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Putting on a Pano and Dancing
Like Our Grandparents: Nation
and Dress in Late Colonial Luanda
Marissa Moorman
They liked Brazilian music, they danced very well and they liked American cinema.
I remember that the big stars at the time were Don Ameche and others, obviously
cowboy films .... This imaginary of American cinema was reflected in the way
they behaved, in their suits, in the way they wore their mustaches-in the design
of their mustaches you would see the presence of the American actor, the white
actor. And there was certainly the influence of the black actors too, but this was
mostly reflected in the way they dressed.
-Michel Laban, Mario Pinto de Andrade, Uma en/revista!

Referring to the 1940s and '50s at the Liga Nacional Africana (National African
League) in Luanda, Pinto de Andrade reminisces about his "mais velhos"l as they
performed American-inspired dances and artistic numbers in the halls of an asso
ciation dedicated to the defense of the rights of Africans. Although the Liga was an
elite institution it nonetheless preoccupied itself with the conditions of its down
trodden black brethren just as it sought to reclaim "Africa" from colonial cultural
ignominy. Liga members would present a play representing life in the musseques
(Luanda's urban shantytowns which housed the majority of urban African resi
dents), using local instruments, ways of speaking, and dress as readily as a perform
ance of American-style tap dancing or a Carmen Miranda number. 3 An insistence
on this duality of Western and African practices would become the unself-conscious
hallmark of this young group. The Liga's position as a loyalist association was the
source of intergenerational political conflict as some of this younger generation
began to argue for an uncompromising nationalist politics. Like Malcolm X as de
scribed in Robin D. G. Kelley's Race Rebels, these young men did not associate their
dress with political expression. And yet, as Kelley argues, the dance, dress, and cul
ture that Malcolm X later dismissed as the accouterments of a self-hating black
man were "not a detour on the road to political consciousness but rather an essen
tial element of his radicalization."4
In the Angolan instance, radicalization was bound up with a larger set of cos
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mopolitan cultural practices, of which dress was one. Young Angolans reached be
yond the cultural vistas of Angola and the horizons of the Portuguese colonial
imaginary to create local fashions and other cultural practices that asserted both
their difference and their participation in the "global ecumene."s What developed
was a cosmopolitan youth culture that recognized itself in the cut of a jacket, the
length of a skirt, or the tilt of the hat from elsewhere just as it donned those sym
bols as intimate expressions of angolanidade (Angolan-ness). As the colonial state
became more repressive in response to nationalist political activities in Angola,
such self-styling grew in its significance, becoming both more widespread (within
the capital and throughout the territory) and more meaningful. The possibilities
for dress and their consequent meanings varied by gender, and this could not help
but have implications for the nation being forged in the seemingly apolitical prac
tices of dress and entertainment.

Cosmopolitanism and the Nation
Mobutu Sese Seko's mandated authenticite in independent Zaire is perhaps
the most well-known example of the association between dress and politics, dress
and nation in Africa. Here the independent state promoted African apparel as a
form of roots recovery to advance the nation-building project. African cultural
forms were to remedy the European-centered identity that could be discerned in
the tendency of at least some urban residents to dress in European styles and to
speak French. But as Thomas Turino's recent work demonstrates, borrowed cul
tural markers and materials can be more than the mere trappings or imitations of
another culture. Turino describes this phenomenon as cosmopolitanism and de
fines as cosmopolitan "objects, ideas, and cultural positions that are widely diffused
throughout the world and yet are specific only to certain portions of the popula
tions within given countries.... [Cosmopolitanism) has to be realized in specific
locations and in the lives of actual people." It is both local and non-local while not
necessarily being nationally evident, as it is often tied to specific classes or social
groups. Turino argues that nationalism is itself an example of a cosmopolitan doc
trine that both arises from cosmopolitan practices and aims to spread them
throughout a national territory. What is crucial, Turino claims, is that the forms
become internalized by and integral to the people in the group: "this is part of who
they are."" An African in European clothes is no less authentically African than an
African in African clothes. As the quotation that opens this chapter shows, dress
can be a way of saying "this is who I am" within parameters that are both local and
non-local. In thinking about cosmopolitan cultural practices around music in the
Congo, Bob White avers that "unlike 'globalization' or 'modernity,' cosmopolitan
ism is not something that happens to people, it is something that people do."]
