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Abstract 

This working paper seeks to analyze the rebranding processes of the 

cultural profile of Lisbon regarding the commodification of black culture. 

Through the work of Scholars that have analyzed the postcolonial practices 

of institutional cultural platforms, as well as the bottom-up creativity in 

marginalized neighborhoods of Lisbon, I will then present the case of a 

Cova da Moura based collective – Bazofo & Dentu Zona – that comes as an 

insurgent association, directly tackling structural issues related to ethnic 

citizenship, which the institutional cultural practices often fail to address. The 

argument is precisely to stress the relevance of collectives such as this one 

not only in resisting the commodification process, but also to act as agents 

of change in the socio-political panorama, given its positive identity 

affirmation and community empowering practices. 
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Introduction 

Lisbon has been designated as one of the most prominent destinations for 
foreigners worldwide, either to travel or to settle for a longer period of time1. 
The city has conquered multiple awards and it is progressively appropriating 
of this diversity asset that is so commonly taken as a feature of its identity. 

From the capital of one of the oldest colonial empires, to a popular location 
for digital nomads and investment industries, Lisbon (and, for this matter, 
Portugal) has walked a pathway of development that is not so aligned with 
other European capitals and Member-States. The specificities of 
contemporary Portuguese history – namely a fairly new democratic history2, 
and an even more recent decolonization process – have delayed important 
public debates in Portugal. Concretely, as far as the cultural panorama is 
concerned, the state of the art in Portugal has seen its development lag 
behind that of other countries of similar conditions.  

From 1974 to the 1980’s, the curatorial practices reflected disinterest in 
“non-Western art” and the legacies of Portuguese colonialism, as opposed 
to other European countries with an Imperial past (Castellano and Lança, 
2019). In fact, as pointed out by Ana Teixeira Pinto, “the efforts to 
internationalize Portugal’s art scene” began in the late 1990’s, with the 
opening of Centro Cultural de Belém (CCB), Culturgest and the Expo’ 983. 
However, this period was still marked by a celebratory vision of the Empire, 
perpetuating lusotropicalist myths around the benevolence and the cultural 
mission of the Portuguese maritime expansion4.  

More recently in the contemporary art scene came MAAT (2016). The 
museum has proven its bold post-colonial approach to art and curatorial 
practices, housing innovative exhibitions and conferences, such as Ciclo 
BUALA5, Grada Kilomba’s “The Desire Project”6 and last year’s 
“Interferences – Emerging Urban Cultures”7, a collective exhibition that 
aimed to promote the museum as a critical space for rethinking the city’s 
cultural narratives.  

Although progress has been made, and it does seem like the tide is 
changing for the better, we must always consider the wider net of events 
that surrounds this mentioned improvement. Concretely, and as stated by 

                                                 
1
 Portugal has been elected for the second time in a row (2018 and 2017) as Best Touristic Destination in the 

World by the World Travel Awards. 
2
 In which we still have to consider the Estado Novo dictatorship’s legacy, concretely the apologia for rural life, its 

anti-modern bias and the maintenance of poverty as a state policy. 
3
 Teixeira Pinto (2018: 90). 

4
 With some exceptions, evidently, as those mentioned by Marta Lança and Carlos Garrido Castellano in: 

Castellano, Carlos Garrido; Lança, Marta (2019) Notes on Curatorship, Cultural Programming and Coloniality in 
Portugal. Luso-Brazilian Review 55(2): 42-63. 
5
 “Eu sou esparsa... #4”, available at: https://www.maat.pt/pt/event/eu-sou-esparsa-4  

6
 “The Desire Project”, available at: https://www.maat.pt/sites/default/files/2020-

04/maat_grada%20kilomba%20x%20ines%20grosso_2017.pdf  
7
 “Interferências – Culturas Urbanas Emergentes”, available at: https://www.maat.pt/pt/event/interferencias  

https://www.maat.pt/pt/event/eu-sou-esparsa-4
https://www.maat.pt/sites/default/files/2020-04/maat_grada%20kilomba%20x%20ines%20grosso_2017.pdf
https://www.maat.pt/sites/default/files/2020-04/maat_grada%20kilomba%20x%20ines%20grosso_2017.pdf
https://www.maat.pt/pt/event/interferencias
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some authors8, Lisbon is going through a “rebranding”9 process, following 
an “art-led gentrification”10 that seizes “Africanness” (Castellano and 
Raposo, 2020) to compete with other European creative economies, fueling 
this so-called creative capitalism. This way, as pointed by Castellano and 
Lança, “curating and cultural programming have become an essential tool 
for the production of an image of Portugal as a multicultural, modern society 
that has eschewed the legacy of colonialism”, playing a part in the 
“commodification of postcolonial Portugal as a supposedly multiracial, 
multicultural (but not racist) creative hub”. 

