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Jogos Sem Fronteiras #1: on the camps  
of Europe, was edited in Lisbon by Ana 
Bigotte Vieira, Marta Lança and José Nuno 
Matos, in 2007, shortly after the EU-Af-
rica Lisbon Summit. Its main subjects are 
the south-north migration and the “Others” 
produced by the mechanisms of exclusion 
that were created with the introduction  
of the Schengen borders. The magazine, 
published in Portuguese, comprises 15 
texts in its three sections Ideas, Experi-
ences and Practices. Games without Borders 
#1 also contains images produced by Pizz 
Buin, Kiluanij Kila Henda, and Alexandra 
Ferreira, stills from the film Bab Cepta 
by Federico Lobo and Pedro Pinho, and two 
info-graphic maps produced by the collec-
tive Fadaiat.
 
The first section, Ideas, takes a predomi-
nantly theoretical approach. The opening 
essay, Ricardo Noronha’s Todos somos mi-
grantes! (We are all illegal), deals with 
Schengen laws and European immigration 
politics. In On the camps of Europe, Ana 
Bigotte Vieira used Agamben’s theories on 
camps, Bare Life and State of Exception as 
a lens through which to view European im-
migrant camps and airport immigration de-
tention areas. Sandro Mezzadra challenges 
the very definition of national borders and 
frontiers as theoretical tools in Borders, 
migrations, citizenship. Marta Lança, one 
of the co-editors of Jogos Sem Fronteiras 
#1, draws from her extensive experience 
living and dealing with cultural practic-
es throughout the so-called “Lusosphere” 
(Portugal, Angola, Cabo Verde, Mozambique, 
Brazil, S. Tomé). In Lusosphere is a bub-
ble she sharply points out the continuity 
from colonialism to neo-colonialism in  
the Portuguese-speaking world.

The second section of the magazine, Ex-
periences, gathers first person testimo-
nials. In António Tomás’ Six hours in 
Lisbon, the Angolan writer and literary 
critic describes his absurd confrontation 
with visa bureaucracy as he is held back 
at the airport on what should have only 
been a short stopover in Lisbon. Christina 
Machado Coelho considers how people are 
forced into a prolonged and “institution-
alized” state of illegality while apply-
ing for a stay permit after their arrival 
in Portugal. Deprived of basic rights, one 
lives in a “legal and institutional limbo” 
like in a “prison without walls” (The Jus-
tice in the waiting line). Colectivo Casa 
Viva’s When reality surpasses fiction de-
scribes a small and peaceful reunion in  
a private flat that was turned into a situ-
ation which allegedly “demanded” the in-
tervention of several policemen, followed 

by investigations and extensive identity 
controls, because the arrival of individ-
ual guests visually identifiable as “for-
eigners” was considered suspicious.

The third and final section, Practices, 
focuses on artistic as well as political 
experiments that, in the editors’ opinion, 
manage to deal with the aforementioned 
themes in ways which lead to emancipa-
tory practices, as opposed to adopting 
humanitarian or philanthropic approaches. 
Bettina Wind writes about Alexandra Fer-
reira’s exhibition “alles unter Kontrolle” 
(Bomba Suicida, Lisbon, 2005) about border 
performativity. “Estrangeiro é a tua avó” 
(Your grandmother is a Stranger!),  
is an interview about a theater project 
developed by Miguel Castro Caldas and Bru-
no Bravo in collaboration with an amateur 
theater group constituted by refugees,  
inside the NGO “Conselho Português para  
os Refugiados”. 

From FADAIAT/ indymedia Estrecho de Gi-
braltar’s cartographies and media experi-
ments to Pedro Pinho and Federico Lobo’s 
movie BAB CEPTA, and Ursula Biemann’s 
“Geobodies” – what characterizes these 
projects and experiences is their capacity 
to address questions concerning migration 
and borders while successfully avoiding  
a patronizing or exoticizing gaze. In-
stead, they treat these issues as consti-
tutive of our very own world. 
The production period of Jogos Sem Fron-
teiras # 1 coincided with the collapse  
of the US financial markets and the begin-
ning of what is referred to as “the global 
financial crisis”, in 2007-2008. In many 
places, including Europe, this financial 
crisis evolved into a deep crisis of rep-
resentational democracy. We are now work-
ing on a second edition of Games without 
Borders. This time we want to speak about 
micro-practices and spaces of resistance 
to the crisis. While we work on JFS #2:  
On practices and spaces of resistance  
and invention, we think that the texts  
on camps, migration and the construction 
of an ambiguous European identity pub-
lished in JFS #1 are still very pertinent, 
as they deal with issues that are still 
crucial today.
 
For this short extract of Jogos sem Fron-
teiras #1 we translated the editorial of 
Games without borders #1, and other texts 
by Marta Lança, Ricardo Noronha and Ana 
Bigotte Vieira. In addition, two newer 
texts written by Ana Bigotte Vieira and  
a text about and images from the movie  
Bab Cepta by Federico Lobo and Pedro Pin-
ho, released in 2007, are also included.
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E D I t O R I A L
In 1965, General Charles de Gaulle proposed the existence of a kind of games that would reinforce the recently 
renewed ties between France and Germany. Inspired by the summer competitions between French cities (some of 
which took place inside swimming pools), Games without Borders (JSF) – the longest transmission in the history 
of television co-productions – soon involved more European countries. this helped to build a Europe that even 
today tries somnambulistically1 through a complex mechanism that oscillates between vassalage and mirroring, 

to constitute a strong block able to counterbalance the USA, while cementing old internal chauvinistic beliefs. 
the element of spectacle that was after all the  leitmotif of these games, whose bulk of viewers - this newly 
imagined European community2 - watched them on tV, was even reflected in their organization, with a host 
and a film crew from each participating country. Eládio Clímaco, Ana Zanati or Fialho Gouveia were for the 
Portuguese audience what Ettore Andenna and Marie-Ange Nardi were for the Italian or the French, as can be 
seen in many websites of nostalgic JSF fans.

thus the game and its playful nature was combined with a dilution of the internal borders of a Europe that 
wanted to be competitive and united at the same time. the Games Without Borders – with their matches occur-
ring in unknown countryside towns which looked like a caricature of a world from which it was imperative to 
flee; with their desperate swimming pool races wherein productivity was rated by the number of sponge balls 
caught; with our improvised couch brotherhood towards those beings in wet t-shirts trying at all costs to make 
the show go on (and thus Europe) – are the perfect metaphor for the inner void that we exhibit as Europeans.

Games without Borders that are only possible insofar as another game (and many other counter current games, 
we want to think) doesn’t have borders as well. Money circulates; wishes are exported via satellite, cable or the 
Internet; products are manufactured or arrive by land or by air, altering landscapes, customs, and behaviours; 
territories (where people are prevented from entering) are quickly crossed by electromagnetic waves, gas and 
oil pipelines, in a movement from South to North that corresponds to the route of raw materials, a path op-
posite to that on which people circulate. the geographic space is non-linear and non-logical, made out of con-
nections and networks infinitely more complex than the lines of the Nation-State.

Reflecting upon the multiplicity, the inter-connections, the non-linearity and the illogical nature of these paths 
of people, things, and customs (in which our own lives can be included) is the raison d’être of the book “Jogos 
Sem Fronteiras” (“Games Without Borders”). Here, in its more or less great internal coherence, borders are 
understood in a broad sense – as a metonymy of the “transformation of the space produced by people displace-
ment”, which Ursula Biemann talks about.3

We distance ourselves both from a fragmentary vision which treats certain issues as if they were unrelated 
(looking, on the contrary, at “immigration”, “work”, “repression” or “technology” as deeply interconnected sub-
jects), and from a humanitarian perspective which addresses immigration as a problem that needs to be solved 
in a more or less fair way.

the border is understood here not as a groove, but as a program “whose operation invests and covers the whole 
set of social relations”4 ; as a police force specialized in separating who is from who is not; as an operation 
permanently being reiterated in space, academic disciplines, knowledge, and in our own acts; as a line that 
crosses us all, and which it is important to talk about.

therefore, this set of articles and images comes out of our effort-pleasure in raising these issues, about which 
we feel the urgent lack of a critical discourse carried on with all the tools (of writing, social sciences, litera-
ture, cinema, theater, photography). It represents a kind of movement to give voice (to me, you, the expert, the 
immigrant that is you now, but that was me yesterday and vice versa), to write stories which may oppose the 
massification of media that turns everything into a single story.

by Ana Bigotte Vieira

translation by Sara Faria Santos, revision by Alice Giroto and Isabel Brison

1. As Eduardo Lourenço says in O labirinto da saudade (LOURENÇO, 2000).
2. To use Benedict Andersen’s well known expression (ANDERSEN, 1983).
3. As Ursula Biemann says in http://www.buala.org/pt/a-ler/escrever-uma-contra-geografia.
4. Ricardo Noronha in http://www.buala.org/en/to-read/we-are-all-illegal, 

first published in Jogos Sem Fronteiras, edições Antipáticas, 2008.
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All these discourses of pacification contrast, more 
and more unbearably, with the reality of an ongo-
ing war against immigrants. they enter each fight 
in a defensive and hopeful position, in which they 
try to reclaim rights, appealing to governments 
for the need and desirability of introducing a little 
“Christian spirit” in the treatment of immigrants.
foto de Kiluanji Kia Henda