White underscores Turino's sense that the use of European goods and forms is not
imitation or imposition, and he shifts the emphasis from a potentially static ren
dering of identity to the activity of self-styling. Hence there is room for innovation
and creativity, for subversion and play, for combinations that otherwise might be
taken as contradictions.
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In Angola, particularly in Luanda but in other urban centers as well, dress be
came one of the ways in which Africans created and expressed their angolanidade-a
s
unique Angolan way of being in the world. Under a colonial regime that defined
Angola as part of the Portuguese nation, angolanidade took on nationalist over
tones. However, the explicitly nationalist uses of dress that Mobutu's authenticite
represents, and of music and the discourses around it that Turino's work analyzes,
are not the most useful model here. In late colonial Angola, the relationship be
tween music and dress was more tenuous. In order to untangle this relationship we
need to distinguish nationalism (and the adjective "nationalist") as a political proj
ect relating to territorial sovereignty and state control from nation as a politico
cultural imaginary. Nationalism always requires an articulation of nation but na
tion does not require the same of nationalism. As Eric Hobsbawm points out,
"nations do not make states and nationalisms but the other way round.,,9 Yet we
should not take this to mean that nation is merely a reflex, or automatic, production
of nationalism. In the case of dress in Angola, by taking nation on its own terms
we can see the ways in which this cultural practice helped forge the nation and
prepare people for the politics of nationalism. Likewise, by attending more closely
to cultural practices, we can begin to see how the nation is fragmented 10 along the
lines of gender, something that would not be as accessible if we thought only in
terms of nationalism, political parties, and the state.
The distinction between nation and nationalism is crucial when thinking about
Angola because the high level of political repression after 1959 meant that nation
alist politics were largely the provenance of exiles and a small number of clandes
tine activists. In part composed of a younger generation who parted ways with the
reformist politics of the Liga, small underground groups of activists (three to five
people) met and engaged in pamphleting and other forms of political provocation
aimed at educating their neighbors in the musseques about the necessity of inde
pendence. Some of these activists were connected to the Portuguese Communist
Party and small local parties that were calling for Angolan independence. I I In 1959
the colonial government arrested, tried, and jailed some fifty Angolans whom it
accused of "activities against the external security of the state"12 in what is known
as the Processo de 50 (Case of 50).13 Most were civil servants, nurses, workers, and
students from the most educated strata of Africans, although many of them lived
or spent their free time in the musseques where the majority of Africans resident
in Luanda lived. In February 1961 a group of individuals attacked the Luanda pris
ons (where some of these political prisoners were held), a police barrack, and the
radio station. 14 In the same year, this small urban uprising was preceded by a protest
turned uprising against the exploitation of cotton production in Kassanje (north
east of Luanda in the Malanje province), and then followed by a revolt in March
in the northern Kongo coffee-producing areas. The colonial government was now
on the defensive. It responded violently to these uprisings l5 and then cracked down
on any sign of political activity, especially in urban areas. Distant as this may seem
from questions of sartorial savvy, Rene Pelissier in discussing this period remarked
that "urban Africans tried to pass unnoticed by avoiding in their appearance and
attitudes anything (the wearing of clothes too European in style, for example)
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which might give rise to the suspicion that they would like to oust the whites."t6
The Portuguese had concluded that those proposing independence and fomenting
revolt were, for the most part, well-educated urban dwellers keen on the European
fashion that helped them signal their elite status and that differentiated them from
the masses. For a moment, following Pelissier, the colonialists understood that Eu
ropean dress did not necessarily mean that the so-called assimiladas (assimilated)
identified with them, unless of course it meant that they had identified too much,
had become cheeky and too big for their britches, and deemed themselves capable
of self-rule.
