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A synopsis of the life, work and 
actions of one 
of the most brilliant 
leaders of the African continent, 
seen through his still vital 
revolutionary thought. 

IME and social practice 
have shown the value 
of Amflcar Cabral's 
memorable example. 
Twelve years after his 

assassination in Conakry, his 
political thought is still very 
much alive and relevant. The 
correctness of his ideas has 
been confirmed by the events 
which he foresaw and helped 
bring about. 

Amilcar was a thinker, in the 
fullest sense of the term; a revo
lutionary theoretician. Everyone 
who has participated in or 
observed the complex political 
and social reality of the Third 
World concurs in the belief that 
the late secretary-general of the 
PAIGC was one of the most 
clear-minded African leaders, 
who possessed an exceptional 
analytical ability to extract the 
truth from confusing and dis
similar socio-political factors. 

One of the most apt descrip
tions of Amflcar Cabral was 
made by Vasco Cabral, a mem
ber of the PAIGC's Executive 
Committee of the Struggle, who 
defined the theoretical role 
Amflcar played in the prepar
atory stage and in the course 
of the liberation war. He spoke 
with the authority that comes 
from having participated in the 
struggle to liberate Guinea Bis
sau and Cape Verde, and from 
his intimate knowledge of the 
founder of the Guinean nation• 
ality. 

Vasco said: "Amilcar Cabral's 
theoretical contribution is very 
rich and varied. It can be seen 
for itself through revolutionary 
practise. His texts ... , filled 
with meaning, and based on 
the Party principles, deal with 
the problems that fill the lives 
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of freedom fighters. From Facts 
about the Portuguese African 
Colonies, published in London 
in 1960, to A Brief Analysis of 
Social Structure in Guinea, in 
1964, to his historic speech at 
the first Tricontinental Confer
ence held in Havana, Cuba in 
1966, where he spoke of the 
Bases anµ Objectives of Nation
al Liberation and Social Struc
ture; in his National Liberation 
and Culture speech in 1970, to 
his report at a United Nations 
meeting of specialists on race, 
identity and dignity in 1972, 
Amilcar Cabral was always 
distinguished as one of today's 
most illustrious theoreticians in 
matters of national liberation 
struggles on the three conti
nents. 

"The publication of General 
Rules in 1965, showed Amilcar 
Cabral's extraordinary ability to 
combine at a high theoretical 
level an outstandingly scientific, 
dynamic and realistic spirit." 

Thought and action - intel
lectual and combative - were 
inseparable in this "simple 
African man" who wanted, as 
Amilcar himself said in one of 
the poetic phrases that dot all of 
his written and spoken works 
"to do my duty in my own 
country in the context of our 
time". If his philosophy has 
remained so relevant today it 
is precisely because the scien
tific truths he suggested were 
tried out in practise. Their 
author was immersed in the 
marshy lands of his small 
Guinean homeland, involved in 
the attempt to extricate it from 
the violence of Portuguese 
colonialism. He was in contact 
with all the problems and tend
encies of the liberation strug
gle throughout Africa and all 
over the world. 

A look at his brief life 
- briefer than his people and 
the world's revolutionary move
ment wanted and needed -
shows him to be alert and intel
ligent, able to collectively take 
advantage of the opportunity of 
be_ing one of the 14 Gui
neans whom the colonialists 
sent to Lisbon for technical 
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training. Someone lacking his 
moral fiber and his deep-rooted 
bonds with his oppressed peo
ple - a people condemned to 
insuperable ignorance and a 
miserable existence - would 
have utilized the privilege of 
being able to study to enrich 
himself, to obtain a comfortable 
life by working as an agron: 
omical engineer. 

Cabral chose the opposite 
path. He put the science and 
technology learned in Lisbon at 
the service of the liberation of 
Guinea Bissau and Cape Verde. 
From his first years as a stu
dent one could see the tena
cious and optimistic· fighter 
who would never halt until he 
had achieved his country's 
independence and had consol
idated his compatriots' nation
ality. 

He was born in Bafata, in 
1924, and in 1945 arrived in the 
serene, imperturbable and silent 
Lisbon (as the novelist Ei;a de 
Queir6s described it). For years 
he searched for his African 
roots. Many young Africans 
were seeking unity. They be
came involved in the peace 
movement, which was newly 
reborn after the Hitlerian-fas
cist aggression and already 
threatened by the "Cold War" 
that international imperialism 
was then provoking, and which 
Winston Churchill had inaugu
rated with his irrational, anti
Soviet speech in Fulton, Mis
souri (USA) in 1946. Young 
students from all over Africa 
were able to revive African 
House. They initiated various 
cultural activities and through 
them began to awaken African 
consciousness and formulate 
ideas to help define the strug
gle against colonialism. 