What the evolution of the repressive provisions 
grouped under the term “border” has come to 
demonstrate is a broad consensus of political 
forces in the European Union on the need to con-
trol immigration and outlaw the movement of the 
overwhelming majority of people seeking to enter 
the continent. the “border” is the instrument that 
allows them to regulate the migratory flow depend-
ing on the needs of the business and services work-
force, but is also the argument that permits greater 
police powers, and multiplies “states of exception,” 
creating zones where legality is suspended and 
the balance of power fully assumed. the “war on 
terror,” with the multiplication of potential “threats 
to internal security” and a scientific exploration of 
fear and xenophobia against Muslims, has come to 
reinforce this trend and sanction the militarization 
of the border to the south, turning the Mediterra-
nean into an undulating graveyard.
But with the strengthening of the borders and the 
powers of the state to ingest people’s lives, it is the 
entire society that is being militarized. the “bor-
der” is not only the limits of national territory, but 
also the disciplinary logic that operates within it. 
the very existence of a police force and a special 
bureaucracy to deal with the “foreigners” is the 
logical development of the “border”, the trivializa-
tion of the separation, within each country, be-
tween citizens and those excluded from citizenship, 
of the granting of different rights depending on the 
provenance, of an “apartheid” whose nature be-
comes fully explicit with the denial of citizenship  
to children of immigrants born in the “host” coun-
try. the “border” is an entire program and its op-
eration runs and encompasses the totality of social 
relations. Without it, nothing is understood about 
the nature of racism, xenophobia, police repres-
sion, the nature of the state.
In this context, the fight against this process can-
not merely denounce this or that abuse, claiming 
this or that right, to defend this or that group of 
immigrants. It is necessary to reject the logic that 
lies at the heart of the “border”: the separation of 
individuals according to the sovereignty of states. 
Fighting the oppression of immigrants implies 
keeping in mind that such separation is desired 
and constantly constructed through a political pro-
gram of broad scope, shared by a group of political 
and economic elites on a worldwide scale.

Promoting, to the contrary, communication and 
cooperation between those that the boundaries 
separate, implies rejecting the defensive position 
of one who makes requests and taking the offensive 
position of one who collectively builds their own 
path, imposing their existence and their presence, 
regardless of institutional logic. Collectively dis-

arming the repressive apparatus of the state, dis-
mantling the legitimacy of their action, disputing 
the public space, taking to the streets and making 
visible what the “border” wants to keep obscure is 
the only plan that lets you win the dirty war put 
into practice against the immigrants in the Euro-
pean Union. In it, we are all potential targets, but 
also irregular combatants. In it, we are all illegal.
Jogos Sem Fronteiras, edições Antipáticas, 2008

Translation: Audrey Young

by Ricardo Noronha

  
   

WE ARE  
ALL ILLEGAL

From Melilla to Poland, Cypress to the Canaries, 
thousands of people daily attempt to leave their 
places of origin and reach the European continent in 
search of better living conditions, leaving behind the 
most varied settings – wars, fires, droughts, floods, 
repressive regimes, massive unemployment, poverty 
wages, fundamentalists – and confronting, every-
where, the same repressive strategy, the same barri-
ers and persecution, the same racism and the same 
violence.

It may be thought that these people who cross 
oceans, deserts and mountains, hostile territories 
and foreign countries, would be victims of misunder-
standings or police excesses, but this is not the case. 
the immigrants seeking to reach Europe are con-
fronted with practices, objectives and instruments 
chosen within European institutions and approved  
by individuals who were elected by European citi-
zens. In short, they are faced with methods of inhu-
man violence and with a repression that we have 
come to associate with dictatorial states, all of which 
was decided “democratically.” It is called “Frontex” 
and it is a group of devices controlling migratory 
movements toward Europe. It includes warships pa-
trolling the coast, fences in Melilla and Ceuta, deten-
tion centers scattered throughout Europe, deporta-
tions on board aircraft companies such as Ibéria and 
Lufthansa. But also the persecution of immigrants 
across the continent – from those who pick up their 
children from school to those who are shot by the 
police in the suburbs of large cities – the raids of the 
Serviço de Estrangeiros e Fronteiras and the imposi-
tion of DNA tests for the purposes of family reunifi-
cation. It includes, increasingly, diplomatic relations 
with the EU’s neighboring states, which are assuming 
the most odious aspects of the repression of immi-
grants, with the multiplication of detention centers  
in the Maghreb and the ongoing practice of geno-
cide, in Morocco, in recent years.
Control of migratory movements of this magnitude 
could never be accomplished merely by legal and 
institutional methods; state repression intersects 
here with tolerance, if not more or less underground 
cooperation, for criminal organizations, so as to 
ensure that immigrants who pass through the tight 
meshes of this control remain, above all, invisible in 
the countries where they remain: illegal and depend-
ent, always fearful of deportation or reprisals against 
their families, and obedient. the xenophobic propa-
ganda of the extreme right, the more or less subtle 
racism of institutions (which begins in the school  
and ends in local governments) and the sensational-
ism of the media see to the rest – they set the tone 
and guide the attitudes towards legitimizing every 
kind of repressive measure on immigrants.

All this that is occurring in Europe and on its bor-
ders deserves, without any exaggeration, the clas-
sification of an ongoing war. A war where the enemy 

is permanently constructed and characterized as a 
possible threat to social peace, a disturbing element, 
which has an irrationality that distinguishes it from 
European citizens. A war where the enemy is the for-
eigner in which we don’t recognize ourselves, whose 
difference allows the construction of an identity that 
includes ourselves and excludes him, until we see 
him as a thing and become incapable of seeing him 
as a person.

All this is as old as the very idea of “border.” the 
Greeks called those who did not share their language 
and their customs “barbarians.” the Romans used 
the term to describe all people who were located 
beyond the borders (“Limes” - the limit) of their 
empire and who did not accept their sovereignty. In 
their maps of Africa, what existed beyond that which 
they conquered was described with the expression 
“Hic sunt leones,” a wild territory whose sovereignty 
belonged to the wolves. Chinese emperors ordered 
the construction of an enormous wall to stop the 
invasions of nomadic peoples of Siberia and Mongo-
lia. Later, the Portuguese and Spanish kings divided 
the world in half with an imaginary line that would 
be the boundary between their colonial domains. All 
this before the European powers were seated at a ta-
ble in Berlin, at the end of the nineteenth century, to 
trace the ruler and triangle, tailored to their conveni-
ences and with the known results: the boundaries 
of their colonies in Africa. People and communities 
were grouped together or separated depending on 
the feasibility of communication or the existence of 
certain natural resources, military conquest or trade 
routes – in all cases based on the ongoing coloniza-
tion and interests of the colonizers. And in all these 
cases the “border” was always, simultaneously, a line 
drawn on paper, an effective military and repressive 
power, a discourse of legitimization of violence based 
on the superiority of the colonizers over the colo-
nized, a permanent construction of collective identi-
ties capable of supporting profoundly unjust social 
relations.

the historical precedents illustrate the nature of the 
“border”, but are insufficient to explain the processes 
underway. For its size, the current phenomenon of 
migration assumes new, and until now unknown, 
aspects. On the other hand, control techniques, con-
ditioning and repression are more sophisticated than 
ever before, giving the “border” a materiality that it 
has never had. this materiality seems unavoidable, 
its arm as long as is necessary, its eye capable of  
seeing all, its legitimacy unquestionable.

Perhaps this is why the discourse on immigration 
that seeks to combat xenophobia and racism tends 
to incorporate the language of its adversary and to 
accept borders as bad, but necessary, things. they 
speak of rights to negotiate, of promoting integra-
tion, of correcting excesses. Of the need that “Eu-
rope” has of immigrants to “do the jobs that Euro-
peans no longer want to do” and to “stabilize the 
demographic balance.” Of respect for their “identity 
and difference.” Of the need for an “immigration 
policy,” capable of uniting the objectives of the state 
with solidarity and respect towards immigrants.  
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LUSOSPHERE IS A BUBBLE
It was a new world / A poets’ dream / Going till the end / singing new victories / And proudly lifting flags 
/ Living warlike adventures / They were truly epic / And so full lives / They were oceans of love / I’ve been 
to Brazil / Praia and Bissau / Angola, Mozambique / Goa and Macau / Oh, I went till Timor / I’ve been 
a conquistador / It was a whole people / Guided by the heavens / It spread around the world / Follow-
ing its heroes / They took light out of torture / And sow ties of tenderness / They were days and days and 
months and years on the sea / Walking through a road of stars to win                 
Da Vinci, at Eurovision, 1989
 
Africa is more than a land to be explored; Africa is for us a moral justification and a raison d’être  
as a power. Without it we would be a small nation, with it we are a great State.             
Marcelo Caetano, 1935
 
In the midst of the current convulsions, we present ourselves as a community of peoples, cemented by 
centuries of peaceful life and Christian understanding, brotherhood of peoples who, whatever their differ-
ences may be, help each other, grow and elevate together, proud of the name and title of Portuguese.          
Salazar, 1933
 

DECONStRUCtION OF tHE LUSOSPHERE
Fortunately, there are many and plural voices reflecting on the meaning of statements to which 
certain not only cultural discourses and policies resort to erect an imagination and an alleged 
transnational heritage – the lusophone space – that results from the imperial and colonial expe-
rience, legitimized by a kind of morally acceptable exception of the Portuguese colonialism and 
that is associated, yesterday and today, to an ambition of universalism1. In addition to works 
that were devoted to the deconstruction of this discourse, my experience in Portuguese-speak-
ing African countries and some friends, who are migrants for will and necessity, have confirmed 
what I suspected: if considered from the Portuguese standpoint, lusosphere reverberates the  
colonial past, people relate to and interest in the stories of each other more forcefully within 
the boundary of this “imagined community” that, despite this name, does not help them in liv-
ing conditions and, if a Lusophone project exists, in most respects it has failed miserably.
On one hand, the basic problem is the creation of a political discourse that prolongs the rela-
tions of domination2 emanating from the colonial period. On the other, this same discourse  
has several distributions in the real world, containing within itself its own dysfunctionality.
the phrase I heard at a conference of post-colonial literature - “lusophone bubble” - used by 
the Italian professor Livia Apa to illustrate the literature of the lusophone space, seemed to me 
as the right metaphor: a little thing that protects, without edges, inflamed and ready to burst at 
any time. Gazing at its navel, not wanting to see anything else: this is lusosphere.