This notion of a postcolonial and multicultural Portugal, although promoted 
by great artistic platforms11 and by Portuguese public institutions, seems to 
remain, precisely, within the institutional scope, neither penetrating nor 
mirroring the dynamics of the Portuguese society. Indeed, subscribing the 
idea that art and cultural practices have the ability to “confront pervasive, if 
not always evident, power dynamics” and may “potentially deconstruct and 
challenge the dominant narratives regarding the continuity of the colonial 
past in present-day Portuguese society”12, it is maybe through different 
bodies of cultural practices that we may see this ideal thriving. 

In this article, I shall seek to sediment the idea that rather than the 
institutional demonstration of “multiculturality”, the role of marginalized and 
racialized creative collectives is much more significant to the cultural and 
social reconfiguration of Lisbon. Later on, I will take the case of Bazofo 
Dentu & Zona, a cultural association located in Cova da Moura. 

“Nova Lisboa” and cultural commodification 

The representation of Lisbon as an African European city is not a novelty. 
As noted by Castellano and Raposo13, Ariel de Bigault, a French director 
that has notably worked on the topics of Lusophony and African culture, was 
the first to coin the term “Afro-Lisboa” in 1996, referring to the African 
cultural presence in Portugal, particularly in Lisbon. Later on, in 2015, the 
journalist Vítor Belanciano14 took the same concept to explore the 
contradictions of the already mentioned “rebranding” of Lisbon as a 
multicultural and an “African European city”, in confrontation with the way 
Portugal perceives its colonial past and how it deals with the African 
descendant population. 

More recently, in 2018, Dino D’Santiago released a music entitled “Nova 
Lisboa”, in which he states that Lisbon is finally embracing its African 
cultural dimensions, demystifying the idea of a single culture of a majorly 

                                                 
8
 Namely, Lança, Garrido Castellano, Belanciano and Teixeira Pinto. 

9
 On this topic, see Belanciano (2015). 

10
 Teixeira Pinto (2018: 97). 

11
 On this topic, see Teixeira Pinto (2018). 

12
 Castellano and Lança (2019).  

13
 Castellano and Raposo (2020: 4). 

14
 Belanciano (2015). 
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white profile. “My nation is crioule!” is the leading premise of the song, and 
what the singer means by it is that he believes that Portugal is a product of 
multiple influences and that Lisbon, the “Nova Lisboa”, means “to claim this 
as a greater good for Humanity, it is to claim Lisbon as a truly acculturated 
city that must be aware of this”15 – although the artist feels it still isn’t so 
aware. 

However motivating this picture of Lisbon as more embracing of its culturally 
complex character may be, it is more than ever relevant to highlight the 
imbalance of this new multicultural profile. Even thought this Africanness is 
being incorporated as an economic asset, namely in what comes to the 
tourism industry and the cultural sector, with the “mobilization of racialized, 
“africanized” bodies and discourses” for these purposes (Castellano, 2020), 
this should not trick us into believing that the Portuguese society has gotten 
rid of racism. As is well pointed by Joana Gorjão Henriques, “The fact that 
nowadays there is no correspondence between the number of black 
persons we see in the streets and black persons occupying positions of 
leadership in society is surprising to say the least. The lack of 
representativeness of a significant segment of the Portuguese society—a 
segment that is simultaneously used by some official entities as banner of 
its population’s cosmopolitanism—evidences a system that discriminates by 
skin color.”16 

Indeed, it is difficult to be precise in this matter. Despite the multiple 
recommendations17 to include racial-ethnic statistical data in the most recent 
Census on the Portuguese population (2021), the National Institute for 
Statistics decided not to include this variable. However, there are still some 
statistics we can rely on to attempt to deconstruct this portrayal of Portugal 
as “a country of soft manners”18.  

According to the European Social Survey – Portugal, 2020, 55% of the 
Portuguese state some form of racism, seeing some races as superior to 
others. Moreover, 71% of the Portuguese have a “pro-White bias”, meaning, 
they associate more positive feelings to white people more automatically 
than to black people19. 

