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book review

Amílcar Cabral: A Nationalist and Pan- Africanist 
Revolutionary
Peter Karibe Mendy
Athens: Ohio University Press, 2019; pp. 237. $11.96 paper.

The field of Cabral studies has seen a substantial boom in the past two decades. 
New biographies, in Portuguese and English, and anthologies on Cabral’s politi-
cal work and thoughts, have helped to rediscover the amplitude and significance 
of an African revolutionary. Peter Karibe Mendy’s Amílcar Cabral, part of the 
Ohio Short Histories of Africa series, is a fabulous addition to that growing lit-
erature. Seeking to address the fact that Cabral’s accomplishments “are largely 
unknown outside the Lusophone world,” Mendy makes it central that Cabral is a 
historical personality to be reckoned with (11). This is so, argues Mendy, because 
Cabral organized a successful liberation struggle, developed a successful inter-
ethnic and biterritorial mobilization, constructed a powerful united front that 
brought in nationalists from other African territories under Portuguese rule, and 
finally, wrote extensively about ideas that still echo in today’s world.

The book consists of ten chapters, which recounts the sociopolitical upbringing 
(chapters 1– 3), engagement in the politics of national liberation (chapters 4– 7), 
and legacy of Amilcar Cabral in Guinea- Bissau and Cabo Verde (chapters 8– 10). 
In the first three chapters, Mendy describes Cabral’s life, from birth to the 1950s, as 
intimately connected to three main spaces, namely Guinea- Bissau, the terra natal 
(land of birth); Cabo Verde, the terra ancestral (ancestral land); and Portugal, the 
mãe pátria (motherland). He convincingly shows that Cabral’s political formation 



148  Book Review

and awakening resulted from his social experiences in these three spaces. Mendy 
emphasizes emotional geography, indicating Cabral’s organic and uncompromis-
ing attachment to both Guinea- Bissau and Cabo Verde as the source for his future 
binationalism. Within these three spaces, Mendy explores four main factors that 
contributed to Cabral’s political education and consciousness: education from his 
parents, the sociopolitical context of the colonial state in Guinea Bissau and Cabo 
Verde, the intellectual tradition in Cabo Verde, and the political atmosphere in 
Lisbon in the 1940s and 1950s.

Chapters 4 through 7 delineate the origins and development of Cabral’s excep-
tional leadership in the national liberation struggle in Guinea- Bissau. Upon his 
return to Guinea- Bissau in the 1950s, Cabral made transethnic alliances and 
political friendships that eventually resulted in the founding of the African Party 
for the Independence of Guinea- Bissau and Cabo Verde (PAIGC), the liberation 
movement that spearheaded the armed struggle in 1963. These four chapters pres-
ent and discuss Cabral’s remarkable leadership, revealing him as the chief orga-
nizer of the PAIGC, the master military strategist and commander- in- chief, the 
chief diplomat who developed an intricate and resourceful network of support 
from independent African states, communist states, and later from progressive 
European states, and, lastly, an ingenious builder of state structures in the liber-
ated areas in Guinea- Bissau. As he describes Cabral qua internationalist, Mendy 
reserves chapter 7 to outline and examine the international and transnational 
dimensions of the liberation struggle. Mendy appropriately shows Cabral as one 
of the chief architects of a united front against Portuguese colonialism in Africa 
and the builder of solidarity with “every just cause” around the world.

The third part of the book, chapters 8 through 10, discusses the physical elim-
ination of Cabral and his political legacy. Mendy persuasively argues that Portu-
guese involvement in the killing of Cabral cannot be ruled out and recommends, 
as done in Belgium several decades after the killing of Patrice Lumumba, that 
the Government of Portugal develop a “commission of inquiry to investigate the 
culpability of Portuguese politicians and colonial officials for the assassination 
of Cabral” (181). In chapter 9, aptly titled “The Struggle Goes On,” Mendy accu-
rately contends that the killing of Cabral bolstered the PAIGC’s willpower against 
the Portuguese, leading to the unilateral declaration of independence of Guinea 
Bissau on September 24, 1973. The last chapter discusses the political bequest of 
Cabral, focusing on his theoretical and pragmatic contributions to the field of 
African liberation.

The book presents two minor deficiencies. First, Mendy insists that the PAIGC 
was founded in 1956; the new developments in the literature unquestionably show 
that the party could not have been created in that year and that the choice of that 
year was the result of a political calculus.1 Aristides Pereira, Cabral’s right- hand 
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man, notes that 1956 was retrospectively chosen as the founding year of the party 
to placate Leopold Senghor of Senegal. The idea was to show Senghor that the 
PAIGC not only did not have any links with but also preceded the Senegalese 
most outspoken opposition party, the Parti Africain de l’Indépendance, by a year.2

A second minor limitation of the book— and here Mendy is not alone, since 
this issue is common among other biographers of Cabral— relates to its lopsided 
and uneven treatment of the Cabo Verdean question. Scholars of Cabral tend to 
focus almost exclusively on Cabral’s thoughts and actions regarding the liberation 
of Guinea- Bissau. Cabo Verde becomes a mere footnote to the liberation struggle 
in Guinea- Bissau. Mendy does not discuss the plans and strategies made by the 
party for the opening of a second front of battle in the islands of Cabo Verde.3 
Moreover, almost nothing is said regarding the political work done by the under-
ground PAIGC cells in Cabo Verde and among Cabo Verdean students in Lisbon, 
who maintained direct contact with Cabral himself.4

Mendy draws from different primary sources, including but not limited to 
the Cabral’s published works and documents housed at the Portuguese national 
archives and Amilcar Cabral archives at the Mario Soares Foundation— though a 
bit more engagement with the latter was warranted. The book also reviews— and 
interrogates— the growing and substantial body of literature on Cabral, despite 
the omission of recent scholarly commentaries.5

Shortcomings notwithstanding, the book greatly contributes to the field of 
Cabral studies. Written in plain and simple language, jargon- free, and filled with 
historical context that allows one to understand the contours of sociopolitical 
development, Mendy’s biography of Cabral is a good starting point for the general 
public, undergraduate, and graduate population.

Abel Djassi Amado
Simmons University
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