PERSIStENt MytHS

“It is a bridge built to join the distinct edges of the cultural 
identities of each Portuguese-speaking country, a bridge 
that we intend to inscribe in our collective imagination, in 
a unique cultural encounter that broadens our view about 
the others and ourselves, indelibly strengthening the ties 
that bind us and our way of being in the world.”
Jorge Couto, former president of Instituto Camões,
talking about a publication during Expo 98.
 
Lusosphere may be the set of cultural identities in 
countries, regions, States or cities where the peoples 
predominantly speak Portuguese: Angola, Brazil, 
Cape Verde, Guinea-Bissau, Mozambique, Portugal, 
São tomé and Príncipe, Macau, East timor and 
various people and communities around the world. 
there may be privileged relations among these luso-
phone countries, in political and economic coopera-
tion (as prodigious a situation as to unite the two 
sides of the Atlantic), in education and in the arts - 
great creators who operate creatively on the language 
and invent other Camões’s homelands, contributing 
with their work to expand the lusophone intercul-
turality: Pepetela, José Craveirinha, Saramago, Jorge 
Amado, Luandino Vieira and many others. this im-
aginary definition may be geographical, of power, of 
identity, of a common description, but it is, first and 
foremost, a project, an artificial construction, as all 
the borders, nations and groups of nations are3.
In this so-called “lusophone” space, the same lan-
guage in its various recreations is shared. It is true 
and fantastic: you travel in a rainforest, in the Ama-
zon River, in the mountains of Dili, on a road of Huila 
and you can talk in Portuguese, you go to a café in 
Bissau or in a terrace in Cape Verde and you can 
enjoy the time of reading the newspaper in your lan-
guage (though not always we understand each other 
in Portuguese, as for many the official language is a 
foreign one that only fulfils administrative functions).
Which cultural identities do these countries share 
beyond the specificity of the language (which is a lot 
indeed) and the destination of emigration, which is 
the ancient metropolis? Why do these different cul-
tures, which happened to have been split in countries 
colonized by the same central power, have to be con-
sidered together as a package of countries? And what 
is concerned when we want to strengthen “our way of 
being in the world”? What kind of look is ours? Who 
is this “we”? At the outset a “we” is made of very dif-
ferent things and, referred to Portuguese, it should 
be the opposite of a source of pride.
Lusosphere depends on the “narrative of a certain 
history of the Portuguese colonization, which ac-
counts for a certain present” (as António tomás said 
explaining how it should be necessary to tell alterna-
tive stories, for example of Amilcar Cabral4), be-
cause, assuming that the present becomes the reap-
plication of founding narratives, almost all random 
and/or built, and of interpretations of history, if the 
stories are different the present will be implicitly so. 
But, until now, there have been only these ancestral 
discourses that have become, with a new make-up, 
“common sense”. Lusosphere, even if it updates the 
colonial past and delays the imperial imagination, is 
not unwelcome because it was clothed in an airy dis-

course. A less annoying one compared to the celebra-
tion of the discoveries, although lusosphere feeds it-
self with it.5 And the rhetoric of interculturality – as 
Expo 98, the current European year of Intercultural 
Dialogue and other anniversaries – gives us the feel-
ing of being in a space intended to be politically cor-
rect and worried about the fundamental issues, inci-
dentally about living with the Other. However, such a 
discourse is potentially dangerous when it “expresses 
a utopian desire to portray the history and the rela-
tions among different communities at the global level 
as a relationship without power and without conflict.” 
(Vale de Almeida, 1998: 237) In other words, it tends 
to elide the process marked by conflict and by rela-
tions of power and reworks the past in a celebratory 
rather than problematizing way. We need therefore 
to better understand what there is behind all these 
discourses - produced in accordance with the most 
viable policies and ideologies - in order to “avoid 
the uncritical reception of particular trends, thus 
preventing them to be quickly generalized or uni-
versalized” (Sanches, 2007: 10) and with the interest 
in doubting more than just taking into account the 
certainties linked with the narrative of History. I’m 
referring to the lusosphere (official discourse and 
practices) with the focus on the relationship Por-
tugal/Portuguese-speaking African countries. the 
case of Brazil (in its continental dimension) or of the 
Asian lands are different phenomena, though covered 
by the same logic. the designation of PALOP (Países 
Africanos de Língua Portuguesa, Portuguese for Por-
tuguese-speaking African countries), again, is also 
an abstract set resulting of imperial cartography. We 
well know how these targeted countries count inside 
them many idiosyncrasies, which are already victim 
of the hegemony against its other nations within the 
concept of the nation State. And we have to notice 
that, in them, the Portuguese language was a tool 
that “should serve to produce new nations (not just 
new countries) creating unified identities against 
previous ethnicities. Portuguese was not a national 
language but a language of national unity.”6
 

tHINKING ABOUt  
tHE POSt-COLONIAL PORtUGAL

to think about the post-colonial Portugal, in its 
European and Atlantic context, mediator between 
Africa and Europe, we should consider that, as 
throughout Europe, the return of capitals and peo-
ple from the “old empire” reconfigures the national 
identity and returns its image, as it always worked, 
for confrontation (Europe reasserts itself in con-
frontation with non-Europe, the West with the East, 
etc.). this specular process highlights the complexity 
of some ties of the past (Sanches, 2006: 8). Rela-
tionships here and today have been, according to a 
certain perspective, the same as yesterday out there 
and the relationships out there are also what they 
once were. thus, it is important to uncover the origin 
of these relationships and understand the histori-
cal and emotional confrontation between yesterday 
and today, in order not to live this history by the 
neo-colonial and nostalgic side and to get to the 
real interculturality (against the homogenization of 
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cultures). We find that, despite the obvious (and not 
rhetorical) difficulty in analyzing the colonial past (a 
social taboo or, from the point of view of lusosphere, 
a form of proud reviving), this is very lively in the 
experiences, in the power networks, in the form of 
relationship, in conversation, in the psychological 
wounds of former combatants of the colonial war,    
in the input the “retornados” gave to the Portuguese 
economy, and in many other issues that underpin the 
present. We must think through this period and con-
nect the pieces with the current events. As suggested 
by Paul Gilroy, in the Portuguese case, in particular, 
we should consider the “crucial link between decolo-
nization and establishment of democracy, and the 
relationship between colonial rule and fascism in the 
metropolis.” (Gilroy, 2007: 179) Possibly, any kind of 
things happens in this area: there are documentaries 
(as Joaquim Furtado’s War), books written by former 
soldiers or retornados’s children (the most ideologi-
cally dubious), public debates, testimonies, some-
times a hollow expression of nostalgia (a return to  
a mystified Africa where we were so happy).

tHE MytH OF tHE PORtUGUESE COLONIAL 
EXCEPtIONALISM

the discourse of lusophonia relies on the idea that 
Portuguese colonialism was exceptional. the fact 
that Portugal has been the ‘colonizer colonized’ (Sou-
sa Santos: 2002)  both in a periphery and relatively 
weak position to European powers, with  prosperous 
overseas colonies has been called a ‘calibanizado 
prosperity’. this Creolized figure is said to result in 
a greater closeness between the peoples. ‘Portuguese 
colonial operations’ as Roger Bastide stresses, did 
not opt for the cross, or for the sword, but above all, 
sex.’ (Alfredo Margarido, 2007).
the practice of miscegenation occurred at a time 
when Portugal did not have a demographic capacity 
to rule colonial territory, in the context of other Eu-
ropean colonial projects, an exceptional characteris-
tic. But as we travel to the colonial time, we see that 
these multiracial relations were neither friendly nor 
harmonious, and far from the liberatory and trans-
gressive meaning that Homi Bhabha gives to hybriza-
tion. Sexual violence was at the heart of Portuguese 
colonial exploitation— illegitimate children were 
made to be the foremen of plantations and offered 
the social privileges of the assimilated—if they would 
abandon African customs in the name of belief in  
a single God, in monogamy, and discrimatory prac-
tices. therefore miscegenation, which also slowed  
in the twentieth century, did not produce many inter-
racial marriages— this is one of the most persistent 
myths— but rather constructed a class structure with 
a process to ‘improve the race’. this structure  
is implicitly preserved today.
At the heart of it, the fantasy of a ‘civilizing mission’ 
went hand and hand with colonial violence. And 
when the ‘exceptional’ side of Portuguese colonialism 
is defended (for example in lusophone practices that 
emphasize the healthy cultural encounter in colonial 
bonds) the violence of the encounter is repressed. In 
this sense, we find a relation with the politicalization 
of luso-tropicalism whose objective was to leave an 

