost
youth in Africa, for comrades killed in Africa and for those still suffering as the
years go by. Homage to deceased comrades shows that the bonds of friendship
forged during the war remain long after it has ended. They also prove that in the
absence of public recognition, these comrades-in-arms take it upon themselves to
preserve the memory of others and humanise them. Without this, some of these
histories from below would be lost in attics or street markets.

In addition to their archival function per se — the function which has received
the most attention from academics working in the field of digital humanities —
these digital spaces have a social function which is greatly valued by veterans.
The platforms enable them to comment on, contest or confirm the narratives be-
ing created from the artefacts and published texts. Some of the posts are reac-
tions to representations produced by the media in the form of news, reports, and
interviews.

However, this same flexible, accelerated and dynamic quality confers a certain
degree of unpredictability on the digital archive.’! Platforms evolve according to
the economic interests of the moment and blogs and social networks are an exam-
ple of this, since they depend both on servers and on the interests and objectives of
their editors. In order to survive, the veterans’ blogipelago has had to make some
changes, mainly in the form of cuts, as their servers have shut down and/or editors
have lost interest. Adding to this the real prospect of editors passing away, given
that many of them are elderly, the precarious and highly unstable nature of the digi-
tal archive makes it impossible to study the phenomenon in its entirety. Hence, it is
important to understand the limitations of any analysis of the medium. The knowl-
edge that is produced from these platforms is always incomplete, fragmentary and,
above all, unstable and rapidly changing. It is a field that generates greater anxiety
over the continuity of materials in an open space accessible to the public than in the
case of traditional physical spaces.*?

Hybrid communities: Mnemonic dynamics within
and outside digital space

In addition to their discursive and archival dimensions, the pages have a genu-
ine capacity to create mnemonic communities that materialise in meetings, social
events and friendships away from the computer screen. As an open and dynamic
public space, the internet has made it possible for these men to meet and socialise,
engaging in interactions that are not merely restricted to computer-mediated com-
munication but, due to the significant amount of traffic between digital mnemonic
activities and regular offline meetings, extend beyond it. The blogs and social net-
works, in particular Facebook, are very often a means of communicating and coor-
dinating the various veterans’ social events held all over the country throughout the
year, as well as for exchanging ideas and contesting public representations shared
in Facebook groups and on personal pages on the platform.
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This global network of contacts serves as the vehicle for veterans to meet and
communicate regardless of geographical barriers, providing increasing form and
visibility for the mnemonic communities. Based on the aforementioned narrative
construction of their experiences via multiple platforms and formats, the veterans
create mnemonic networks that enable some comrades to (re)connect with each
other and with their past — the shared memory of Africa and everyday experiences
of war — thus forming affective networks for mnemonic creation.*

The internet has amplified discourses latent in Portuguese society that previ-
ously had no public or visible space in which they could be expressed. This is as
true for the veterans’ mnemonic discourses as it is for the nostalgic discourses of
some who have returned from the lost Portuguese Africa, and for discourses that
question the Portuguese colonial legacy. This dynamic is particularly visible in the
social networks, since the blogs have lost some of their vitality following the rise of
the former. Spaces, such as Facebook or Twitter, are the new sites for constructing
and contesting representations of the past. As Jorge Cabral and Luis Graca, veter-
ans and permanent members of the Luis Graca e Camaradas da Guiné blog, note:

Facebook was a massive blow for the blog. It’s easier. It just takes a few /ikes,
the blog doesn’t have likes. And it’s interesting that even people who were
in Guinea know more about what I write about it from Facebook than from
the blog.>

That would have helped [people to talk more about the war], wouldn’t it?
I don’t know what influence the blogs had — and then Facebook as well, but
later, much later. I also have a Facebook page but I’'m not a big fan because
it doesn’t allow for any continuity or control, it doesn’t allow you to cross
reference information, does it? On the blog, you can’t lie; you can’t lie be-
cause there’s always someone around who was there on the same day, isn’t
there? In the same situation. Personally, I don’t like Facebook, although I do
have a page, Tabanca Grande Luis Graga. But people show up there who are
interested in, well, sharing things, making friends and I don’t know what,
that have nothing to do with Guinea and that is acceptable. We have three
thousand friends... and on the blog there are 773, and sixty or so have
already died.*

The concerns expressed by Luis Graga reflect some of the most common dy-
namics of the social networks. Before they become places for mnemonic creation,
sites such as Facebook are designed to boost interactions between users based on
the construction of a digital persona — with photographs, opinions, and friends.
Centring on forming identities for its users, they do not focus exclusively on the
production of memories or on socialising with friends. Nevertheless, it is within
the network that shared news, whether on personal pages or in groups, facilitates a
rapid reaction and response to controversies that grow as they are shared.