There was to be no rest for 
Amilcar Cabral. In Cape Verde, 
during his vacation in 1949, he 
used the radio to broadcast an 
influential and mobilizing cul
tural program which was 
promptly prohibited by the 
colonial despots. In 1951 he 
helped build an institution 
which had notable influence in 
the "re-Africanization of con-

17 



sciousness": the Center for 
African Studies. 

When he graduated he used 
his position in the Lisbon 
Agronomical Station not only 
to investigate soil characteris
tics or methods of cultivation: 
he observed, intently and ana
lytically, the social reality of the 
Portuguese people, whose il
literacy rate at that time was 
46 % , and whom he always 
separated from the Portuguese 
oppressors. He studied the class 
structures and the spheres of 
power, and he came to know 
in detail the means of colonial 
exploitation. This also helped 
prepare him for the future 
head-on battle for liberation. 
And he was to learn where best 
to strike at the metropolis, 
which was able to exercise 
colonial domination despite 
being economically underdevel
oped itself, because this served 
the interests of imperialist pow-
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ers such as England. Portugal Verde (PAIGC), together with 
was no more than an inter- five of his old comrades. 
mediary of the colonial system. Cabral's revolutionary theory 
Incapable of instituting a per- and practise reached maturity 
fected model of neocolonial with the creation of the Party. 
domination because of its eco- He knew that the fight for the 
nomic weakness, Portugal liberation of Guinea Bissau and 
would not be able to resist a Cape Verde - along with that 
prolonged war in its insurgent of other African countries -
overseas territories. was a political struggle. It 

When Amilcar Cabral re- would adopt various forms 
turned to Guinea Bissau he until concluding in revolution
continued applying his penetrat- ary violence, but its actions 
ing analysis to the situatic:;ms , - whether in the form of dis
engendered by centuries of cussion or war - would always 
colonialism. He used his tech- be political, coherent, premed
nical knowledge to do an agri- itated acts guided by a party 
cultural study of his country. which was ideologically and 
He was expelled for political programmatically homogeneous, 
and cultural prosyletizing, and tightly bound to. the popular 
was allowed to return home masses. A party whose supreme 
only once a year. He established objectives were the consolida
ties with the Angolan nation- tion of national consciousness 
alist movement. On September and the expulsion of Portuguese 
19, 1956 Amilcar founded the colonialism. In this way Guinea 
African Party for the Independ- Bissau and Cape Verde would 
ence of Guinea Bissau and Cape be masters of their own na-
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tional personality and could 
begin to unfold their "own his
tory". The clarity of Amilcar's 
thinking, evident in all his anti
colonialist theory, could be 
typified in his comment that 
"the basis of national freedom, 
no matter what formulas might 
be adopted under international 
law, resides in every people's 
inalienable right to be the 
makers of their own history; 
the objective of national libera
tion is the reconquest of this 
right usurped by imperialism". 

The moment came at last to 
use the only effective means 
for reconquering these "usurped 
rights": armed struggle. Au
gust 3, 1961 marked the begin
ning of the open battle against 
the colonialist military forces. 
Until that date, the PAIGC had 
been preparing the subjective 
conditions, which Amilcar had 
begun to lay the foundations 
for ever since his privileged 

and rebellious student days 
when, with his wide brow, 
exploring gaze, vigorous char
acter and passionate African
ness, it was already clear he 
would become a prominent 
figure. The PAIGC was from 
then on waging guerrilla war
fare while at the same time 
continuing its ideological work 
among the Guinean and Cape 
Verdean masses - whose level , 
of awareness was low, because ! 
they had been isolated by 
colonial servitude. Along with 
gathering the most efficient 
weapons went teaching, the 
indoctrination of increasingly 
complex ideas. 

Cabral considered revolution
ary violence to be an essential 
instrument. Given the circum
stances of his land: subjugated 
by thousands of Portuguese 
soldiers equipped with the 
genocidal weapons supplied b}' 
NATO, and the socio-political 

conjuncture in Portugal, where 
first Cayetano and then Sala
zar's feudal fascism reigned, 
the only possible means of car
rying on a dialogue with the 
oppressors and the only way to 
regain their homeland was by 
force of arms. Little by little 
the Guineans and Cape Ver
deans took up arms, and short• 
ly before the treacherous as
sassination of Amilcar - on 
Saturday night, January 20, 
1973 - they had liberated two 
thirds of the territory. Having 
done so, they announced to the 
world - with Amilcar himself 
as spokesman - that Guinea 
Bissau and Cape Verde were 
sovereign nations with a part 
of their land occupied by for
eign troops. 