After the violent response to the events of 1961 the colonial government made
some changes in policy. These changes were implemented as a last-ditch attempt
to maintain colonial domination by making life more tolerable for Africans whose
living and working conditions might foster revolt. They included the abolition of
the indigenata system that had divided the African population in two (assimi
ladas-assimilated-and indigenas-indigenous) and accorded Portuguese citizen
ship only to the few who managed to achieve the status of assimilado; the imple
mentation of a new rural labor code freeing rural workers from coerced contract
labor; the opening of more schools; encouragement of foreign investment, which
created more jobs; and the largely overlooked promotion of local culture and rec
reation (clubs, talent shows, and soccer clubs). The events of 1961 also marked the
beginning of the guerrilla struggle as the nationalist movements moved perma
nently into exile, exchanging their street togs for fatigues. The battle continued on
until independence in 1975, and in those years life in the musseques took on a
particular cast. While the guerrillas and politicos struggled to assert political sov
ereignty and control, urban Angolans sang, danced, and dressed their nation in
what appeared to the Portuguese as so much bread and circuses. Urban fashions
and dress practices, closely tied in with the burgeoning youth scene of music and
parties, bespoke a nation whose cultural sovereignty was secured in the swagger of
a step, the sweep of a pant leg, or the swell of a fabric wrapped around one's head.
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Looking beyond the Metropole: Dress in the 19405 and 19505
Under the indigenato system, which was in place until September 1961, Af
ricans were divided into two groups: assimilados and indigenas. The former, ac
cording to the 1940 and 1950 censuses, accounted for less than I percent of the
population, giving the lie to Portuguese claims of racial equality and harmony17
Theoretically, anyone could become an assimilado and have access to a Portuguese
identity card (required to enter the school system or the civil service and exempt
ing one from contract, i.e., forced, labor). But the reality was much different. De
cisions about who was an assimilado could be quite random and depended upon
the whims of Portuguese shop owners in the musseques and chefes de posta (local
administrators) outside the city who supported, or did not support, the citizenship
applications of Africans in their area. To be categorized as an assimilado one had
"to be eighteen years old, demonstrate the ability to read, write and speak Portu
guese rluently, earn wages from a trade, eat, dress, and worship as the Portuguese,
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maintain a standard of living and customs similar to the European way of life, and
have no record with the police."ls But so arbitrary was the system that people living
in the same household could have different statuses. 19 As in many other colonial
situations, European dress was one of the markers of civilization. However, as
Mario Pinto de Andrade recalled, many male assimilado youth in the 1940s and
1950s looked to Brazil and to An1erican film actors as the benchmark of fashion.
If Portuguese clothing was meant to mark one as captured, in a sense, by the co
lonial system, these young men mocked the Portuguese by setting their sartorial
sights beyond the metropole. 2o
Promoting Portuguese dress as a standard of civilization was only part of the
colonial policy related to clothing. African dress was denigrated, considered quaint
enough for folkloric performances and tourist snapshots but not suitable for urban
wear. 21 Albina Assis remembers that
Those who wore panos [pieces of fabric] every day could not enter into buses-it was
prohibited. Later, after the fourth of February [1961J ... is when they created, and
you can write this down, the munhungo[22 J bus that was to serve poor people, low
income people, more or less pe descal~o [without shoesJ-and it was only in these
buses that the women in panos were allowed to ride.... It was for this reason that a
large part of the people took the route of using [European] dresses because, in gen-.
eral, the dress, overall here, even at the level of the city of Luanda, was panos.... All
of my aunts wore panos, even those who were the wives of Portuguese men-two of
23
them, even today, have never stopped using panos.

As Assis notes, panos were a common form of urban female attire as well as the
traditional attire of fishermen from the island of Luanda. Women from the urban
elite were referred to as bessanganas and their use of panos was quite distinct, in
volving a series of undergarments, four layers of panos over a long-sleeved blouse,
and a smaller pano wrapped around the head. 24 By the early 1970s it was mostly
older women who maintained this form of dress. Younger women routinely donned
European-style dresses, though often with a pano wrapped around the outside and
rolled at the waist, and a headscarf. Writing in the early 1970s on the musseques,
Ramiro Ladeiro Monteiro noted that "this piece of clothing defines a woman's so
cial status and its absence, in the midst of certain social strata, is noticed. That
is why the washerwoman we see in her boss's house dressed in European style,
upon returning to the musseques, concerns herself with putting a pano around her
waist." 25 This was, perhaps, less a question of peer pressure than of dignity and
adaptation of practices, as Assis's final remark about her aunts suggests. At the
same time it was not uncommon to see younger women in miniskirts, again with
scarves on their heads, and panos wrapped around their waists to facilitate carrying
babies on their backs. 26 Women's quotidian acts of self-styling gave local forms of
dress a new meaning. Young women who used panos with miniskirts or European
dress nodded to the bessanganas' style as uniquely Angolan while also adapting it.