                                                 
15

 Interview to the newspaper A Mensagem, available at: https://amensagem.pt/2021/11/26/dino-dsantiago-lisboa-
crioula-badio-novo-disco/. The translation is mine. 
16

 Gorjão Henriques (2016: 11– 12). 
17

 “Recolha de dados étnico-raciais nos Censos 2021: um passo à frente no combate ao racismo”, in O Público, 
available at: 
 https://www.publico.pt/2019/04/16/sociedade/opiniao/recolha-dados-etnicoraciais-censos-2021-passo-frente-
combate-racismo-1869349; and “Sumário do Trabalho do Grupo de Trabalho (GT) Censos 2021 – Questões 
“Étnico-Raciais”, available at: 
https://www.acm.gov.pt/documents/10181/167771/Sum%C3%A1rio+Trabalho+GT+Censos+2021+Quest%C3%B
5es+%C3%89tnico-raciais.pdf/6ba40214-9a39-4a88-96b4-5c2919da14d9  
18

 “País de brandos costumes”, a figure of speech. 
19

 Coutts, Alexandre. 2020. Racial bias around the world. Available at: 
https://alexandercoutts.com/coutts_racialbias.pdf  

https://amensagem.pt/2021/11/26/dino-dsantiago-lisboa-crioula-badio-novo-disco/
https://amensagem.pt/2021/11/26/dino-dsantiago-lisboa-crioula-badio-novo-disco/
https://www.publico.pt/2019/04/16/sociedade/opiniao/recolha-dados-etnicoraciais-censos-2021-passo-frente-combate-racismo-1869349
https://www.publico.pt/2019/04/16/sociedade/opiniao/recolha-dados-etnicoraciais-censos-2021-passo-frente-combate-racismo-1869349
https://www.acm.gov.pt/documents/10181/167771/Sum%C3%A1rio+Trabalho+GT+Censos+2021+Quest%C3%B5es+%C3%89tnico-raciais.pdf/6ba40214-9a39-4a88-96b4-5c2919da14d9
https://www.acm.gov.pt/documents/10181/167771/Sum%C3%A1rio+Trabalho+GT+Censos+2021+Quest%C3%B5es+%C3%89tnico-raciais.pdf/6ba40214-9a39-4a88-96b4-5c2919da14d9
https://alexandercoutts.com/coutts_racialbias.pdf
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Regarding the labor market, the report Being black in the EU: 2nd Survey on 
minorities and racial discrimination20, 2019, notes that 26% of Afro-
descendants worked in low-skilled professions, which usually require 
physical effort. According to the 2011 Census21, there are four times more 
Portuguese in positions of power representation, of leaders or managers, 
and five times more Portuguese in intellectual or scientific activities than 
citizens of the PALOP (African Portuguese-speaking countries). In the first 
case there are 3% against 0.8% and in the second case, 6.1% against 
1.3%. 

In what comes to education, the majority of African students in secondary 
school are directed to vocational courses, thus prevented from entering 
university. A 2016 study points out that 80% of PALOP students are directed 
to vocational education in secondary school and that five times fewer Afro-
descendants of Cape Verdean, Guinean and Santomeans origin access 
higher education compared to white Portuguese22. 

Finally, in what comes to housing, the data is a bit more scarce. Consulting 
2011 data from the National Statistics Institute, seven times more people 
with PALOP nationality live in “”rudimentary” accommodation. Furthermore, 
a 2014 study by the Migration Observatory using data from the last Census 
shows that the percentage of Portuguese homeowners was 75%, compared 
to 35% of citizens from the PALOP. 

These statistics are indissociable from the notion of “urban visibility”, 
meaning the politics of mapping Lisbon. With the arising of the 
independence wars in the PALOP, there came along a relevant flux of 
migrants, namely the so-called “retornados”23 and immigrants from PALOP. 
These communities settled largely in peripherical neighborhoods in the 
Metropolitan Area of Lisbon, usually near the industrial areas24, with a 
massive construction of habitational structures, characterized as “illegal”. 
Although these neighborhoods have suffered severe transformations, 
namely from the Special Relocation Programme (“Programa Especial de 
Realojamento”), in 1993, they still come as “opaque zones of the city […] 
being marked by stereotypical representations of violence, deviant 
behaviour or dependency, devaluing daily work, solidarities and creative 

                                                 
20

 “Being black in the EU: 2nd Survey on minorities and racial discrimination”, available at: 
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2019-being-black-in-the-eu-summary_pt.pdf  
21

 “Censos 2011”, available at: 
https://censos.ine.pt/xportal/xmain?xpid=CENSOS&xpgid=ine_censos_publicacao_det&contexto=pu&PUBLICAC
OESpub_boui=73212469&PUBLICACOESmodo=2&selTab=tab1&pcensos=61969554  
22

 Abrantes and Roldão (2016) 
23

 The name refers to the vast number of people, namely white Portuguese, that came back to Portugal from 
African countries during the “Guerra Colonial” [Colonial War]. The term is subject to controversy, given its 
commonly derogatory use. 
24