axis of European culture in the territories (Brazil  
is the biggest promoter of miscegenation).
the current discourse of integrative politics, just  
as these older forms, teaches racial tolerance and 
human rights, but does not dispense with its selectiv-
ity. f you can behave well within our European codes, 
in school, in family structure, then you can become 
Portuguese with a ‘refined accent.’ Of course, ex-
ceptions made for fun things like dance and music, 
where Others are invited to maintain their ‘tradition-
al’ habits (which are also discursive.) yesterday and 
today, their advocates  seek to teach not the ways 
of the colonizers but norms for lusophone cities. 
the interest in the myth of good relations persists, 
but the myth lacks efficiacy, because in our buses, 
schools and in the rights and in the centers of power 
with innumerable situations of inequality and social 
and racial exclusion in common-sense understand-
ing, and often in more blatant forms. Our language 
itself is full of prejudice, like the irrational form of 
calling Blacks ‘Africans’ even when speaking to Black 
Portuguese people.
the discourse of lusophonia supports the continua-
tion of double standards and encourages a self-image 
of the Portuguese as ‘tolerant people, brotherly, 
accommodating, and ecumenical’ and a universality 
that is immune to racism, with cultural and affect of 
an integratist nationalism. this, as Cláudia Castelo 
reminds us, ‘can serve in practice to undermine ef-
forts to stop public demonstrations against racism 
and discrimination, and promote the integration of 
immigrants and ethnic minorities in schools, work-
places, and in the public space.’

‘WHAt WE GIVE tO tHE WORLD’

Another erroneous belief is the ‘emphasis must be 
on what the Portuguese have given to others—a gift 
of blood and culture, and not so much on what they 
have received( MVA). Without noting what Europe 
has gained through Portugal’s incursions on econom-
ic and cultural levels, the tendency is to keep  
an account of what Africa is gaining today. We can 
advance the exact opposite. In Portugal, language, 
culture, work, attitudes, and population itself 
(viewed through birth rate indexes) were renewed,  
in great part thanks to these ‘Others’— immigrants 
or not, who offer an ‘Africanization’ which has 
granted the country new shape. Moreover, there has 
been a permeability on the part of the Portuguese 
to assimilate things that come ‘from outside’ even 
thought they are already here inside. What channels 
are being made? Portugal sees itself somewhere be-
tween country and empire, feels responsible for the 
countries where it had acted as colonizer Lusopho-
nia, in the post-colonial world, functions like a false 
consciousness. Portugal no longer sees itself as the 
dated ‘Old Continent,’ but a center of the ahistorical 
new global order.
It does not take too much to see that the multicul-
tural discourse of lusophonia is based on the logic of 
‘us and the others’: the hospitable and those needing 
hospitality, those who share and those who take. Just 
as lusophonia treats migration as a fluctuating sta-
tistic which hides the strategies and histories which 

also inform desired and forced movement, it conveys 
a vertical conservative vision which simplifies the 
cultures of these countries and peoples from these 
countries, translating and eliminating any roughness.
Portugal is the principle beneficiary of this imagined 
space, and in spite of its discourse of economic and 
cultural harmonization, it does not show a real inter-
est in integrating Africans. there are many examples 
of this schizophrenia in European politics, which 
Portugal has not hesitated to adopt to combat the 
rate of African immigration. As Portugal addresses 
the bilateral challenges of the circulation of people 
between countries, it has installed a bureaucratic 
machine that full of contradictions for residences 
of dual nationality, businesses and partnerships in 
progress between Angola and Portugal (for example) 
and the difficulty of legalizing PALOPS citizens in 
Portugal. At the same time, it is difficult to imagine 
a collaborative horizontal effort, or that the inherited 
conditions of the colonial past are retreating. How is 
it that African immigration is the oldest in Portugal, 
with so many historical relations, yet African immi-
grant social spaces—niches where the ‘Portuguese’ 
cannot penetrate, are still seen with great suspicion 
in comparison to the positive stereotypes of other 
communities—the kindness of Brazilians, or the  
professionalism of people from the East, Whites,  
and others spread in the social structure?
By the same logic, multiculturalism is only advocated 
when it is inoffensive, while what is not understood 
is marginalized. Joaquim Arena’s book, A Verdade de 
Chinado Lus—the first of a practically inexistent liter-
ature of the Diaspora (a concept that is very popular 
in England now) addresses the discovery  
of cultural identity of people what live on the edges 
of big cities. Arena’s book addresses first or sec-
ond generation (the designation is equivocal) Cape 
Verdean immigrants, and shows how power works 
in Lisbon: people who have contact with Portuguese 
culture and consumer society, but do not consider 
themselves participants, or citizens with full rights, 
but still dream of returning to their homelands. 
Portugal continues to be an insecure cultural ghetto, 
often of fundamentalist impenetrability (all whites 
classified as neo-colonialists). Despite many Black 
athletes who play for the glory of Portuguese teams, 
most immigrants remain invisible in decision-making 
arenas. Many are in professions which are the life-
blood of urban life: cleaners, construction works, 
cooks, but are almost completely invisible in the  
media, and universities. Amongst opinion-makers, 
and the government, they are below a low horizon  
of expectations in intellectual and artistic matters.
In the absence of economic and socio-cultural opportu-
nities, despair rages in the capital of the empire that I 
climbed/ I wasn’t able to put my gun down, while children 
do not know any school, I never saw the inside of a pri-
mary school classroom, I already escaped a reform which 
Saramago never read/ gave up on preparation sing the 

PHILHARMONIC WEED.

the life outside of the center (of the Lisbon that is 
cool and multicultural) lives in dormitories, which 
drags in exhausted in trains and boats or sidewalks 

in the commercial centers, has been reproduced over 
several generations. these images are ignored in  
the lusophone vision, which creates value when  
it talks of a society where all cultures fit. Apart from 
the periphery, has the new African Diaspora have 
been passed over in Portugal? In large part, yes.  
the simplistic visions of culture and racial difference 
dominate public discourse (teresa Fradique Fixar  
o Moviemento, 2002: 69). there are some critical cul-
tural responses to this condition, however, especially 
through rap (which will explored later in this text).
 

tHINKING tHE ‘OtHER’ 
— EMPty MULtICULtURALISM

the only way to think about the ‘Other’ until now 
has been to assimilate or tolerate (Sanches 2006: 
8), or purely exploit. tolerance is understood in the 
sense of the Slavonic philosopher Slavoj Zizek:  to 
tolerate the Other when it is not the true Other, but 
the Other ‘disinfected’ of  economical pre-modern 
knowledge(…) from the movement in which we treat 
the true Other (we say, the clitorectomy of women, 
condemned to use the veil, the torute which arrange 
the death of enemies) in a manner (Zizek 2006: 76)
Or rather, rather than looking for similarities across 
cultures (omitted in the name of homogeneity of the 
nation) tolerance advocates respectful distance for 
what is inoffensive and ‘treatable’ and presumes a 
depoliticalization of all of the processes or strate-
gies of co-existence. If multiculturalism in Europe 
is understood as a vehicle, which provides politi-
cal recognition, we have to contextualize it. In the 
middle of so many cultural offerings and so much 
good-will and ‘openness to the Other’ we must take 
care with the versions of multiculturalism which we 
welcome. these versions often end with the closing 
of communities, and transform a political struggle 
(the fundamental struggle: why is there such inequal-
ity between rich and poor) into cultural battles over 
the recognition of identity. Zizek continues: ‘cite from 
original.
Multiculturalism as a ‘kind of empty global position, 
which treats every local culture like the colonizer 
treats the colonized population—as indigenous whose 
customs must be carefully studied and respected’  
By this logic, cultures can only come into contact,  
or in shock, but never containment each other be-
cause they are ‘fixed things, promoted as identities 
(ethnicities, for example) and removed in a process 
of complexes.’ Moments of fruitful understanding are 
rare, cultural exchange, productive debates, in which 
cultural differences are alive in various forms, in 
movement and mutually influencing each other. Cul-
tural battles cannot be substituted for social strug-
gle, but there is a lusophone dynamic that is worth 
examining.
 