And they really could speak 
of "sovereign nations" in the 
strict sense of the term. The 
PAIGC's military operations 
and political education were 
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Am,._, Cabral ..,,_. hll Ideal with extraordinary clarity, whether talking to a group of guerrilla tighten or giving a apeeda In • 
-••••hell. 

always accompanied by CIVIC 

actions. Each piece of land re
covered was space for building 
a school, a hospital, for the 
regulating functions of revolu
tionary law and governrn~nt. 
The Party strategy - made so 
fruitful by Amilcar' s clear
sightedness - was to see that, 
as freedom was won, the mate
rial and juridical bases for 
enjoying it would be estab
lished. 

The resort to revolutionary 
violence does not mean a mor
bid, anarchic attachment to it. 
No one repudiates violence 
more than the revolutionary. 
But revolutions - acts of mass 
justice - are like childbirth. 
To give birth without pain is 
just a wish, a chimera which 
doctors have tried to bring 
about without total success. 
Revolutionary violence is neces: 
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sary as Cuba's national hero, 
Jose Marti - the most radical 
and intelligent revolutionary of 
the 19th century Latin Amer
ica - explained. And it is 
necessary in order to oppose 
the violence with which the op
pressor defends his plundered 
possessions. 

Cabral enunciated some basic 
principles concerning revolu
tionary violence as the only re
course for recovering "complete 
sovereignty on the national and 
international level" only a few 
days before he was shot to 
death. They are the fragment· 
of his political testament: '"In 
commemorating a new yiar of 
life and struggle, which marks 
the tenth year in the battle for 
our African people's independ
ence, I should remind every
one: militants, combatants, 
and 1eaders of our Party, that 

this is a time for actions, not 
words. Action that grows 
stronger and more effective 
every day . . . in order to in
flict ever greater defeats on the 
Portuguese colonialists and 
destroy any criminal and vain 
illusions they may have of re
conquering our country. Action 
that is every day better devel
oped and organized on the Cape 
Ve:cde islands, to move into a 
new stage of struggle in ac
cord with our people's wishes 
and the imperative of total 
liberation for our homeland." 

Further on, he stated, "We 
can't forget for a single minute 
that we are at war and that the 
main enemy of our people and 
of Africa - the Portuguese 
colonialists - still nourish the 
criminal intention and vain 
hope of destroying our Party, 
wiping out our struggle and 
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recolonizing our people, by 
means of the most perfidious 
maneuvers and most barbarous 
acts The history of 
colonial years, like our experi
ence of ten years of struggle, 
has shown us that the colonial
ist aggressors, especially the 
Portuguese, understand only 
one language: that of force. 
They take into account only 
one reality: the number of 
bodies. 

"In a word, the time has 
come to destroy, by means of 
an efficient and solid clandes
tine organization, the human 
and material resources of the 
Portuguese colonialists in the 
urban centers of our country. 
We are confronting a barbarous 
enemy that hasn't the slightest 
scruples in carrying out its 
criminal actions, that resorts 
to all means to try to destroy 
us wherever we may be." 

And he concluded: "For this 
reason, and because we are 
fighting in our country for our 
people's sacred rights of inde
pendence, peace and true prog
ress, we must at this decisive 
moment strike destructive 
blows at the racist, colonialist 
enemy and their agents and 
their resources, wherever they 
are found." 

Beyond national liberation 

But Arnilcar Cabral was not 
seeking, through the necessary 
war of national liberation, just 
what has been ambigously (in 
the terms of bourgeois sociol
ogy) been called independence. 
He was seeking independence, 
yes; his struggle was aimed in 
that direction. But he was seek
ing an effective independence, 
an independence that would 

• mean the end of foreign domi
nation and would exclude new 
forms of domination through 
neocolonial mechanisms in the 
relations between nations. It 
would eliminate, fur:therrnore, 
a domestic situation in which 
one ruling class would reign 
over other exploited classes. 
Cabral foresaw a kind of inde-
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pendence different from that 
inherited from the 19th century 
independence struggles which, 
except for the revolutionary 
struggle led by Marti en Cuba 
- which was later truncated 
by US imperialism by means of 
military intervention - sought 
liberation from the metropolis 
so the creole ruling class could 
free itself of foreign shackles 
in order to more freely and : 
successfuly develop itself at· 
the cost of the oppressed clas
ses. He pointed this out with 
comparative spirit; it would be 
puerile to condemn an emanci
pating step that changed the 
national physiognomy of the 
Latin American nations. That 
was as far as things could go . 
50 years ago. ' 

