
UCLA
Ufahamu: A Journal of African Studies

Title
The Cape Verdeans and the PAIGC Struggle for National Liberation: An 
Interview with Salahudin Omowale Matteos

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/7mf0337j

Journal
Ufahamu: A Journal of African Studies, 3(3)

ISSN
0041-5715

Author
Matteos, Salahudin

Publication Date
1973

DOI
10.5070/F733016410

Copyright Information
Copyright 1973 by the author(s). All rights reserved unless otherwise 
indicated. Contact the author(s) for any necessary permissions. Learn 
more at https://escholarship.org/terms
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/7mf0337j
https://escholarship.org/terms
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


- 43 -

TIE M \£Rif.MS lffi TIE PAIGC STRr:ru FOO NATJ[IW_ LIIERATI~ --- ------- --
An Interview with SALAHUDIN OHOWALE MATIEOS 

[As many of our oontributors to this issue point out, 
one of the prob~ems whioh the PAIGC ha8 had to face, but 
one which it ha8 handled ~th a great deal of tact and 
imagination, ha8 been the probZ.em of integrating the Cape 
Verdeans into the struggle for national liberation. Becauee 
the Portuguese used the is'Lcmds as a major staging post i n 
the infarrr:Jus traffic in slaves, many Cape Verdeans have had 
to undergo varying degrees of cultural disorientation and 
alienation, some of them, a'Las, suffering an outright w ss 
of identity. 

During Cabral's last visit to the United States, it 
was decided that there was need for a PAIGC Support Corrrrrittee 
in the U.S. part of whose assignment would be to raise the 
general level of aL1al'e11ess among the Cape Verdeans in this 
country. As Gil Fernandez said, "Most American Cape Verdeans 
are either ignorant of or apathetic tOL!ards the fighting 
going on in the homeland for the past deeade . " One of those 
intimately involved ~th the founding of the Suppor t Corrrrrittee 
was Sa'Lahwi.in Matteos. 

Matteos was born in New Bedford of Cape Verdean parents. 
After more than a decade of involvement ~th civil rights. 
black Z.iberation and peaoe movements in this country, he 
Left on a trip to Africa and lila8 abLe to meet llri.th other 
Cape Verdsans not only in Guine but aZ.so in Gambia and 
Senegal.. 

Since his return, and on a mandate from the Corrrrrittee, 
Matteos has been touring several U.S . colleges and universi­
ties, ezplaining the goals of the PAIGC and soliciting the 
support of civilized humanity. It was on the invi tati on of 
Ufahamu that, on February 23, 19?3, he gave a talk to a 
large group of students at the African Stwi.iee Center at UCLA. 

fie are pleased to oarry a transcript of that pN4enta­
tion. fie also urge our readers to make tJhateve:r contribution 
they can to the PAICC Suppo:rt Corrrrrittee - Three Pyramid8 , 
Box 1510, Duxbury, Massachusetts. Ed. Note . ] 
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I thi nk it would be very useful to begin by g1v1ng 
you a little background about Cape Verdeans. Not too 
many people know about Cape Verdeans, but that is easily 
understood. The people who live on the Cape Verde islands 
were people who were enslaved by the Portuguese and taken 
from Africa beginning in the fifteenth century . The 
Portuguese were the first Europeans into Africa and they 
led the way for other Europeans. One of their first stops 
was around Senegal, but as they were not successful in 
establishing fruitful contact with Africans, they went 
further down the coast to Guinea Bissau. (Its proper name 
in Africa is Bissau). The Portuguese enslaved the Africans 
of that area concentrating on societies such as the Fulani, 
Balanta, and Mandingoes. These Africans were taken to 
the Archipelago of Cape Verde off the coast of Africa. 
These islands are some two hundred miles due west from the 
lower part of Senegal; the farthest point from Africa is 
about 450 miles. And, of course, Portugal is almost 300 
miles away. 

All the sorts of atrocities which go hand in hand 
with slavery were perpetrated by the Portuguese system. 
On different islands a variety of methods were used to 
deal with the African mind in order to reshape it. One 
phase of the enslavement of Africans was to send them to 
other parts of the world to work. The Portuguese called 
them aontraatos. It was the Portuguese who originated 
the idea that Africans were not people, but animals. 
There is a word that we say in creole, negroaaahin, which 
means in Portuguese "blacks are not people." This gave way 
to the wholesale slaughter and exploitation of Africans 
because this was the excuse for treating them in such an 
inhumane manner. 