One of the most immediate of these dynamics involves sharing and comment-
ing on news without reading it first, thus facilitating glib pejorative comments or
parallel discussions based on perceptions taken from increasingly eye-catching
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news headlines.”” These are instant reactions generated within a group dynamic
defined by indignation and escalating discourse. Hence, echo chambers are formed
which reinforce the group dynamics and result in the reproduction of the same
ideas and/or feelings and emotions; a positive reinforcement by an audience of vet-
erans which mirrors the majority opinion in the comment boxes — a dynamic that is
already present in the comments sections of newspapers.

The visibility afforded to narratives on controversial themes is not viewed fa-
vourably, either because it contrasts with/contradicts the self-justifying narratives
of the combatants or because it takes away their visibility. The sense of lost time
and the fragility of the narrative that frames their efforts as a sacrifice in the name
of the fatherland results in hostile reactions to dissident narratives or those consid-
ered to denigrate the image of the veterans. Comments below the line and escalat-
ing debates are heightened by the anonymity of these media channels. Added to
this is the idea, widespread among veterans, that they should be the ones to tell their
own stories, resulting in a certain hostility towards those who have no experience
of the war but gain visibility through the study of specific themes.*

This is also the case with other mnemonic communities associated with the
memory of the Portuguese empire. Elsa Peralta® identified the same dynamic in
communities of former — first or second generation — Portuguese colonials who
returned to Portugal after decolonisation and are known as retornados. These com-
munities also began to create personal or collective blogs in the early 2000s, but the
explosion came with the growth of Facebook.

Final considerations

The digital memories of veterans of the colonial war are an integral part of an in-
creasingly complex mnemonic circuit for the colonial war. Understanding the evo-
lution of the memory of the colonial war in Portugal involves considering not only
the policies for remembrance and silence produced by the Portuguese state, but
also the practises and discursive dynamics of particular groups and communities
based on belonging and mnemonic sharing. This brief cartography of the digital
mnemonic circuit for the colonial war has aimed to outline an initial picture of the
social representations and discursive dynamics of combatants within Portuguese
digital space, a space that has become a site for creating and bringing together com-
munities with shared interests or common experiences. It has essentially focussed
on two platforms, namely blogs and Facebook, although this does not mean that
the veterans’ practises and discursive dynamics are restricted to these digital sub-
spaces. This choice was made because of the social importance and possibilities for
the creation of narratives which both possessed and will continue to possess within
the veteran community.

The digital is a mnemonic space that has been expanding over the past two dec-
ades and will continue to do so in the near future. The recognition of its importance
should be reflected in increased research within the social sciences — particularly in
the field of memory studies — focussing on digital platforms as spaces which shape
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and host the social practises, discursive dynamics, and social representations of
many different mnemonic communities. The contribution of digital space extends
far beyond the archive and researchers must take into consideration the fact that
it is a social space with its own social dynamics, which are intertwined with the
traditional social world.

Digital social platforms, such as blogs and Facebook, have given Portuguese
veterans the opportunity to meet and form a mnemonic community. This commu-
nity has galvanised the (co-)narrativisation of their memories of the colonial war,
their political and socioeconomic demands, and the production and projection of
self-representations of the figure of the combatant, which then engage in dialogue
with the representations presented by the traditional media, either contesting or
reaffirming them. Driven by the dynamics of social networks, such as Facebook,
increasing numbers of echo chambers are being constructed that project and give
a voice to the most conservative veteran narratives that are primarily concerned
with uncritically preserving a dignified image of the veteran, free of controversies
that may tarnish the representation of soldiers who “did their duty by serving the
fatherland,” and which honours the military establishment and the Portuguese state.
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the kinds of links, networks, flows, and solidarities that blogs hinder and encourage.
‘Blogipelago,’ like archipelago, reminds us of separateness, disconnection, and the im-
mense effort it can take to move from one island or network to another. It incites us
to attend to the variety of uses, engagements, performances, and intensities blogging
contributes and circulates,” in Jodi Dean, Blog Theory (Cambridge and Malden: Polity
Press, 2010), 38.

Cf. Infra.

Blog available at https://blogueforanadaevaotres.blogspot.com [last accessed July 19,
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regime,” cited in Miguel Cardina, “O passado colonial: do trajeto histérico as configu-
ragdes da memoria,” in O Século XX Portugués: politica, economia, sociedade, cultura,
império, eds. Fernando Rosas, Francisco Lougd, Jodo Teixeira Lopes, Andrea Peniche,
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on their work. This is also the case with Google which, in turning itself into the key tool
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