Revolutionary practise, know
ledge of history, as well as 
contemporary experience, led 
Cabral to realize that the na
ture of the independence strug
gle includes at least two com
plementary phases. Without 
the second one, the first would 
only be a fiction. The independ
ence today means the rupture 
of the socio-economic frame
work and classist hierarchies. 
He expressed this with ideo
logical precision in two para
graphs: "Freedom from foreign 
domination isn't our people's 
only desire. They have learned 
from experience, and under 
colonial oppression, that man's 
exploitation of man is the ma
jor obstacle to a people's de
velopment and progress, beyond 
national liberation. 

"In the case of neocolonial
ism, where the working class 
and their allies fight simulta
neously against the imperialist 
bourgeoisie and the native rul
ing class, the problem can't be 
resolved by nationalist means. 
It demands the destruction of 
the capitalist structure implant
ed in the country by imperial
ism, and justly postulates a 
socialist solution." 

In this task of politicizing 
the Guinean and Cape Verdean 
masses, Amilcar constantly 
revealed and denounced the 

culpability of imperialism. Lit
tle by little he was defining this 
20th century phenomenon, 
which devours peoples and 
reaches that do not belong to 
it, which instigates wars, and 
destroys the environment in its 
inhuman financial excesses in 
pursuit of profit. Cabral told 
how he had to clarify for his 
peasant comrades the essence 
of imperialism and its subtle 
economic suction mechanisms 
and political tyranny. I've 
already mentioned his clarity 
of expression, which is a reflec
tion of his clearness of thought. 
He who thinks clearly speaks 
clearly. And Amilcar expressed 
all the originality of his thought 
- based on the classics of 
socialist theory - with equal 
clarity in an informal circle of 
guerrilla fighters or a salon in 
Paris, Rome or Helsinki. 

You can find among his writ
ings - which were always tied 
to the struggle - the following 
definitions of imperialism: "In 
the Middle Ages a new system 
of production and distribution 
appeared, that was called cap
italism. Capitalism arose in 
some countries with all the 
contradictions inherent in the 
development of historical phe
nomena, and in that develop
ment reached a new stage, 
which was called imperialism. 
Imperialism is the result of the 
gigantic concentration of fi. 
nance capital in capitalist coun
tries through the creation of 
mop.opolies; first of all, monop
olies of capitalist companies. 
This domination by the monop
olies . . . is primarily an eco
nomic phenomenon, with a very 
characteristic form. Later, im
plications of a political, social, 
cultural and moral character 
are added. 

"One must, then, on the one 
hand distinguish the economic 
facts of these implications and, 
on the other, characterize im
perialism's relation to the rest 
of the world." 

After describing it theoretical
ly - and naming the United 
States as the head of that 
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system - Amilcar went on to 
specify that imperialist domina• 
tion is the economic and polit
ical domination of imperialism 
in other countries. And he gave 
it its exact name: neocolonial 
domination. Vasco Cabral said 
that for Amilcar, "the principle 
of unity is the basis of all suc
cesses achieved by the Party in 
the armed struggle for nation• 
al liberation. It allowed him to 
forge over time, little by little, 
a national consciousness, and 
to create our African nation." 
It is equally true that for Ca• 
bral, in the battle against im• 
perialist subjugation all over 
the planet, unity is just as 
basic. The PAIGC's highly 
estemeed leader stated: "The 
unity and solidarity of all the 
world's anti-imperialist forces 
is an important aspect of this 
intimate, dynamic union be-

tween these struggles. Unity 
and solidarity are decisive for 
the overall success of the strug• 
gle against imperialism." 

To be revolutionary is to be 
internationalist 

This concept of unity we 
have just seen expanded beyond 
the geographic limits of one's 
native land dovetails unequivo
cally with internationalist 
orthodoxy. Cuban President Fi
del Castro - inheritor of 
Marti's "humanity is my home• 
land" and Marx's "workers of 
the word, unite" - said that 
the state of being revolution
ary presupposes the vocation 
of being internationalist. For 
the revolutionary - and I use 
the word in its most authentic 
form - internationalism is the 
elimination of all borders, the 

At a work session of the Organization of African Unity (ONU). 