LUSOPHONE LINKS

We return, then to the ‘links’ which lusophonia dis-
plays. On the other side of the coin, the behavior of 
some Portuguese who live in African countries are, 
similar to those of other times: they live their ghetto 
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culture of the axis of home-jeep-business, going to 
guarded beaches, using privileged pathways, call-
ings Africans ‘locals’ and perpetuating correlations 
between skin color and economic opportunity. Some 
Portuguese live ‘there’ but full of prejudice and with 
constant misgivings about the return scenario, in a 
neo-colonial posture that is more timid and discrete, 
that does not allow certain affirmations in the space 
which is not ‘theirs but one which they still consider 
themselves owners through the weight of family herit-
age and history of fruition in the vast space. In other 
cases, the Portuguese Diaspora in Africa is some-
times accompanied by a weighing on the conscious 
so that they blame colonialization and the relations 
of the past for every present evil, à la Kadafi. Still 
other times, there is a cynical smile at the incapaci-
ties of Africans to organize themselves.
Among the various attitudes that form discourses 
in relation to Africa, as Ana Mafalda notes, they are 
told with a paternalism with traces of colonialism 
facing the other with tolerance and distance, awe, 
unconditional (almost acritical) adaption and soli-
darity, which makes a bridge with the past (we’re all 
innocent sharing past history), in some way related 
to lusophonia in which we have the democratic ver-
sion of how the Portuguese encounter with other 
people so different from other European encounters 
and how these people miss our co-inhabitance. (Ana 
Barradas 1998:232)
Nothing to do with Africa is indifferent: not the fasci-
nation with purity of blood, sickness, infantilization, 
(mis)goverance, and disfunctionality is the chaos 
that attracts and fund ONGs with legions of Western 
youth with altruistic intentions (which are the same 
that were at the base of the evangelizing missions of 
the colonial period.) Once more, this image of the ex-
ceptional nature of Portuguese colonialism is present 
in well-intentioned rhetoric of cultural encounters  
or exchanges. Its veracity must be questioned, so 
that the cynicism of the State does not distort lived 
realities.

tHE PROMOtION OF LUSOPHONIA

In spire of the discourse of lusophonia that is ap-
parently committed, in reality there is not really a 
lusophone conscious, there is not a lusophone lobby 
in ONU or in OMC nor is there so much cohesion 
in economic or political agendas (at least compared 
to francophonia). Almost no African or Brazilians 
identify themselves as ‘lusophone’ (one only hears 
Portuguese talk this way.) What unifies the luso-
phones today, what ‘potential’ does the discourse 
hold? Would it be the exchange of culture: knowledge 
of the stories and literatures of each other, culinary 
tastes, music, football?
If it were so, doubt persists over what moves luso-
phonia promoters , once disinterest is the dominant 
tonic in various areas of expression. As Kalaf ques-
tioned in a Público chronicle: ‘Are we really interested 
in lusophonia? Or is this a concept that serves only 
the mediatic? Brazil is apparently little concerned 
with the current state of this luso-whatever-thing 
and Angola is following the same path.’ this lack of 
interest maybe the fact that its practices are a throw-

back to the colonial past. the agents that promote 
lusophonia still function like the cultural capital is 
in the ‘metropolis’. this subsumes various political 
representations without any notion of the reality of 
these countries, and without promising any mutual 
programming partnerships, etc. the lusophone 
spaces ends up being a (cultural industry) ‘bubble 
where everything is possible and everything is con-
sumed.’ taking up once more Lívia Apa’s idea that 
it is a ‘world created by the links of the Portuguese 
language, in which writers move, trade visions, talk, 
write, are read, but beyond which they themselves 
are not able to find their proper place, as if they 
were incapable of having access to what is happening 
outside of lusophonia. For example, African writers 
read little African literature that is not ‘lusophone’.
the reflexive closing off of other spaces creates this 
protective bubble, in the reins  of a closed and alien-
ating circuit. the fact that literary production has 
to pass through the Portuguese market to be legiti-
mate means that the lusophone canon is produced 
in an exogenous manner. As a result, the literatures 
becomes like an exclusive entrance to the ‘exotic’— 
only few are allowed, as the market knows well how 
to monetize ‘difference.’ Sometimes the Markey even 
conditions their own way of writing (as if they write 
‘for the Portuguese to read’). Portuguese-speaking 
African writers end up creating their own traditional 
culture . African writers are little read outside of 
their countries of origin, and are more popular in 
Europe, where there are more readers. Here we can 
consider Inocência Mata’s study of the reintroduction 
of the politics of cultural assimilationalism and con-
tinuation of imperialism in culture (Mata 2007: 288).
the Portuguese language was the support of the 
Empire and today is ties the support of lusophonia 
to the idea of Portuguese universalism. to reinforce 
this (parilha) that promotes it. this would not in 
itself be a problem, if it did not affirm the principle 
that assures Portuguese control over the Portuguese 
language. As Alfredo Margarido (2007) reminds us, 
‘language can stop existing as an instrument that 
can be used by any group or even individual, so that 
it is not only the creation, but the property of the 
Portuguese. If we share the principle that language 
belongs those who speak it, it is possible to register 
the profound autonomy of Portuguese locuters. If 
we hope that the language will continue to evolve we 
must fight the instinct of domination that continues 
to mark Portuguese society.’
We come now to the relationship to the new orthog-
raphy agreement that will change in this capital, a 
controversy which is widely discussed among more 
conservative circles. It is as if language, the patri-
mony of Portuguese speakers were the final terri-
tory to be decolonized, as the timor Lestean writer 
Luis Cordoso suggested in the conversation referred 
to above. But only those who were given signs this 
time, in a autophagic process to take control of the 
norm and subvert it, to the opposite ends of intended 
linguistic colonialism. there are others ‘reinventing 
Portuguese, the tugas learning with us, we are the 
colonizers this time’ raps the Angolan Kheita Mayan-
da in the song ‘É dreda ser angolano.’  In this equal-
izing space, these different variations of Portuguese, 
with many more speakers and creativity, that are not 

under the thumb of the supposed ‘center’ of the language, which enrich the Portuguese language.
Music can be a true exception, where the discourse of ‘lusophone space’ is a productive reality in some sense. 
Since the XV century, music has demonstrated cultural exchange in the healthy contamination of rhythms 
and knowledge of origins of music in various countries that speak Portuguese. For example, fado, which is 
the family of lundum and morna, is a curiosity of the Portuguese intervention with African and Brazilian 
music; from the 90, the rise of projects like Rap Mania or Kussondolola (which makes a bridge with Africa in 
youth culture) and today innumerable fusion bands. the music that circulates in urban cultures recuperates 
semba, mornas and introduces many points of contact between the various cultures.
In spite of lusophonia music being a constructed reality, once more the lusophone social project disinte-
grates in practice. Portuguese producers have fallen asleep at the wheel. In the film Lusophonia, Sounds of 
(Re)volution, many musicians and music agents lament the lack of national investment and the need to sign 
with non-Portuguese labels (above all French and Dutch, in the case of singers like Lura, Cesaria Évora, Sara 
tavares, Mariza) with better conditions, from recording to promotion, to awards. Portuguese producers are 
[not paying attention] to the source of good music of Afro-Lisboeta nights, do not believe in and do not cul-
tivate ‘linguistic patrimony’—the music in Portuguese language or Creole in many cases—as a market of the 
confluence of cultures. Because of complexes, or a lack of vision? Sometimes when they discover incredible 
phenomenon like progressive kuduro, in the case of Buraka Som Sistema. But all the same kurudo , above  
all original and ghetto kurudo is underappreciated ‘if it were from Berlin, New york, or London kuduro 
would be world music’ says in the same film, the critic Vitor Belanciano.
In visual arts, it appears that majority of challenges are meet a spirit which crystallizes the idea of a tradi-
tional African art, according to the taste of Africanists or to satisfy the avid market for naïf and neo-primi-
tivism, which is condensing and undervalues the context of artists in relation to their art. Sometimes there 
are initiatives that reflect a contemporary vision and introduce a series of questions linked to post-colonial 
theories, but they remain focused on the image of one center the vestiges of the Portuguese in Africa, or how 
Africans see the Portuguese there, or how the descendents of colonizers discovered their origins, etc. Other 
events pass on the margins of the lusophonia (and the Portuguese artistic scene itself.) these examples of  
the poor promotion of lusophonia. eventually converge on the idea that the lusophone space has not seen 
serious investment, and, whose sustenance is not disinterested.
Links between the cultures of Portugal and Portuguese-speaking Africa exist naturally in life stories; the 
majority of these are pushed through the history of Portuguese colonialism, while others join the new search 
for El Dorado of investment in Africa. navigate war, economics, unemployment, studies, heartbreak, and the 
thousand other reasons that make people move to realities that are not necessarily chosen. the heritage of 
a tragico-maritime narrative has been transformed into a discourse about bridges and cultural ties. But this 
has also bound us to the untenable ideology that was colonialism. All these discourses, which hope to be 
effective now, are also ideologically questionable, with interests and practices, which insist on the colonist’s 
terms and rules of the game.
We must have more critical reflection to avoid the reproduction of the myths of the past. We must question 
the basis and defense of the model of lusophonia in order to shift the paradigm, deal with issues of subjec-
tivities and particularities, contextualized to where these relationships come from, and not abstract links  
between countries. We must consider shared histories and language outside of the beautifully retouched  
family portrait that Portugal wants to use whenever it is convenient.

1. In short, this reflection is related to the reading of these articles and works: Miguel Vale de 
Almeida’s “The Return of Luso-tropicalism - nostalgias in colonial times” and Ana Barradas’s  
“Ministers of the Night”, both in These Other Stories to be Told, 1998; Manuela Ribeiro Sanches’s 
“Introduction,” Akhil Gupta’s “Global transactions of the harvests since the age of discoveries 
and transformations of gastronomic cultures” and Inocência Mata’s “Strangers on a permanent ba-
sis: the negotiation of Portuguese identity in the post-colonial period” in Portugal is not a small 
country, Cotovia, 2006; Alfredo Margarido’s “Lusosphere, another form of colonialism” and Claudia 
Castelo’s “Luso-tropicalism, a persistent myth” in Le Monde Diplomatique, No. 5, Portuguese series 
(March 2007); Ana Mafalda Leite’s African Literatures and Postcolonial Formulations, Colibri, 2003; 
Boaventura Sousa Santos’s “Between Prospero and Caliban: Colonialism, Post-colonialism, and Inter-
identity” in Between Being and Belonging - roots, routes and discourses of identity, Afrontamento, 
2002; Slavoj Zizek’s “Multiculturalism Repressive Tolerance,” “In Praise of Intolerance,” Reló-
gio de Água, 2006; Paul Gilroy’s “Multiculture and Conviviality in Europe” The Urgency of Theory, 
Tinta-da-China, Gulbenkian, 2007, among others.