An example of the different methods used on Africans 
was that on one island the Portuguese brought together 
African men and Portuguese prostitutes, who bore children. 
The fathers were then killed while the women brought up the 
children to speak Portuguese. Today, most of us do not 
speak Portuguese except for a few educated in recent years. 
vie speak our own language, creole , which is part African 
and part Portuguese. 

Cape Verdeans came to the United States only within 
the past century. In my case my grandparents came to this 
country seventy years ago. My grandparents were born on 
Cape Verde. You will find that they came here primarily 
as aontraatos . However, they did not view themselves as 
coming just as workers ; they were also looking for freedom 
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because they recognized that on the island they were 
continually being starved to death. Since the middle of 
the 18th century, more than 250,000 people have starved 
to death. More people have died of starvation than have 
ever lived on the islands. There are thousands of Cape 
Verdeans in the United States who were forced to leave the 
islands because of famine. Cape Verdeans have been forced 
to go to many other countries such as Senegal, Gambia, Holland, 
France and many other parts of Europe and Africa because of 
starvation. 

Cape Verdeans were brought to the New England area as 
freed men although they were treated as indentured servants. 
Thus, a kind of false pride has developed among Cape 
Verdeans here who say that they are different from Afro­
Americans because they were not brought to this country as 
slaves. But I would like to make a correction. There is 
no difference between Afro-Americans and Cape Verdeans. 
The only difference is that the Africans who were taken to 
Cape Verde were enslaved by the Portuguese and the Afro­
Americans who were brought to this country were enslaved 
by other Europeans. We were both enslaved by Europeans to 
be used as cheap labor. 

Cape Verdeans were brought to the New Bedford and Cape 
Cod areas, the tri-state area of Connecticut, Rhode Island, 
and Massachusetts. (About 75,000 Cape Verdeans presently 
live there.) Their main source of employment was working 
in cranberry bogs for white landowners who were transforming 
this land for producing cranberries. It was the backs of 
my grandmother and grandfather who made Ocean Spray what it 
is today. 

Because Cape Verdeans have a rich African heritage, 
you will find that we have a style of living which is very 
similar to that of Africa. The kind of foods that we eat 
are similar to African foods. We eatmandioc, oous-coua, arroa, 
manchupo . Our mothers also used to wear long dresses and 
tie up their hair. 

Unfortunately, Cape Verdeans in this country do not 
identify with our African heritage because they have been 
brainwashed over several centuries into relating to something 
which was false. For myself, it was through my contact with 
Amilcar Cabral and traveling through the liberated zones 
that I gradually became aware of who I am as an individual. 
This was a very traumatic experience. I was thinking that 
I was Portuguese, but I knew that I was not European. So, 
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I began to involve myself as a Negro. But the irony is 
that while I was trying to become a Negro, Negroes were 
trying to become Black! 

Accordingly, it is one of the main purposes of the 
PAIGC Support Committee to organize and mobilize Cape 
Verdeans in this country to help support the liberation 
movement of the PAIGC. We are attempting to give Cape 
Verdeans the facts about the suffering and famine on Cape 
Verde islands and how best we can help to raise the level 
of consciousness of Cape Verdean people to the true facts 
of their enslavement by the Portuguese system of colonial­
ism. We are hopeful that when Cape Verdeans see the contra­
dictions of their history, they will relate to our Cape 
Verdean African heritage. 

I would now like to give you an idea of the purpose 
and direction of the PAIGC. The PAIGC has been fighting 
against the Portuguese colonialists since 1963, but the 
Party was organized several years before that. We have 
been fighting a "hot war" since 1963 and have liberated 
more than two-thirds of that territory. The PAIGC goal is 
the total liberation of Guinea Bissau and Cape Verde islands. 
After ten years and more of fighting, the people of Guinea 
Bissau have established an administration and set up schools 
and hospitals which had never existed under the Portuguese. 
Last April, the leadership of the PAIGC invited the United 
Nations to send a special mission to visit the liberated 
areas and to find out in Loao where the liberated areas 
are and "how they are administered." After the visit to 
those areas, the mission recommended to the General Assembly 
that PAIGC should be considered the only legal authority in 
the colony. 

Under the Portuguese system, very few Africans had the 
opportunity to go to school. Amilcar Cabral was one of 
those few who was able to receive a university education; 
he was trained as an agronomist. Although he was born in 
Bafata, Guinea Bissau, Amilcar Cabral is a Cape Verdean 
of Cape Verdean parentage. He came from a privileged class 
of Africans. However, he was able to understand the magni­
tude of the problems of his people. He was a brilliant 
theoretician and pragmatist and recognized that Africans 
need not borrow ideas wholesale from all over the world 
because he believed that no one had a monopoly on knowledge. 