22 

overturning of all chauvinist 
plans, the end of "gazing in
ward". It is international 
brotherhood, helpful solidarity, 
exchange and relations based 
on equality, with the absolute 
absence of opportunistic and 
avaricious national interests. 

Internationalism was a pillar 
of Cabral's political ideology. 
He gratefully accepted the help 
of many friendly countries and 
parties in his anti-colonialist 
campaign. He spoke often of 
this primordial aspect of revo
lutionary theory and struggle. 
Enemies of the people's libera
tion and progress would have 
liked to have seen Cabral en
closed within the narrow con
fines of strict nationalism. He 
never gave them that pleasure. 
"Our task is, first of all, to 
liberate our country. For us 
that is a sacred commitment! 
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But we are in Africa, and it is 
our opinion that as long as 
there is racism, colonialism, 
apartheid in South Africa, a 
minority of European origin 
ruling an African majority, 
Africa will not be free, and 
there will always be the danger 
that that rule will be reestab
lished. The task of all independ
ent African countries is to do 
everything in their power to 
aid our brothers in South 
Africa or Rhodesia to carry out 
their struggles and free them
selves. 

"We are always ready to co
operate in any endeavor to help 
our brothers in South Africa, 
if we should achieve our inde
pendence before they do." 

When talking about interna
tionalism, he did not forget 
Vietnam: "We believe that not 
just the fate of Vietnam, but 

that of all peoples struggling 
for national independence and 
sovereignty, is at stake in Viet

,nam. We feel complete solidar-
ity with the people of Vietnam, 
and we intensely admire their 
heroic struggle against North 
American aggression, against 
the agression by the reaction
aries of South Vietnam, who 
are only puppets of imperial-
. " ism. 

Of the USSR, he comment
ed: "Our people, like all peo
ples of the world, understand 
more and more the great im
portance of the October Revo
lution in the development of 
humanity. We see, and we are 
convinced more and more 
every day, that the first observ
able changes in our destiny, in 
our march toward freedom and 
progress, were carried out 
thanks to the Revolution that 

was prepared, led and carried 
to final victory over the bour
geoisie and feudal forces by 
the incomparable genius of Le-. ,, 
nm. 

He went on to comment, on 
the centenial of Lenin's birth: 
"In celebrating the birth of Le
nin, we believe that the best 
thing we can do in his honor 
is create and strengthen the 
indispensable unity for the final 
victory in the struggle against 
imperialism, to follow the 
example of his combativity, 
and faithfulness to principles, 
his clarity of thought and his 
untiring daily work." 

The life and work of Amil
car Cabral - brought to an 
untimely end when the pos
sibility of greater deeds and 
works palpitated in the full 
maturity of his 47 years of 
creative existence confirm 

Amncar Cabral giving a apeech at the Tricontinental Conference held in Havana in January 1966. 
--- ----------------' 
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A PAIGC soldier railn the Party flag after the liberation of a piece of land. 
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the role of individuals in his
tory. 

A few years after his death, 
Guinea Bissau and Cape Verde 
achieved independence, and 
today are moving forward in 
national unity and social prog
ress. Other men, filled with 
revolutionary fervor, committed 
to the people's cause, continued 
the work that Amilcar inspired 
since his early student days. 
But it was the action, thought 
and words of Cabral that set 
in motion a people that until 
then were invertebrate, steeped 
in ignorance. He incarnated it, 
and he put all his intellectual 
and moral forces at the service 
of his people. He made a pledge 
which still makes one tremble, 
that still causes us to lament 

, the death of a singular man (and 
j also explains why Portuguese 
: fascism decided to murder 
; him) ; a man who, along with 
I Ernesto Che Guevara, insepara
l ble friend of the PAIGC 
i founder - anticipated the kind 1 i of person humanity will prod-
! uce in the future. "Compafie-
! ros, I pledged to myself that 
i no one could ever turn me 
i away from working for my 
I people; I promised myself that 

I would be ready to give my 
life, all my energy, all my cour
age, all the ability I could have 
as a man, to the last day of 
my life, serving my people in 
Guinea Bissau and Cape Verde. 
At the service of the cause of 
humanity, to make my contribu
tion in any form possible so 
that people's lives all over the ( 
world would be better. This is 
my work. I have done all I 
could to achieve this, and I 
have done so not alone, but by 
discovering how to inspire men 
and women to work at my side. 
I have tried in all possible 
ways to transmit to them, to 
their minds, their hearts, their 
feelings, their thoughts, every
thing I could do as a man, all 
my consciousness. Only in this 
way, comrades, can we be true 
militants of our Party, fighters 
for the progress of our peo
ple." ,e, 
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