 According to António Brito Guterres, in: 
https://www.museudelisboa.pt/application/files/5816/6929/0828/quasesempreemfrente-quasenuncaumverso.pdf, 
p. 1. 

https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2019-being-black-in-the-eu-summary_pt.pdf
https://censos.ine.pt/xportal/xmain?xpid=CENSOS&xpgid=ine_censos_publicacao_det&contexto=pu&PUBLICACOESpub_boui=73212469&PUBLICACOESmodo=2&selTab=tab1&pcensos=61969554
https://censos.ine.pt/xportal/xmain?xpid=CENSOS&xpgid=ine_censos_publicacao_det&contexto=pu&PUBLICACOESpub_boui=73212469&PUBLICACOESmodo=2&selTab=tab1&pcensos=61969554
https://www.museudelisboa.pt/application/files/5816/6929/0828/quasesempreemfrente-quasenuncaumverso.pdf
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processes, in a framework of individual, collective and intercultural 
resistance in the city” (Silva et. Al., 2019: 3)25.  

This topic has been extensively researched by the scholar António Brito 
Guterres, who recently launched the exhibition Are You On The Map? 
(“Também Estão No Mapa?”), in the Museum of Lisbon. The project 
approaches the cultural productions and the creative bodies situated in the 
peripheries of Lisbon. Referring to the music productions of some of these 
areas, namely the Rap Crioulo, as “popular” and “contemporary”, with a 
solid net of dissemination, largely due to the proliferation of the internet and 
to Youtube, Guterres still dwells on the fact that they are not institutionally 
embraced, that they are still made “invisible”. 

“There is a ghost with the folks on the corner - of its name “fear” or 
“prejudice”. While the former (the fado, the ranchos, etc.) are integrated in 
an institutional policy - they have culture programmes, space for debate and 
discussion with the Municipality, they receive money -, the other culture I 
spoke of - the one we can call popular and contemporary - is considered 
social work. To work with these groups with financial support, the context 
has to be social. You always come in on the social side and never on the 
cultural side. Contemporary or popular culture is social work for people in 
the Chambers.”26 

This being, how do we cope the picture of Lisbon as a cosmopolitan and 
multicultural capital, so embellished by its African cultural influences, with 
such disregard of its African descendant citizens, namely concerning the 
marginalization of their cultural production? For instance, while the 
Municipality of Lisbon funded this year’s festival Lisboa Criola, a cultural 
event intended to “approach, celebrate and promote socio-cultural mixture” 
(and it is worth noting that the event took place in many facilities, all of which 
considered to be the city center), the Annual Report on Internal Security 
(2021) associated hip-hop and drill (a subgenre of rap) with criminality, 
holding a major expression in the peripherical areas27. I believe that 
conflicting approaches, as the case of the two previously presented, are 
illustrative of how the city of Lisbon is interested in the representation of 
Africanness insofar as it may sustain a certain economic circuit and while 
promoting the interesting and profitable image of an inclusive capital. As we 

                                                 
25

 “(...) as “zonas opacas” da cidade, (...) sendo marcados por representações estereotipadas da violência, do 
comportamento desviante ou da dependência, desvalorizando o trabalho quotidiano, as solidariedades e os 
processos criativos, num quadro de resistência individual, coletiva e intercultural na cidade.” The translation is 
mine. 
26

 https://www.museudelisboa.pt/application/files/5816/6929/0828/quasesempreemfrente-
quasenuncaumverso.pdf, p. 3. 
27

 “The phenomenon of group crime has shown a higher incidence in metropolitan areas, especially in Sensitive 
Urban Areas (ZUS). It is mostly characterised by groups of young people with a vast criminal history, mainly 
centred in the practice of theft, robbery, assault and threat, during night time. In terms of general characteristics, 
we can infer the existence of homogeneity, namely the age between 15 and 25 years, the existence of a 
multiplicity of factors, of loyalty or association, either through identification of the group (gang) as a neighbourhood, 
musical group (generally hip-hop or drill) or even the the school environment attended.”, in Annual Report on 
Internal Security. Available at: https://www.portugal.gov.pt/download-
ficheiros/ficheiro.aspx?v=%3D%3DBQAAAB%2BLCAAAAAAABAAzNLI0NgcAIUgtZwUAAAA%3D, p.11.  

https://www.museudelisboa.pt/application/files/5816/6929/0828/quasesempreemfrente-quasenuncaumverso.pdf
https://www.museudelisboa.pt/application/files/5816/6929/0828/quasesempreemfrente-quasenuncaumverso.pdf
https://www.portugal.gov.pt/download-ficheiros/ficheiro.aspx?v=%3D%3DBQAAAB%2BLCAAAAAAABAAzNLI0NgcAIUgtZwUAAAA%3D
https://www.portugal.gov.pt/download-ficheiros/ficheiro.aspx?v=%3D%3DBQAAAB%2BLCAAAAAAABAAzNLI0NgcAIUgtZwUAAAA%3D
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have seen, regarding the institutional approach to the musical genre 
commonly associated with protest expression of racialized communities –  
hip-hop and rap –, without forgetting the visibility (or lack of it) given to these 
marginalized cultural productions, the approach of the public powers is very 
different, insisting on labels of criminality and deviant behavioral patterns. 