By neither dismissing it as archaic nor reproducing it layer by layer, these young
women demonstrated a new posture of Angolan womanhood that was both local
and worldly.
88 Marissa Moorman
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Figure 5.1. The singer Belita Palma dressed as a bessangana. No date. Courtesy of
ENDIPU (National Company of Disks and Publications).
If young women paraded the fashionable miniskirt, it was still the complex dress
of the bessanganas which held sway in the dance called rebita. As Jacques dos San
tos asserts more generally about Luanda, "fashion and dance always had affini
. ties." 27 Rebita was a dance popular among Luanda's Africans in the 1930s (although
it dates as far back as the mid-eighteenth century)-when, dos Santos argues, it
was still respectable to be a laborer-and these workers formed rebita groups in the
musseques and other neighborhoods. 28 It is nonetheless associated with an older
urban elite. Rebita is a dance done in a large circle formed by couples. It includes
elements both European (including some instructions called out in French by the
emcee)29 and African (women's dress and particular dance steps like the 1I111bigadn
or stomach thrust). The dress code was rigorous, with men clad in European suits
30
and ties and women dressed a la bessangana. The emcee generally checked to
make sure that the dancers were properly attired. Thus, as early as the 1930s, dress
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was already used by the elite to distinguish themselves and to express a unique style
that showcased African dress as worthy of partnership with European dress. For as
much as some social scientists wanted to claim the presence of European dress as
a sign of progressive acculturation,3! rebita bespoke a sensibility much more cos
mopolitan than metropolitan. It did not elevate Portuguese culture or dress over
African but wedded European cultural practices of salon dancing, dress, and lan
guage with African instruments, clothing, and social codes to create a novel local
practice,
For those women, like Assis's aunts (one of whom was married to a Portuguese
man and lived in the metropole), who maintained the dress ofbessanganas outside
of the context of rebita, this form of dress was a way of maintaining cultural prac
tices and pride in the face of colonial discrimination. It would be difficult to call
this dress nationalist resistance, but it points to the variety of ways in which gen
dered practices of dress contributed to the construction of a sense of nation. By
continuing to dress in panos despite the lack of access to public transport and pub
lic buildings that doing so entailed, these women insisted that urban space was
African and Angolan. Those women who continued to use panos in conjunction
with European dress also saw no contradiction in being both urban and Angolan;
this was who they were and it was legible in the way they dressed.
The youth of the 1950s self-consciously used such forms as templates for their
political involvement For the most part, the young men and women who were in
volved in politico-cultural activities in the late 1950s and early 1960s dressed in
European style. As students in the city's schools and holders of identity cards, they
had little choice. Young women who attended schools would not have worn panos,
not even just as headwraps, except perhaps on the weekend. The musician a.nd his
torian Carlos Lamartine noted that "as a rule, people had to dress in the Western
style-this was even a way of depersonaliZing and incorporating the Angolans.
This not just from the point of view of clothes but almost everything that people
did. When we went to school, upon entering the school we had to present ourselves
as European individuals."32 But as many of this generation noted, their mothers,
aunts, or grandmothers still maintained the typical Luandan manner of wearing
panos, These young students were, as well, quite conscious of the various kinds of
discrimination practiced against Africans under the Portuguese colonial system,
Many of their parents were involved in the Liga and they had certainly heard about
the evils of contract labor, They heard the Portuguese disparage Kimbundu by call
ing it the "language of dogs," and their parents' attempts at social advancement
within the colonial system led to their own inability to speak the language. These
attempts gave them access to formal education, but for this they paid the price of
cultural alienation.
They began to question why their education had everything to do with Portugal
and nothing to do with Angola. In small politico-cultural groups formed in the
musseques, and which sometimes performed at the Liga, they sought to revalorize
and rediscover local cultural practices. A burgeoning literary movement, sprouting
in part from the Liga and Anangola (Association of Angolan Natives), had already,
in its own way, created cosmopolitan practices of writing (essays, poems, and

/

90 Marissa Moorman
. 'I.:'"

est6ria?3-short tales based on the Kimbundu traditions of misoso) that made local
culture and day-to-day experiences available to Angolans and the world in the form
universally recognized as "literature." Politico-cultural groups like Bota Fogo, the
girls' group Santa Cecilia, and the theater group Ngongo recited this poetry and
presented the stories and dramatized scenes of daily life in the musseques as the
atrical pieces, thereby sowing the seeds of cultural renovation beyond a limited lit
erate and literary public. Many of these young folks were quite politicized in the
sense that they were already thinking about and discussing Angolan independence.