2. “The idea of the lusosphere is not naive and pure, for its discourses reveal as inherently politi-
cal and they extend the inferiority of the other.” Inês Costa Dias “DIAS.POR.AQUI – Project for  
an exhibition”, Master’s thesis.

3. “CPLP [Community of Portuguese-Speaking Countries] is assumed as a new political project 
whose foundation is the Portuguese language, historical tie and common heritage of the Seven 
[countries]”(Article 3 of the agreement of CPLP, 1996-07-17).

4. António Tomás, The Maker of Utopias - a biography of Amilcar Cabral, Lisbon: Tinta da China, 2007.
5. Postcolonial Studies, 2006: 37.
6. Michael Cahen, Lusophone Africa and paradoxical nationalism.

translation:  Megan Eardley, Alice Girotto
  

by Marta Lança
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ON HOW tO BUILD AN IMMIGRANt

SOLID SEA
the Mediterranean is a solid sea1 crossed by pipelines, cables, pipes, romantic cruises, super oil tankers, 
nuclear submarines, cargo ships, European fleets, etc. It is Africa’s gateway to Europe, or Europe’s to Africa, 
and at the same time an abyss, a paradox of the geo-economic global order. A maximum distance of wealth 
and life chances levels corresponds to a minimum geographical distance, with the South-North movement 
cruelly restricted, which compels people to risk their lives to do it.
In 2002 the SIVE (Integrated External Vigilance System), a technological, military, and police device to 
“shield” the Coast, came into operation in the Mediterranean Sea. It is a system that enables rapid detec-
tion of the location of pateras2 even before their arrival to the coast, allowing to block them in the open sea 
and thereby precluding the application for the refugee status. the SIVE consists of a system of radars, video 
surveillance cameras and satellite connection. It works thanks to a computerized apparatus designed for this 
purpose and allows the police in control towers to follow almost “cinematographically” the misfortunes of im-
migrants in the open sea3.
 

PEOPLE
Every day there are thousands of stories about the crossing of the Mediterranean Sea and the attempt to 
reach Europe. Stories that are not stories: they are people’s lives.
Morocco is bordered by the Mediterranean Sea and corresponds to the last step in Africa before reaching 
Europe. Within Morocco, two towns - Ceuta and Melilla - already are Europe, which results in a daily at-
tempt by immigrants to enter their perimeter. Ceuta is surrounded by the sea and by a grid of barbed wire.  
If before this barrier was three meters large, now - to hinder entry into the geopolitical space of the Europe-
an Union - it is six. the first sight of the grid is absolutely brutal: bars that cover an entire mountain, divid-
ing a village and its inhabitants, and that are escorted along their course by two military devices, one on each 
side. If from one side the environment is a reminiscence of World War I, with dug trenches and soldiers at 
every 20 meters, from the Spanish side it makes us think about a futuristic war. typically, Moroccan action 
prevents European hands to fill with blood.
Near Ceuta, in Morocco, there is the Beliunes forest, where until October 2005 over a thousand people wait-
ing for the appropriate moment to cross the border had been camping. Generally, these camps are formed 
by communities with different backgrounds and are organized in assemblies. they are illegal or semi-illegal 
camps, which last until the Moroccan police, or the lack of supplies and the spread of diseases require them 
to dissolve. In these camps - among the most famous there are Beliunes grove in Ceuta, El Pilar de Rostro-
gordo and Gurugu mountain in Melilla - the situation of these illegal people is difficult and dangerous since, 
they are at the mercy of all kinds of abuse, not only by Spanish and Moroccan police, but also due to each 
other desperation, or the arbitrariness of speculators who take the opportunity to do business.
In late September 2005 the situation worsened in Beliunes: the camp was grappling with a spread of sca-
bies and the Moroccan militaries kept sweeping the place under pressure from the Spanish government. the 
various communities of Sub-Saharans gathered in the forest decided to launch two collective assaults on the 
border. Each was mounted by 500 people, about a hundred of which, in each round, made it through. there 
were hundreds of wounded and at least 5 killed on 29 September 2005.

Jumping off the grate implies a bit of organization: having stairs at least 6 meters long; paying attention to 
both the police, and be willing to die - and to see the bodies of the partners remaining behind - since, if the 
Civil Guard (the Spanish gendarmerie) electrifies the barbed wire and uses rubber bullets, the Moroccan 
army shoots real bullets and transports captured people in trucks into the desert.
the assault to the grate was a new battle of an endless war, and represented a change in Europe’s southern 
border. the profusion of images that circulated in the West eventually prompt a change of attitude of the 
Moroccan government, encouraged by the financial support of the European Union. In less than a month, 
more than 4000 Sub-Saharans were expelled from Moroccan territory, or detained in military camps near  
the border with Algeria. As we read in a collection of testimonies gathered in the site Indymedia Strait of 
Gibraltar4: “these are finite reports. they have counted words. But the story is not over. the lives and move-
ments that you find in these testimonies continue behind the text, and are still being written. ”
When an “illegal” manage to reach Ceuta, he has to go to the police station. there, he is recorded as having 
no papers, and it’s left to local authorities to decide what to do with him: it can vary between deportation and 
receiving a provisional document, which allows the individual to move into the European territory (without, 
however, having documents allowing him to sign an employment contract). At the door of the police stations, 
Civil Guard elements often prevent the immigrants to submit to the authorities, handing them to Moroc-
can militaries. If they got the provisional document, they are “deposited” in the CEtI - Centre for Temporary 

Residence of Immigrants - a center for 450 people, which arrives to welcome 1700. the most of them come 
from countries marked by hunger, misery and war: Sudan, Ivory Coast, Nigeria, or Guinea-Bissau, as well as 
India and Pakistan. In the land around the center the environment is that of a tower of Babel where customs, 
cultures, and habits coexist in niches. However, even in Ceuta or Melilla, these people are faced with the rac-
ist hostility of the Arabs of North Africa, who do not consider themselves Africans and who think that “their” 
land is not for blacks; with police brutality, who does not hesitate to rip their refugee papers; or with the 
contempt of vendors, who refuse to sell them food.
 

ON BOtH SIDES OF tHE StRAIt
As different accounts of the same war, these “micro-geographies” are all deeply interconnected, and reflect 
the global dimensions that relate them to our life in Europe. they are stories of people whose paths are viti-
ated, and the circuits are repetitive. their wanderings are embedded in confined spaces, and the trajectories 
circulate around or between the imperative of territorial boundaries, thus opening State or illegal spaces and 
not-spaces. Waiting is a constant and daily life is lived for the sake of expectations. In these stories the gap 
between man and citizen becomes glaring, and we realize that if you are not a citizen, you are not entitled to 
be a man. the daily life of these immigrants is opposed, in its extreme fragility-strength, to the power that 
maintains the sovereign fiction of the border and citizenship in an almost organic way. Days go passing by, 
life goes finding loopholes from where to happen and, in the borderline vulnerability of these states of excep-
tion permanently re-updating, insane balances, absurd situations, and strange occupations can be found. 
there are maximum distortions5 in force of what we consider “normal”, “right “, “healthy”, and “fair”, and this 
shows the entirely fictional character of these operative concepts. So “Norm”, “Justice”, and “Law” are based 
on the existence of areas of exception in which life, like that of Sub-Saharan immigrants in Ceuta and Melilla, 
is liable to be killed, without it constituting murder.
the migrations of people and the circulation of knowledge are part of the same process5, which is felt on 
both sides of the strait and increasingly requires rethinking the very notion of territory. the Spanish enclaves 
of Ceuta and Melilla, located in Moroccan territory, are exceptions in the frontier line that - if these enclaves 
did not exist - would follow the coastline.
through funding from the European Union, the Spanish authorities daily re-activate the process of building 
of another fort, in the form of fashionable shopping areas (tax free zone) and western tourist beaches, last 
symbols of the prosperity and vigor of the Europe there represented. Moroccan cities, too, include architec-
tural European (or Europeanized) enclaves, in a material interconnection that leads us to think that building 
reality can only give form to what already potentially exists in minds and speeches.
 
there is a whole control technology that lives on the existence of places of exception like these, where the po-
lice are militarized and the army enters the civil sphere. Body, space, and technology produce and maintain 
the borders, which are simultaneously transgressed and crossed many times a day through emails, sms, home 
videos, television, and radio. technology patrols the border 24 hours a day, in a ceaseless detection of bod-
ies moving in space. the division of space and the confinement of the bodies to specific places continue to be 
two fundamental tools of the discipline of power. the matter is in understanding the Frontier as the visible 
face of a war that, like it or not, call for all of us together.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
A version of this text, co-authored by Hugo Maia, was published in the Portuguese edition of the newspaper 
Le Monde Diplomatique, March 2007 (Dossier on migrations)

● 
1. Terminology used in FADAIAT, which is a network of support for the ‘freedom of movements.freedom of 

knowledge’. It organizes an annual meeting and aims to ‘reflect on the construction of new territo-
ries that cross Schengen borders’.