Hence, I shall now attempt to sustain the role of “insurgent citizenship” 
(Holston, 2013) in the resistance of the ongoing cultural commodification 
process, challenging racism, prejudice and the ruling stands on their social 
positioning through creative cultural practices.  

Agency and Culture 

In 1998, the anthropologist James Holston coined the term “insurgent 
citizenship”28. Then, in 2013 the author published a book entitled “Insurgent 
Citizenship: Disjunctions of Democracy and Modernity in Brazil”, in which he 
explores “the insurgence of democratic citizenship in the urban peripheries 
of São Paulo, Brazil, its entanglement with entrenched systems of 
inequality, and its contradiction in violence”. With this concept, Holston 
investigates practices and discourses addressing entrenched regimes of 
inegalitarian citizenship. Insurgent citizenship emphasizes the spatial 
dimension of citizenship movements and the citizens' everyday practices in 
urban space, linking concerns about urban planning and development to 
fundamental questions of social and political change. Moreover, it is a part 
of a broader trend to explore citizenship as a bottom-up process of 
participation and contestation rather than a formalized status (Lehbun, 
2019). 

In their article “Bottom-up creativity and insurgent citizenship in “Afro 
Lisboa”: Racial difference and cultural commodification in Portugal”, 
Castellano and Raposo make use of that concept to apply it to the case of 
bottom-up creative productions that challenge the current dynamics of social 
exclusion and contest the linking of whiteness as the single profile of 
Portugalidade. “These practices identify the commodification of difference 
as a marker of diversity as part of a broader process of exclusion and 
dispossession that connects with the legacy of colonialism in present-day 
Portugal, a process that reproduces and naturalizes whiteness as the 
central figure in the making of contemporary Portuguese identity”.29 

Taking the cases of Cova da Moura and Quinta do Moucho, two prototype 
neighborhoods at the outskirts of Lisbon of the mentioned marginalization 
process of the peripheries, as their communities are victims of the 
institutional criminal labelling, the authors present the Kova M Festival and 
the “alternative visits” to the street art repertoire in Quinta do Mocho.  

                                                 
28

 Holston, J. (1998). 1. Spaces of Insurgent Citizenship. In L. Sandercock (Ed.), Making the Invisible Visible: A 
Multicultural Planning History (pp. 37-56). Berkeley: University of California Press. Available 
at: https://doi.org/10.1525/9780520918573-004 
29

 Castellano and Raposo (2020: 2) 

https://doi.org/10.1525/9780520918573-004
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The first one is the product of a collective will to empower and disseminate 
their musical production, thus resulting in a hip-hop festival. With a majorly 
Cape Verdean descendant population, Cova da Moura is not, nevertheless, 
constituted by a heterogeneous population, representing what has been 
designated as a “transnational periphery” (Aderaldo and Raposo (2016: 
282)). Thus, the neighborhood is shaped by their multicultural exchange, 
and the Kova M Festival mirrors that justly. The event “agglutinates a wide 
range of cultural practices, including debates, workshops, sport events, film 
screenings, fashion shows, dance spectacles, and several musical 
expressions”.30 Taking its place around the chafariz (public fountain), a 
referential place for community gatherings to discuss a range of topics – 
namely, that of their sociopolitical condition –, the Festival has aimed at 
“keeping this link between cultural expression and sociopolitical 
transformation active”31. 

These activities constitute an evidence of the mentioned contradictions of 
“Nova Lisboa” and the ongoing commodification process. This is, while 
within the last decade many contemporary artists have gotten the stage to 
promote ideals that tackle the legacies of colonialism in present day 
Portugal, having their exhibitions housed in relevant cultural institutions, the 
cultural circuits of these creatives are often “self-made” – this meaning, 
mainly through the social networks and platforms such as Youtube – given 
their exclusion from the main institutional channels, that persist on 
marginalizing these practices. While the first one majorly targets a restricted 
educated elite, of a tendentially a white audience, the action of some 
racialized collectives located in the peripheries of Lisbon (often constituted 
by Afro-descendant population) pursue practices of cultural affirmation, 
praising the cultural network of their communities, while simultaneously 
tackling issues related to their citizenship status. Not only because these 
practices misfit the specialized and formality barriers placed by the major 
cultural platforms (Castellano and Raposo, 2020: 16), but precisely because 
these collectives intend to contest these exclusionary boundaries, the action 
of racialized networks is embedded with great ideological charge, 
addressing structural issues related to their socio-political status, which the 
institutional practices regularly fail to tackle – becoming consequentially 
much more difficult to commodify. 