They saw their cultural work as a way of educating the masses of the musseques
by representing back to them the contradictions and tensions of quotidian experi
ences of colonial oppression. Central to their performances-whether theatrical or
musical or literary-was the use of local forms of dress.
These performances did not so much meld styles as present what was denigrated
in the Portuguese colonial order as representative of something meaningful and
something uniquely "ours." In terms of clothing, this was generally women's dress.
But this did not mean that they advocated a return to dressing in panos or did so
themselves. Albina Assis put it most succinctly: "we were students and we went and
did African dance, dancing like our grandparents or ancestors, exactly in order to
show that the dance of Africans-putting on a pano and dancing-did not take
away from us our cultural education or the [academic] education that we had ...
and we saw that this caused a shock with the system."34 The point was not to sug
gest that panos represented an authentic or real Angola but, instead, to emphasize
the duality of being both educated and African without contradiction. This chal
lenged the colonial system with the proposition that one could be Angolan and not
Portuguese, even when dressed in European styles. What made the use of local
styles of dress cosmopolitan, in this instance, was the contexts in which they were
presented-i.e., in theatrical performances, in matinees for children, in poetry reci
tations and discussions of local literature, and as a self-conscious commentary.
Likewise, the ideas with which many of these young folks approached these activi
ties reflected a sensibility that refused the metropole and its decrees, laws, and pro
hibitions while still embracing other more cosmopolitan practices of literary pro
duction, dress, and education.

"He Had a Talent for Dressing!": Dress after 1961
The arrest, detention, trial, and then imprisonment of nationalists begin
ning in 1959 meant that the Portuguese state's secret police, the PIDE, began to pay
closer attention to political activity in the musseques and that the Liga was itself
subject to greater censure. The three uprisings in 1961, which received interna
tional attention/ s compounded the political troubles of the Portuguese admini
stration in the colony (actually called an "overseas territory," an extension of the
Portuguese nation much as Algeria was in the French imaginary). The PIDE throt
tled local political activity and the government deployed counterinsurgency troops
in tactics that meant that the war had begun in earnest.
If political repression created greater secrecy, self-censorship, and even the
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avoidance of political questions, a sort of shrinking away from the political, some
of the new colonial policies were used by urban Africans to make culture flourish.
The encouragement of foreign investment meant more jobs were available locally,
access to credit allowed many urban Africans to build and purchase their own
homes, the opening of schools made education more widely available (though still
quite limited), and the promotion of local culture meant to distract the Angolan
urban masses actually consolidated a sense of angolanidade.lt is important to note,
however, that the colonial government did not actually spearhead cultural devel
opments; it merely followed African initiative. For example, clubs and bands ex
isted in the early 1960s but the creation of the Angolan Center for Tourism and
Information (CITA) by the colonial government in the mid-1960s allowed activi
ties to be coordinated and promoted on a broader scale. This new system had its
limitations-CITA also meant oversight and control, and the censorship board
tried to see to it that potentially inflammatory lyrics did not make it to the stage.
In this context, politics was a dangerous and necessarily secretive business and
those who had not been arrested in the sweeps of 1959 and 1961 either left to fight
with the guerrillas or engaged in extremely low-level clandestine activities. Even
those who merely followed political developments via the MPLA's radio broadcast
Angola combatente listened alone or with one or two friends, often under beds or
in cars parked in empty soccer fields, so terrified were they of being labeled an
enemy or a terrorist and jailed. 36
Entertainment, on the other hand, even though somewhat constrained, was en
couraged. Yet the effects of this were not what the colonial government expected.