2. Patera: name of the boats with which immigrants cross the Strait of Gibraltar.
3. This system is implemented in the Canary Islands, the Andalusian coast, Ceuta, and Melilla. It is 

envisaged its extension to the region of Murcia, Valencia, and the rest of the Spanish Mediterrane-
an. It is the result of a European Union cooperation with the Moroccan government. The SIVE result-
ed in an extension of the travel routes of immigrants, causing an increase in the number of deaths 
at sea. The strengthening of the Moroccan border provoked the departure of “pateras” from Maurita-
nia and Cape Verde that, predictably, will one day land to points as far away as Majorca.

4. We recurred to the collection “Relatos migrantes de una guerra en la frontera” (Migrant reports of 
a war on the border) by Pilar Monsell, published on estrecho.indymedia.org. The web page Indymedia 
Strait of Gibraltar has been following the situation of migrants on this border, being perhaps the 
best information channel on what occurs there. This is the first Indymedia to clearly choose not to 
have a nationalist or regionalist character; it is to be noted that the Strait of Gibraltar is pre-
cisely the space between Europe and Africa, and that this information channel chose to report about 
this territory and not Andalusia, as many argued.

5. It is important to globally understand the important changes that are occurring in the labour mar-
ket. We can speak of a ‘becoming-migrant’ labour: the characteristics that defined the migrant la-
bour (intense mobility, temporality, informality of employment, low wages, etc.) now extend to the 
entire population.

translation:  Alice Girotto
  

by Ana Bigotte Vieira
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ON HOW tO BUILD A EUROPEAN

In 1986 I entered primary school, and Portugal joined the European Community.

teachers who had learned Geography through the books of the regime (and knew by heart Angola’s railway 
lines) made me draw 12 yellow stars on a blue background over and over again. Every week I would go to  
the window to draw Europe in backlight, to find out which were the 12 countries of the European Community. 
During the summer, Games Without Borders, later Erasmus, then Leonardo Da Vinci and that’s how  
I learned to be European. I have friends in several countries in Europe (and miss them); I have already stud-
ied in schools in other EU countries (even before “Bologna”), I got used to travel by train, car, van and I was 
glad when low cost flights appeared. the working versatility set up as current precariousness allows me to 
work within the Community as to my effort, luck, imagination, and capacity for self-promotion.

Europe became, for me, a network of points - mainly cities - which I can quickly join together in an affective 
map that moves them nearer to each other in my thinking, in direct proportion to the distance I feel about 
the Portuguese inland and regions where I know nobody, lived nothing, and don’t know how to approach.  
In this way, Lisbon seems to me more like Oxford than like Barcelos.

As I keep building this affective map of the Europe I learned to be part of (didn’t Jean Monnet say, in 1956, 
“We have made Europe, now we must make Europeans!?”) I can increasingly less be indifferent to the founding 
violence of this Europe that I, too, am:

I read with attention the news of the arrival of more and more emigrants to the “shores of Europe” (which 
should their Europe be? In which window would they have drawn it in backlight?); I realize their presence 
in this Europe I live in, I feel the law enforcement and the construction of detention camps to accommodate 
them, society changing with their presence, my presence changing with their presence, Lisbon becoming a 
European capital, me becoming a Europe I don’t want to be.

 

translation:  Alice Girotto

by Ana Bigotte Vieira



JSF#1

pp
.1
8

pp
.1
9

BAB SEBtA
A PROJECt By FREDERICO LOBO AND PEDRO PINHO

 Synopsis:
 

“We do not cross borders, borders crossed between us”
Graffiti in Ceuta

 

Setting off from everywhere in Africa, there is flow, a crowd of invisible men, prepared to 
cross entire continents, pursuing an idea that is forever denied to those who live in the 
periphery – that of a better life. they face deserts, mafias, thirst and hunger, until they 
run into a wall of barbed wire or they make a tragic and precarious sea crossing – the 
obstacles separating them from their almost mythological goal: Europe. Our film starts in 
the opposite direction of that flux, heading South in search of the migrants who cross the 
desert – nomad heroes of nowadays, fighting an abstraction: the idea of border. the main 
drive for us to make this film was the deafening profusion of failed images on the theme. 
Nearly everything we have seen gets lost in factual illustration, in treating the people who 
are filmed along a charitable, humanitarian logic devoted to reproducing and perpetuating 
their condition as poor, as disfavoured, as fugitives, as clandestines,  
as victims. thus eclipsing their existence as adventurers, travellers, fruits sellers who 
tired of doing that, barbers, fathers, sons, lovers, ambitious dreamers, disillusioned peo-
ple, deserters. the challenge during shooting was to avoid the journalistic search for the 
stories of others, rather providing the means and the time for others to create, develop and 
bring back to memory the stories they carry within them, dormant. Stories told in the first 
person about everyday trivialities, the place they left from, their family, what happened 
yesterday, adventures, lost loves, disappointments, expectations.
 

DIRECtORS’ NOtES
PROBLEMAtIZAtION. MEtHODOLOGy. FORM

 1. tHEME

the world is globalising. Borders are fading. Markets liberalise. Exotic destinies prolifer-
ate. Multitudes of travellers circulate, capturing and amalgamating remote landscapes into 
tiny cameras. In the blink of an eye, goods cross hemispheres. In Europe’s Southern bor-
der, a vast part of the world population is persistently excluded from this new reality. On 
our side, insurmountable barriers are consistently raised, drawing imaginary and transi-
tory borders – invisible to the frantic flux of people and goods to the South, but impos-
sible to cross for the men and women who decided to dedicate their lives to migrating in 
the opposite direction. this project springs from the perplexity produced by the events of 
September 2005 and the images then broadcasted. the massive attacks of Sub-Saharan 
migrants to the borders of Ceuta and Melilla, in which an indeterminate number of people 
died, led us to start off a voyage to Northern Africa only two weeks after the attacks. the 
urgency we felt in understanding a tragic process of such magnitude – which came to our 
eyes without us being certain of ever having access to anything we felt as true – made us 
leave for Northern Morocco, at that time experiencing great tension. thousands of people 
were forced to hide in the woods and outskirts of cities, under the constant threat of prison 
or deportation to the desert.

2. APPROACH AND POINt OF VIEW

Even before we had an absolutely clear notion of how to cinematically treat this reality, we 
were driven to action by our repulsion and moral indignation at the situation. We quickly 
understood that a film of this nature faced two major challenges: on the one side, eluding 
the categories and the common-places reproduced by the journalistic images that deal 
with the issue, and in the light of which we had become accustomed to thinking about it; 
on the other hand, renouncing all ambitions of a moral and political treatment we might 
have hastily conceived, crushed as they were by the sheer contact with the accounts given 
by the people we found. It then seemed to us that one way, within our reach, to overcome 
those worries was to ground the film on a confrontation of looks. that is, to try to acknowl-
edge and to integrate into the film our early reaction to an event of the present, as well as 
our own status as Europeans, projecting them against a given state of affairs, a situation,  
a space. Hoping, from the observation of that space, that stories, characters, ways of han-
dling daily life would emerge, as a response to our presence. that they would react to our 
intrusion on the everyday life of that place; react to the outrageous easiness with which 
we had travelled that far; to the evident disparity in means each of us had to deal with the 
given facts of his own life. Seeking in that confrontation the basis for a kind of closeness, 
essential to the reflection we set out to make. the editing of the film will be based on the 
tension between our look – essentially a subjective and descriptive one, concerning the 
spaces found and the people who inhabit them – and, in parallel, the narratives of those 
we come to find, who are willing to cooperate and make an imprint on the film of their 
thoughts, their memories, their stories. In a joint effort to analyse the issues at stake and 
problematizing this specific migratory phenomenon, to inevitably bring into question the 
separation between North and South, in its mechanisms of perpetuating privileges and 
exclusions, within the global circuit of production and consumption of goods and images.

 
3. tREAtMENt AND FORM

the film will be organised around the depiction of four spaces. In the four cities we filmed, 
we focused on observing a given environment. Indoors, behind closed curtains, we watched 
as certain people called us, discreetly, by nodding their heads, into their circle of intimacy 
and their daily life of Waiting. By sharing the simple tasks of Waiting, we witnessed the 
forming of our characters. the apparent inaction that dominates the four environments  
we filmed contrasts with – through the narration of past stories, the overlapping conversa-
tions in the countless dialects of origin, the strengths and fragilities displayed – the uni-
verse then revealed: the recent past, the voyage, the desert, the sea, the dangers, they all 
fill the characters with a mythological and magical quality. Past and future act as a mirror 
and as glorifying antithesis of the present. Our camera learned to do the only thing which 
apparently happens in the spaces we chose to film in: to wait. So many times we framed 
a corridor, waiting for someone to go in a door; we held on to a face speaking an incom-
prehensible dialect so that, months later, a translator would reveal to us plots, tensions, 
secrets we failed to guess; we trusted the signs of the landscape and the duration of the 
shots to give us the information words ignore.

 
By seeing the material we had gathered, we realized that this attitude of unconditional 
commitment to the time and the actions of waiting provided us with a meteorological 
dramaturgy of the places filmed. the physical elements of the landscape, like the wind,  
the rain, the scorching sun, the troubled sea, the wall of a graveyard, a slope, the cold,  
the vapour of heated water, allowed us to draw an emotional and psychological map of  
the characters, to which we couldn’t aspire if we only depended on what they said to us  
in words. the ultimate goal of the film we want to make is to let reality speak for itself. 
the trust we lay in the richness of experiences, on the multiplicity of looks and the quality 
of the images we produced makes us believe that the film can do without the assistance of 
an explicitly discursive form. that the absurdness, the artificiality and the anachronism of 
the idea of a border between North and South do not need to be present in the film so as 
to be present in the projection room.