The case of Bazofo & Dentu Zona 

One relevant case of insurgent collectives that promote culture as a 
means to defy the status quo of their residents, while simultaneously 
addressing the deficiencies of the postcolonial debates in Portugal, is the 
cultural association Bazofo & Dentu Zona, located in Cova da Moura. The 
association was created in 2015, by Vítor Sanches, originally under the 
name “Tabacaria Tropical”, a project that “turned out to be a meeting place, 

                                                 
30

 Castellano and Raposo (2020: 9) 
31

 Ibid. 
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bookshop and a space for activism”32. That space ended up closing in 2018, 
but the project evolved into “Dentu Zona” – a Cape-Verdean creole 
expression that means “in the neighborhood”33. 

In 2020, after a crowdfunding campaign, Vítor opened a serigraphy atelier in 
Cova da Mora and launched the sustainable clothing brand Bazofo, whose 
production process reflects not only the care for the community, but also 
their set of values. “To be Bazofo is connected to identity, to be proud of 
where you come from”34. 

Hosting a cineclub, a bookshop and a library, and also dynamizing talks and 
conferences, Bazofo & Dentu Zona is a pole of resistance centered on the 
triangular relation between politics, culture and community. Within the 
context of this Working Paper, I reached out to them in order get to know 
more of their work and their ideological manifest – a request to which Vítor 
agreed and which resulted in an interesting conversation, surrounded by 
music, some friends and family and many books. 

 

When asked about the 
principles that serve as a 
basis for his association, 
Vítor was quick to state 
“anti-colonialism, anti-
racism, feminism”, without 
leaving behind “other 
struggles which are 
important to me and which 
are constituted by 
minorities”. These are the 
core set of values, in which 
the notion of 
“representativeness” guides 
much of their action. 

Such is clear when we 
think of the Bazofo & Dentu 

Zona mottos. “Nu sta djuntu” is 
a phrase that we see in many of their actions. “It means that we’re on the 
same boat, in the same fight”, Vítor says. “It’s really a fraternal bond – 
you’re not only thinking about yourself, and that’s really important”. In this 
sense, the Bazofo store doesn’t only display their own products, hosting 
other brands from local creatives, such as Nomada Notebooks and 

                                                 
32

 Interview to the magazine Gerador, available at: https://gerador.eu/vitor-sanches-dentu-zona-a-cova-da-moura-
sempre-foi-um-espaco-de-ativismo-e-de-iniciativas-de-resistencia/. The translation is mine. 
33

 “No bairro”. The translation is mine. 
34

 “Ser Bazofo está ligado à identidade, ao orgulho de onde vens”. Interview to the platform Afrolink, available at: 
https://afrolink.pt/a-cova-da-moura-tem-talento-e-vitor-sanches-mostra-o-com-estilo/. The translation is mine. 

Figure 1 - Vítor Sanches and his nephew Kymani. Photograph 
by Tristão de Quiroga 

https://gerador.eu/vitor-sanches-dentu-zona-a-cova-da-moura-sempre-foi-um-espaco-de-ativismo-e-de-iniciativas-de-resistencia/
https://gerador.eu/vitor-sanches-dentu-zona-a-cova-da-moura-sempre-foi-um-espaco-de-ativismo-e-de-iniciativas-de-resistencia/
https://afrolink.pt/a-cova-da-moura-tem-talento-e-vitor-sanches-mostra-o-com-estilo/
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Figure 2 - Vítor Sanches inside the Bazofo & Dentu Zona 
store. Photograph by Tristão de Quiroga 

Afrobloods. Similarly, Vítor organizes markets, “Mercado Dentu Zona”, 
promoting local handicrafts, African gastronomy and fashion items, joining 
together the community from Cova da Moura and disseminating their 
cultural productions to a bigger audience. “It’s something I took from my 
elders and I keep that slogan because I find it very strong”, suggesting that 
this maxim may come from past times, when the public speech wasn’t so 
open to protesting and collective actions had to find codes as an alternative 
for oral communication. “[It had to do with] how you identified each other 
and how you made your manifesto in those days, […] in the way you 
dressed, in the attitude you had”, he tells. “My elders continued to do things 
according to that motto: when we go up, we're all going up together, Nu sta 
djuntu”. 