Entertainment, specifically music, brought people together in public, largely all
African spaces (i.e., owned by Africans, located in the musseques, and attended
overwhelmingly by Africans). These clubs would have attracted significantly larger
numbers of youth than had the politico-cultural groups of the 1950s. Not only had
the urban population nearly doubled between 1950 and 1960 and more than dou
bled between 1960 and 1970,3i but this new form of entertainment took parties
and dancing out of the homes and backyards of neighbors and friends to a larger,
more public platform where one could more easily escape the watchful eyes of par
ents and family. The gatherings had a broader appeal, and this in turn increased
the size of the venues. This had different implications for young men and young
women, as the clubs were often deemed potentially liberating by young women and
potentially dangerous by young women's parents. Clubs like the famous Clube
Maxinde were built and rebuilt to be able to hold up to several hundred people,
and stationed bouncers at the door to enforce dress codes, collect tickets, and con
trol the entry of a public whose basic social background was the musseque but
whose names and faces were not necessarily known. 38 Bota Fogo was much smaller
in size, and it was easy to see and meet everyone who was attending an event. The
clubs, with their larger size and degree of anonymity, lent a sense of participating
in a shared cultural practice without necessarily knowing everyone else who was
there. 39
Of course, the PIDE were not so naive as to leave the clubs and young farristas
(partiers) to their own devices, but they tended to take a literalist approach to the
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music and the scene, worrying about musical lyrics and political conversations. By
government order, club statutes prohibited membership by anyone who had been
arrested for political activities, though they could still attend events:o That young
Africans gathered meant that the PIDE knew where to find them, dancing and par
tying until the wee hours instead of plotting against the government. But this line
of thinking missed what was at stake. People were gathering to hear a new form of
music that was uniquely Angolan while being in many ways similar to the foreign
(European, Brazilian, Cuban, Congolese) music with which most urban Africans
were familiar: the songs, like foreign ones, were a few minutes long; they were
meant to be danced to; and they were performed by nattily clad band members
playing electric guitars. Coming together to hear this music created a sense of being
a part of something located both in and far beyond the musseques. The fact that
clubs were owned by individual Africans or groups of Africans and that one spent
one's hard-earned salary to attend dances and shows by local performers could not
but forge a feeling of economic and cultural self-sufficiency.
In the interviews I conducted in late 2001 and early 2002, I was constantly struck
by the aura of nostalgia associated with this period. At first I found it deeply trou
bling that the late colonial period would be remembered in such romantic terms
and set up so favorably against the present. But I soon came to realize that what
had been lost was this sense of being in control of one's life and being able to take
care of oneself, and the association of that feeling with the idea of being Angolan.
Consumer practices that involved everything from buying new clothes to paying
the entrance fee at a club or buying records of the new style of Angolan music
played there generated an experience of personal and community independence
that prepared urban Angolans for, or in Kelley's terms radicalized them for, nation
alist politics. They had created and secured the nation in the quotidian cultural
practices of music, dance, and dress.
More than a few times, reveries about the good old days of music included the
comment "and people used to dress well!,,41 A sense of self-respect was one of the
marks of a growing dignity in the nation. People took the time and care to dress
well and they spent the fruits of their toil on doing so. They were not extravagant
and, for the most part, people took care to spend their money intelligently. Hence
it was common, among both the working classes and the elites of the musseques,
to buy cloth at one of the large retailers in the musseques 42 and then take it to a
seamstress or tailor to have clothing made. Musseque dwellers may have been de
pendent on Portuguese retailers, but when they could they took their business to
their neighbors and avoided buying ready-made clothing in the shops of the city
center. Ll This was both more economical and a way of recognizing the talents and
skills within their own community. In fact, some people much preferred having
clothes custom-made to buying premade clothes, no matter what their quality,
since they would not be perfectly fitted to their wearer. Chico Coio explains,
[Peoplej dressed well in those days and things were cheap. There was Gajageira, the
colonialists were here.... in those days, any old person could dress well, the seam
stresses made money, but today no, because of the fardos [markets of secondhand
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imported clothing]. The tailors made money because no one bought already-made
pants-I would buy fabric and have them made, they would take my measurements
and make me a pair of pants.... Shirts were not purchased already made, you would
go to a seamstress or tailor, they would take your measurements.... everyone had a