 
DEVELOPMENt CONtEXt. SPACES . StORIES. PAtHS

PROLOGUE

By the end of September 2005, a representative assembly of all the nations of those living 
in woods of Belniuz, near Bab Sebta – the border separating Morocco from the Spanish 
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enclave of Ceuta – ruled that the situation there had become unbearable, and that they would 
have to take action. the persecutions, the deportations to the desert, the lack of food and 
sanitary conditions, the overpopulation in the improvised camps in the forest called for radi-
cal and urgent measures. they would have to attempt a mass attack on the double twenty feet 
high fence that marks out the border. the discussions lasted for two weeks: many insisted on 
the dangers such an action would represent – surely some would be killed; others argued that, 
under the pressure of Spanish government and EU on the Moroccan army, they would all end 
up being caught, dying someplace else. At least like that some would reach Spanish territory. 
About 400 people decided to take part in the attack. One night, carrying long handmade lad-
ders, they tried to cross over the fence, under the bullets of the Moroccan army and the Spanish 
police. About 120 people reached the other side, an indeterminate number of men (six or seven, 
it is said) died right there, the rest returned to the woods. the images captured by the surveil-
lance cameras of the border fence made breaking news on television and newspaper covers all 
over the world. In the following days, under growing pressure by Spanish authorities who were 
shocked by recent events, the Moroccan army began a true man hunt. Hundreds of people were 
abandoned by the Algerian border or in the Sahara desert, some were arrested, many died. A 
few still remained in the woods, hiding in silence during the day, in small holes. Most of them 
returned to the periphery of large cities like tangier, Oujda, Casablanca and Rabat. Subse-
quently, and up until today, with control tightening from the Moroccan and Spanish authorities, 
the situation has changed profoundly. Border cities like tangier, Nador, Oujda and Layoune 
were considered red zones where black population is forbidden to walk the streets, under threat 
of being arrested and deported to the desert, to the border with Algeria. From there they arrive 
to the outskirts of Oujda, the nearest city, to which all routes converge. As the control over pas-
sage tightens, routes are displaced towards the South, making the itineraries longer and riskier, 
and causing the most diverse parallel economies to flourish.

A square in the centre of a black screen shows footage taken from the internet: images form 
surveillance cameras, at only 4 frames per second, pixelated and having the green colour of 
night images. We see the events of September 27, 2005. Men try to cross over a fence with 
improvised ladders made from sticks and are received by the Spanish police. A black card with 
white lettering introduces the situation, as well as our decision to leave to film a documentary 
on the subject.

 1. tANGIER

On the top of a hill in the outskirts of tangier there is a graveyard. From there we can see 
the strait the separates Africa from Europe. A slope goes down from the graveyard to a small 
stream; there, an assortment of semifinished houses, made out of brick and cement. It is a 
wall of stacked-up houses; we can hardly tell one house from the next, or from the streets. As 
the day ends, this wall starts throbbing with life. We can’t see them, but we hear hundreds of 
people getting home and meeting their families again. At the foot of this neighbourhood, com-
pressed by the weight of all the others, is the house where Ada, Daniel and Louis live. the three 
of them left together on the journey they decided to begin six or seven years ago. Daniel was 
surprised by the September 2005 deportations, just arriving to Morocco from the Sahara de-
sert. He was deported along with the people who had tried to pass the fence. He found himself 
alone again, walking on the sand. He ended up at Louis’ and Ada’s home, one of the few safe 
places in tangier, where he plans to stay until he manages to gather enough money to try a new 
crossing of the strait. there, the camarades (that’s how the Sub-Saharan migrants in Northern 
Morocco call themselves) are safe, the police does not go in the graveyard, and so, every time 
they are chased, they run up to the graves, whose vicinity spares them some trouble, and sleep 
there until day breaks. Life in tangier is dominated by waiting. the days are ritualised and 
punctuated by small gestures. the highlight of the day is dusk, when the house fills with friends 
come from a day gathering coins in the shade of a mosque. the news, of which one can talk 
with as much agitation as indifference, go from a close friend caught on the street and deported 
to Oujda to the misfortunes of Jackie Chan, a camarade conned by a group of Arabs he gave 
money to for the crossing. Apart from that, cold and boredom are fought with lively conversa-
tions on the living room floor until late at night. In the morning, the vapour of the hot water for 
the bath fills the kitchen with ghosts. Ada gets along well with the ghosts she shares the house 
with. She seems not no notice them as she prepares the fish for lunch and hums Nigerian songs 
she learned from her mother.

 2. OUJDA

Oujda is the city to which arrive all those who have just come to Morocco through the route of 

the desert. It is also where those who were deported arrive. It’s where the camarades who have 
no other place to go gather, those who know nobody to take them into other cities. It is a key 
gyratory platform to the whole migratory process in Northern Africa; the only ones who remain 
here are those who have no bonds or alternatives to go someplace else. Winter in Oujda is 
harsh, sometimes it snows. In camps outside the city, in the woods, People
organize themselves by nationalities. the camp of Village Mousseki is an ensemble of green 
tents in the shape of a cocoon. Inventiveness combined the few materials available – wood, 
straps of fabric found in the garbage, green plastic rolls and blankets provided by Doctors 
without Borders – as to put together incredibly warm and comfortable tents. In Oujda, there is 
a clear fight being fought between the human body, bare life, and Nature. the wind tears down 
trees and the tents require constant maintenance. As in tangier, the pace is that of waiting and 
of the transitory. It is Clinton who has lived longer in the camp, but he knows it is a precarious 
situation, that sooner or later something will come up, making them move someplace else. It 
may be another opportunity to make the crossing to Melilla, the forth one since he arrived. the 
stories from the recent past and of the repeated assaults on the fence brighten the conversation 
and point to an approaching closure.

 
3. NOUAKCHOtt

Nouakchott is the largest city in the Sahara desert. It is located in the Atlantic coast of Maurita-
nia, close to Senegal. Its streets throb with life and confusion, showing us we are well into Black 
Africa. Sand invades everything, and most of the time it works as a mist that, combined with 
the heat, gets hold of our breathing and forces us to a particular pace. Nouakchott is a point of 
departure and passage of the migratory routes, by sea, to the Spanish Canary Islands. Unlike 
tangier and Oujda, the situation is not one of emergency and risk, the context is a bit quieter. 
the people we met on their way to Europe seek to establish themselves, earn some money be-
fore they hit the road again. Some end up staying for years. Others have children and eternally 
postpone the definitive departure. Such is the case of Marcelo. Originally from Guinea-Bissau, 
he has been in Mauritania for seven years and has had two children. In between he has tried, 
unsuccessfully, to catch a boat towards the islands. Until then he works installing satellite 
dishes – giant constructions made out of tin which proliferate in the rooftops of the city. His 
wife, Olga, is pregnant and the baby is due one of these days. Nouakchott is several cities all 
into one. the city of tarmacked roads, that of earth roads and paths to the beach. thousands 
of people live and work in the beach of Nouakchott, exploiting one of the few natural resources 
of the country, fishing. Fishing has been done in the same way for thousands of years, and the 
wooden pirogues are dragged up the sand everyday, by the hundreds. Groups of men who, de-
spite their youth, are already too old to go to the sea, lie on the sand, in the shade of the boats, 
drinking tea between the arrival of two pirogues. Alyoune, Michael Jackson and Ahmed use the 
pause to grill some tuna fish and talk of leaving for Europe. the city of Nouakchott is far away 
from almost everything, and that peculiar circumstance seems to give its inhabitants a critical 
distance to analyse the problems of the world. It is an opportunity to think and talk about the 
desire to leave. As we speak, right next to us, a man and his son dismantle, using hammers, 
the wreck of a giant boat, one of the many on the beach. Fishermen have everything it takes to 
leave, youth and a boat. those who stay end the day lying on the sand, exhausted by the rope 
they were pulling all day long, until they saw a fish net arriving, carrying two or three fish for 
each. Ibrahim comes home dead beat, after selling the fish they managed to gather through the 
day and having distributed the proceeds of the sale by his companions. His wife, Rokia, awaits 
him with fish rice for dinner. He eats little, sleeps even less. He prefers to spend what’s left of 
his strength in long talks through the night, lying on the patio, by the flickering light of the 
kitchen light bulb.
 

 
4. NOUADHIBOU

the only industrial port in Mauritania is in Nouadhibou. European boats coming for the fish in 
the Bank of Arguin have moored there since forever. It soon earned the reputation for being a 
privileged passage point to Europe and to the Canary Islands. It is also from Nouadhibou that 
the train leaves for Zouerate, well in the middle of the Sahara desert, by the frontier with Alge-
ria. It is known as the longest train in the world. It carries everything essential to the  life of the 
inhabitants of the desert. Its departure is a long ritual that takes all day. Mohamed and yakob 
have just been caught adrift in open sea, when the engine of their boat broke down.  they are 
originally from Ghana, but were deported to Senegal, so they came back before a month went 
by. they are about to gather means and people for a new departure. We talk to them in the 
bustle of the small train station, and they assure us we will meet again in Lisbon very soon.
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