Likewise, “junta mô” is another ideal that guides the association’s actions. 
The creole expression which translates into joining hands (“juntar as mãos”) 
differs from the Nu sta djuntu – “it’s about the way you build things”. “The 
junta mô is what you are seeing here in the zone [Cova da Moura]. To build 
it I had to help you, and in the next day you would help me. Most of the 
houses were built at night. We might have various differences between us, 
but we were asking for water, we wanted sanitation here in the area, so we 
joined hands – and that's how the area grew. It grew with mothers coming 
together and making this demand for sanitation and drinking water, because 
we were going to fetch water. That's it [the junta mô]: we have our 
differences, but let's join hands for the common goal”, Vítor explained. 

This relates to how the citizens from Cova da Moura are treated and 
portrayed through the media 
channels and the institutional 
subjects. When asked on how 
the community deals with the 
criminalizing label, Vítor 
confirmed it has a negative 
impact on people, namely in 
what comes to constraints on 
their behavior. “There comes a 
point where you know that 
you're stumbling on that border 
here in Cova da Moura and you 
go somewhere else and you 
have to “behave”. And what is 
that behavior? And those things 
weigh – they influence the way 
you think, the way you act”, he 
admits, adding that the 
neighborhood comes as a safe 
space: “Here you don't have 
those prejudices, like speaking in a certain way that's not normal 
Portuguese”. “It's very hard for people here”, he continues, “it's very hard for 
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mothers who get up early here and have to deal with racism at work, 
knowing that it's their breadwinner and so they can't say anything, because 
it changes their social situation if they say anything. So the people are 
always conditioned with these news [on the criminality in the area] that have 
a very strong impact”. 

Bazofo & Dentu Zona plays an important part in the claim against this label. 
Through cultural programming, Bazofo celebrates back identity and local 
cultures, providing a space for political reflection and contestation. When 
questioned about the spaces the city provides for discussing black culture 
and approaching thematics such as racism, Víctor agrees that the times are 
changing. “I can see it growing, it's a matter of raising awareness. […] And I 
think people are more and more awake and receptive to that identity [black] 
that also exists. But it's a thing that has to be talked about more, we have to 
be more comfortable in talking, to not be afraid of deconstructing people”. 
Although agreeing that the city is progressively welcoming more spaces 
where such thematics may be approached, Vítor highlights that their 
accessibility is sometimes dependent on the socio-economic condition. “I 
think people are invading more spaces that are not only those that were pre-
existent for these people (and this relates to how people ghettoize other 
people)”, he says, “but it is also a question of money and mobility – if you 
have money you go to Lisbon, but if you don't have money you don't go to 
Lisbon”. Nevertheless, he stresses that these spaces are often white 
dominated: “Sometimes it scares me to go to certain places when they invite 
me, because I know that it's a predominantly white space – but it's not just a 
question of white predominance, it's really white thinking. It's people who are 
shaped by what Cova da Moura is, and it's difficult to deconstruct those 
people, you know?”. 

Turning the conversation back into his 
store, Vítor sustained that he had always 
envisioned such a place: “I always had 
this vision of having a cultural shop where 
all these black thematics could meet, a 
meeting place”. Regarding the bookshop, 
he described it as “one of the most 
important things”, for it enabled him to 
“create a network of black authors and 
bring black authors here”, being the most 
relevant that “these books are within a 
very short distance for the public that I 
want to reach”. Recalling the example of a 

friend, “she didn't get to read a black book 
(with a black protagonist) until she was 18. That's a very long time”. “That's 
what I want to provide: authors who are the reflection of the community and 
who are very close to the community, so they can discover them early, 
rather than late”, he concludes. It is in the wake of this that the library project 
is framed: “the idea of the library is also about that, about rescuing books as 

Figure 3 Vítor's nephew Kymani. Photograph 
by Tristão de Quiroga 
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much as I can, especially those that are very difficult to find, and having 
them permanently in the library space for people to consult. It's very 
important because the library works in a way that doesn't cost anything, 
neither for me nor for the person”. Through a system of donations and book 
rescuing pursued by Vítor, and mainly following the editorial guideline of 
black authors, “the distribution is made with a deposit: we receive €15 (or 
€10 if they are children's books), to safeguard the book and replace it if it 
gets lost or damaged – the €15 is more or less the price of a book”. 