seamstress, everyone had their tailor and you would go to your tailor and say, "ay-pa
[a common exclamation], I am going to a party!" ... People worked hard and that bit
that they earned was enough to pay the rent and feed and sustain the family.... It was
because of this that people dressed well and then would go to those parties where you
44
would party, dance, and hear the music of your favorite band

/

Dressing well was associated with pride in working hard and providing for oneself
and one's family and with entertainment. Those young men and a few women (in
cluding some musical artists) who made enough money to shop in the stores of the
city center could even buy on credit. 45
The favored style of dress, while considered Western or European, was not nec
essarily Portuguese. Many people remembered looking through catalogues and
magazines at the tailor's shop or at stores and mentioned the influence of maga
zines and films on local fashion. 46 They mentioned Italian, Brazilian, French, and
American styles most frequently. People began to invent their own manner of dress
in a way that inserted them in this line-up of styles defined by nation. By the late
1960s, the rock 'n' roll revolution of Britain and the United States had also touched
Angola. Local rock bands (which played what was called "yeah-yeah" music) ex
isted, but far more popular were bands that played Angolan semba and Congolese
and Cuban-style rumba. Semba is an Angolan urban popular form of music that
combines both European and African styles; European instruments are played in
local styles, songs are dance-length but their lyrics are in Kimbundu, and ballads
are set in the quotidian context of the musseque. Local musicians became famous
and, as in many places, trendsetters. Musicians paid particular attention to how
they dressed. African-style dress was largely reserved for performances for tourists
(and, after independence, for shows outside the country which required musicians
to represent the nation),47 while European styles were followed and reinvented lo
cally. The fashions associated with rock 'n' roll in the U.S. and Europe were part of
this local scene. The composer Luis Martins, or "Xabanu;' linked fashion to music
in Angola in a way that once again looked past Portugal:
our evolution began, practically, when Roberto Carlos expanded in Brazil as a musi
cian. So we then saw the French style, the American and the Brazilian.... We didn't
pay much attention to the Portuguese style, and especially not since some of the Portu
guese would say to us, "look, dressing like that;' excuse the expression, "is risque."
Sometimes the whites would call us names or make fun of us. [Imitating what they
would say:] "This style of dress is a ridiculous way of dressing." Because they didn't
like it. They liked to wear their pants like this, here at the belly button, and we wore
them here [points to his hips]48

Record album covers and photographs from the period show bell bottoms, ample
shirt collars, big sunglasses, wide belts, and big hair. 49 Like Pinto de Andrade's
"mais velhos" in the '40s, the urban Angolan youth of the late '60s and early '70s
94 Marissa Moorman
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Figure 5.2. The musician Lakes Alberto. No date. Courtesy of El DrpU (National Com
pany of Disks and Publications).

also took its cue from African-American style, in this case returning "Afros" to
Africa.
Male performers often garnered fame for their style of dress. The composer
Xabanu was a close friend of the singer Urbano de Castro, who was one of the
musicians known for his distinctive style of dress. In describing de Castro's flair
Xabanu exclaimed, "He had a talent for dressing!"so Urbano de Castro was quite
keen on wearing suits and shirts, crafted by his own tailor and adorned with big
51
medallions. He was one of the most popular figures in the musseques. His talent
for dressing was matched by his talent for singing the realities of urban African
life. According to another musician, Carlos Lamartine, de Castro had a song about
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Figure 5.3. The musician Santocas. No date. Courtesy of ENDIPU (National Company of
Disks and Publications).
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mabela zole, a sturdy fabric the Portuguese marketed particularly to Africans in
order "to differentiate them from the European women." Class and race combined
to denigrate the material in the minds and imaginaries of those who had more
means. Among the elite it was seen as the cloth of the poor and the rural. But de
Castro's song lauded the material and, Lamartine notes, "since he praised it in one
of his songs, naturally people became more conscious and today they wear it."s2
This fabric, like the practice of wearing panos, was reclaimed and reinterpreted
outside the confines of metropolitan designs.
The club scene and the music scene were defined primarily by male prerogative.
Historically, bands emerged in the musseques in association with the musical com
ponents of carnaval groups called turmas. S3 Although carnaval groups were com
posed of both men and women, and indeed women were quite central figures, the
turmas were predominantly male. To a certain degree, the emergence of the music
96 Marissa Moorman
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Figure 5.4. The musician Urbano de Castro. From the cover of the CD Reviver Urbano
de Castro (Produ~iies Teta Lando, Luanda, 1998). Reprinted with the kind permission of
Produ~iies Teta

Lando.