As I have mentioned, the purpose of the PAIGC Support 
Committee is to organize and mobilize Cape Verdeans in the 
United States to help support our liberation movement, but 
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we are also informing all African people in this country 
to become involved in supportin9 and relating to our struggle 
against Portuguese colon1alism ·,n Africa. The fight against 
Portuguese colonialism is the most important struggle in 
Africa today. The Portuguese are the 1 ast bulwa.rk of European 
colonialism in Africa. They were the first to come and they 
are the last to leave. Most of the aid supporting Portugal 
comes from the United States through NATO to help Portugal 
maintain her wars of oppression in Africa. In Cape Verde, 
we are not yet fighting a "hot war," but we do have a 
strong clandestine organization which is working effectively. 
That is significant for those of us who are involved in 
the liberation of our people. 

I want to make it very clear that when I talk about 
Portugal, I am talking about the Portuguese system, not 
the Portuguese people. Our struggle is not against the 
Portuguese peasant or farmer who is suffering at the hands 
of fascism, but against the oppressive Portuguese system of 
colonialism. So, we even ask the Portuguese people of this 
country that they should be about the business of relating 
to what is happening in Portugal because they should realize 
that what is happening in Africa only mirrors the exploita­
tion in Portugal. They should realize that about 45% of 
the population of Portugal is still illiterate and is 
controlled by an oligarchy which is linked up with western 
imperialism. We are against that system of government 
which perpetuates colonialism in Africa. Fifty percent of 
the Portuguese budget is spent on military activities in 
Africa; that money could be spent on education or social 
programs . 

I also want to reiterate that our struggle is not a 
color issue between black and white. Our struggle is between 
the oppressor and the oppressed. We don't view our struggle 
as being racist, we don't see our fight as against white 
people although we are opposing white supremacy. 

A question which I have been asked is what will happen 
to the struggle in Guinea Bissau now that Cabral is dead. 
One of the myths of the western world is that Africans are 
i ncapable of ruling themselves or making an orderly transi­
tion of government. They want to make you think that every 
time something happens, everything will fall apart. They 
assassinated Mondlane, but the fighters of FRELIMO have 
intensified their struggle in Mozambique. They killed 
Patrice Lumumba, but they did not stop progressive change 
in Africa . When Kwame Nkrumah died, the struggle in Africa 
did not stop. Certainly, the loss of Cabral will be felt 
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deeply by the PAIGC, but whoever it is that they elect 
will carry on the struggle and it will gain the support 
of our people. 

Angola will be free. Mozambique will be free. 
Guinea Bissau and Cape Verde will be free. Africa will be 
free. The end result will depend on what we all do. 

QUESTI ON: An important question which we have been 
cons~dering lately is the role of Cape Verdeans in the 
organi zation of the PAIGC. Would you please tell us how 
the people of Guinea Bissau view Cape Verdeans? 

ANSWER: I think we should realize that Portugal went into 
Guinea Bissau and did many of the same things that she did 
on the Cape Verde islands. You will find, for instance, 
that those in the mainland speak the same type of Creole 
dialect that Cape Verdeans do. We don't view ourselves 
as any different. We are all the same. I was there in the 
mainland and I was accepted. But if I go there as a Cape 
Verdean and a Portuguese at the same time, you can under­
stand why I might not be accepted. You must remember that 
the Portuguese sent Cape Verdeans to her African colonies 
to serve as functionaries and to work as administrators 
over other Africans. They were led to believe that they 
were better than other Africans. These Cape Verdeans were, 
of course, only serving the interests of Portuguese colonial­
ism. One of Amilcar Cabral's important contributions was 
to deal with the problem of integrating Cape Verdeans with 
mainland Africans. 

Some folks have also asked why we aren't fighting on 
Cape Verde. The reason why we are fighting in Guinea 
Bissau first is that it was far more realistic strategically 
to initiate the struggle on the mainland. Amilcar Cabral's 
position was that not even twins are born at the same time. 
We will take care of the birth of the first child and then 
the second. We would still like to bring about a negotiated 
settlement before the physical combat spreads into the Cape 
Verde islands, but if the situation demands it we would 
have no choice. There can be no alternative to the total 
independence of our people. 