This way, Vítor pursues another of his goals: “motivating people to read”. 
With children's, youth and adult sections, the library – which has been 
running for about a year – already has around 12 permanent members, 
“apart from the people who come here to consult: they come, pick up a book 
and stay there to consult the book”. Be it photography books, or reference 
books life “Afropean”, the community is engaged in this book network: “I've 
also had rappers come in here and every day they read a little bit of Angela 
Davis. And then they talk to me because I've read the book and we have 
this exchange of ideas”. And this stream of exchanging ideas was one of 
Vítor’s main ambitions: “a space where there is room for that conversation, 
that speech and for the empowerment of local people”.  

Finally, I turned back to the main subject of this Working Paper. Taking as a 
reference the institutional welcoming of black artists who deal with the 
colonial legacy of Portugal in their work, such as the Grada Kilomba 
exhibition at Maat, or the financing of the Lisboa Criola festival by the 
Municipality of Lisboa, the promoter of Bazofo & Dentu Zona does not 
believe that this is a synonym that the city welcomes black cultural 
production. “I think it's more about the demand. The demand is that Europe 
nowadays only gives funding to projects in which “we mix”. But that has 
never stopped happening, there have always been people mixing, there has 
always been that diversity”. “The positions of power”, he proceeds, “that's 
the most important thing, and that's what black people don't have”. Focusing 
on the matter of representation, Vítor stressed the meaning of this ideal: 
“You are transmitting to a young person that they can also get there. The 
important thing is also to be there to give opportunities to others to get there. 
If it's non-existent, how is a black child going to imagine getting there?” 

As for these institutional initiatives, Vítor believes that they are just “for the 
English to see”35. “I think it has to be more inclusive and in that 
inclusiveness there has to be those power relations where there is black 
presence in positions of power. There's no point in having an Eusébio on 
the cover when behind it you have a white manager”, he concludes. 

On the subject of representation and how the lack of it is one of the greatest 
evidences of racism in Portuguese society – despite the inclusive 

                                                 
35

 “Para o inglês ver”, a figure of speech, meaning that it’s mostly for the sake of appearance. The translation is 
mine. 
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appearance attempted by the institutional channels – our conversation came 
to an end. On the weekend marking the 50th anniversary of Amílcar 
Cabral's assassination, Vítor suggested some events taking place in the 
coming days in local associations similar to Bazofo & Dentu Zona, regarding 
their scope of action. It is through these action networks, often invisible to 
the city's institutional communication channels, that many black 
communities located on the outskirts of the city celebrate their identity and 
find a safe space to promote the debate of ideas, cultural exchanges and 
citizen empowerment. Although they remain marginal to the main platforms 
of cultural dissemination, associations such as Bazofo & Dentu Zona reveal 
themselves as important agents of cultural production and resistance. 

Conclusions 

Throughout this Working Paper I attempted to analyze the present-day 
cultural trends in the city of Lisbon regarding black cultural production. 
Taking on the work of recognized scholars on this matter, the contradictions 
of the rebranded “Nova Lisboa” show that the idea of an intercultural 
citizenship is still not a synonym of inclusivity and representation, and 
although we are witnessing the proliferation of postcolonial discourses, we 
can testify to the shortcomings of this speech in addressing problems 
related to ethnic citizenship (Castellano and Lança, 2019). Under very 
difficult socio-economic conditions, the cultural productions of Afro-
descendant communities commonly located in Lisbon's peripheral 
neighborhoods continue to be marginalized and made invisible, while the 
main artistic platforms seek to display an image of Portugal that is aware of 
its colonial legacy and that has escaped the racism struggle, contributing to 
the commodification of a cosmopolitan, inclusive image of a postcolonial 
Portugal.  

Simultaneously, we witness a network of racialized collectives that work 
actively on the dissemination of their community’s cultural production (with a 
special emphasis given to Bazofo & Dentu Zona), promoting an activist 
space of contestation and resistance, directly tackling structural issues such 
as racism and the citizenship status. Although these collectives get often 
marginalized by the institutional channels, given their ideological stands, 
they pursue their own channels of communication and they’re redefining the 
traditional image of their communities – celebrating black identity, 
empowering their communities and fighting against prejudices that lead to 
exclusion and marginality. 

In 1972, the American writer James Baldwin published the book “No Name 
in the Street”. In this compendium of personal and political memories, 
Baldwin writes timeless social analysis mainly regarding the United States, 
yet easily transmittable to wherever part of the world. To end this Working 
Paper, I should like to quote his stand on justice and its reach in society – 
even if this Paper is not related to the judicial system, it is my belief that this 
ideal should be a maxim in whatever social scrutiny we set out to do:  
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“If one really wishes to know how justice is administered in a country, one does 
not question the policemen, the lawyers, the judges, or the protected members 
of the middle class. One goes to the unprotected – those, precisely, who need 
the law’s protection most! – and listens to their testimony.” 
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