and club scene in the 1960s and '70s marginalized women as cultural producers,
though their presence in the clubs and in musical lyrics attests to their continuing
importance. Early bands which were not direct emanations of turmas were formed
by groups of young men who knew each other from the neighborhood or school,
and playing in a band was often and increasingly associated with winning female
attention as the club scene grew. While female vocalists did exist, they were fewer
in number and faced the prejudices of a society that associated female performance
at clubs with prostitution. Hence, while male performers and male and female au
dience members donned the latest styles, female performers more commonly per
formed in panos or conservative female dress and eschewed social involvement in
the club scene. By embracing local styles of dress, female performers guarded their
reputations and made themselves representatives of the nation that did not trouble
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social norms. 54 Male musicians, on the other hand, managed to elevate the status
of musicians through the music's tremendous popularity and its association with
the nation without having to strike more conservative social postures. 55 Thus the
gendered meanings of nation and adornment played out somewhat differently for
men and for women at the level of performance in clubs.
Dress in late colonial Luanda was a cosmopolitan practice in which people en
gaged to say something about who they were both as individuals and as a group.
What seemed either innocuous or even a positive sign of acculturation to the co
lonial administration was actually radicalizing for Africans. The male youth gen
eration of the 1940s to which Pinto de Andrade refers used dress to differentiate
themselves from their elders, the colonial rulers, and the majority of the popula
tion. 56 Their style of dress was part of a larger set of practices and beliefs oriented
by international trends but also oriented to and by their life in Luanda. They
learned French, American, and Brazilian style from the films and popular culture
of those countries. They dressed and coifed themselves in the image of film heroes
both white and African-American in order to more clearly express who they were
and how they were Angolan. By the 1950s those youth involved in the politico
cultural groups of the period dramatized the colonial politics of dress and refused
the Manichean colonial vision meant to divide assimilados and indigenas. They
embraced their education, their European-style dress, and their grandparents'
dances and panos in the same gesture.
By the early 1960s politico-cultural groups were banned, European dress was the
rule, and a cultural project intended to distract Africans from the war between the
nationalist guerrillas and the colonial forces was in full swing. The cultural politics
of dress were neither as stark as they had been just a decade earlier nor taken up
as explicitly. With an influx of rural and young immigrants the bessanganas were
a minority, and young women adapted panos for use with European-style dress
that proclaimed an urban Angolan-ness. African dress was sometimes worn by mu
sicians, and more frequently by female than male artists, but generally when they
were performing in Portuguese clubs or for foreign dignitaries. However, to view
this as "Europeanization" or a success for Portuguese rule would be a mistake. In
the clubs and parties of the musseques international styles, particularly those of
Brazil, France, and the U.S., were adopted and adapted. They were part and parcel
of a musical culture that forged a unique style that was based both in the quotidian
realities of the musseques and in the international flows of popular culture (film,
music, dance, and dress). This assertion of angolanidade that was at once urban,
African, cosmopolitan, and gendered inserted Angola alongside other clearly de
finable nations as one among equals in cultural terms. Despite the fact that the
media was heavily censored and news about the nationalist struggle difficult to
come by, these Angolans were engaged in a politics of the quotidian that radicalized
them for and allowed them to find a place for themselves in the nationalist politics
that were to come. Their self-styling and cultural, and sometimes economic, self
sufficiency gave them a lived experience of independence which made political sov
ereignty both imaginable and desirable. That this experience was gendered meant
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not that the nation was not viable but that it did not mean the same thing for
everyone. 57 Nationalist leaders who struggled from exile did not understand the
implications of quotidian cultural practices in the musseques and were dismissive
of the activities of those who had not left to take up armed struggle (who were in
fact the overwhelming majority), while at the same time MPLA leaders, at least,
depended on many of the young folks from this milieu, including Urbano de Castro
and other musicians, to convince the musseques' population to support their party.58
What both the MPLA (as well as the FNLA and UNITA)59 and the earlier colonial
government failed to recognize was that cultural practices were not just a distrac
tion for the masses or an alternative organ of communication, but something
which reordered and rearranged relations between those participating and the
world around them.
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