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Introduction 
 
 For the Festas de Santo Antonio in Lisbon, Mouraria is one of the most attractive and 
crowded district where Portuguese but also tourists gather. The association Renovar a Mouraria is 
this year again celebrating this popular event turning the spotlight on this formerly isolated and 
disadvantaged district of Lisbon. This Moorish district has indeed always been a stigmatised urban 
zone. From the early beginning Mouraria has been a multicultural place inhabited by people from 
different ethnic background. Moreover, its geography, on the northern side of the hill of Sao Jorge 
Castelo and its isolation made it a place of prostitution and drugs.  This situation radically changed 
in the last decades through urban policy and many funds allocated by the Camara Municipal and 
even the European Union to open up this area. The association Renovar a Mouraria, created in 2008, 
also aimed to achieve a revitalization of the district essentially through culture and art.  

 This essay will study the history and the specificities of the permanently changing Mouraria 
and the work which is done by an association to rehabilitate it. Furthermore, thanks to some talks 
with members of the association, it seemed possible to engage an ethnographic reflexion on the 
area. Indeed, the issue of identity has to be deeply analysed in the case of Mouraria. As the district 
host a diversity of people with a multiplicity of origins, it can be seen as a “multi-ethnic melting 
pot”. Thus, it seems interesting to see if there is a consciousness of a “Mourarian” identity among 
the inhabitants, if they feel Portuguese or still identify as foreigner and immigrants living in 
Portugal. The association Renovar a Mouraria plays a crucial role in the creation of a specific 
identity for permanent residents of Mouraria. But under what framework is the association 
operating? Does it have a strong impact on locals and their image of themselves? Furthermore, 
Mouraria being more and more touristic, it seems interesting to understand how is tourism 
impacting that Mourarian identity. Interactions between permanent residents and temporary ones 
have to be analysed and understood. Almudena Ferro Calvino and Alexandre Ovidio, two members 



of Renovar helped us to have a better understanding of the role and impact of the association on 
this area and shared their point of views regarding identities in Mouraria. 

 In the first part, the history and the specificities of this territory regarding ethnicity are at 
stake. Then, the essay focuses on the association Renovar a Mouraria and the important role it plays 
for the “Mourarian community”.  

 

The history of Mouraria 
 

Mouraria was attributed to Arabs when Christians reconquered the city in the XIIth 
century. The deteriorated housing, and subsequently cheap attracted migrants. This Arab 
populations were progressively replaced by Christians in keeping with the persecutions. From the 
XVth century, discovery trips restructure the urban space of Lisbon. The elites leave the hills to 
settle on the lower part of the city (Baixa Chido), the maritime populations replace them on the 
sides of the hill in front of the estuary of the Tejo (Alfama and Bairro Alto), whereas populations 
in margin of this dynamics settle in the lower part of the last district of the old city center. They 
were protected by the Church including the institution of charity Nossa Senhora do Socorro which 
gave the administrative name to the main parish of the area between 1646 and 2012. 

Mouraria has been partially touched by the earthquake of 1755, but has never ceased to act 
as a crossroad for migratory movements. Residential function and precarious housing dominated 
the area around a big market which foster illegal traffic. It was also the place of a domestic 
prostitution which degrades the image of the area. The census of Tovar Lemos from 1947 
permitted to evaluate 20% the Houses of tolerance located in Mouraria in 1841 and still 30% in 
1947. In the half of the XIXth , gypsy settled down there next to Galician. The first used Mouraria 
as the basis of their trading activity when Galician developed networks of beverage area, 
restauration and were sometimes blacksmith farrier. In the XXth century, with the industrialisation 
and rural exod, Mouraria hosted very pious communities coming from the North (Minho) but also 
the south (Algarve). Their arrival was facilitated by the fascist regime, on another note the influx 
of new believer delighted the Church which faced at the time a dechristianization. Descendants of 
this populations were called “Os filhos do bairro”. After the Carnation Revolution (1974) and the 
entrance of Portugal in the CEE (1986), the hospitality function of the area has been perpetuated: 
Mouraria hosted immigrants from former Portuguese colonies and populations from Eastern 
Europe, Indians, Pakistanese and Chinese. The National Institute of Statistics revealed that foreign 
populations rate was higher in Mouraria than in Bairro Alto or anywhere else in Lisbon: 8,4% 
against 5,4% in Alfama; 7,63% in Bairro Alto and 4.71% in all Lisbon in 2011. Between “os Filhos 
da Mouraria” and foreign citizens, a third category appears in the late 90’s: people looking for cheap 
property assets more available in Mouraria than in the rest of the old city center, almost already 
saturated. 

 

 

 

 



 

Mouraria, a fluid ethnic territory with a collective memory  
 

 Is Mouraria configurated with a real “ethnolandscape”?  
 

 Para Appadurai (2000) wrote about “ethnoscape” which is one of the dimensions of global 
cultural flux. “Ethnoscape” is the landscape of people who use changes in the world they live in to 
redesign it. It relates to immigrants, refugees, exiles, temporary workers, tourists. Mobility is the 
most important characteristic of the world and affect political relations between nations. Appadurai 
considers ethnic identity as malleable, fragmented and the ideas of place and community disappear 
and are being replaced by alternative cartographies. The expression “ethnoscape” alludes to fluidity 
and irregularity of landscapes, different situational perspectives, different actors like the Nation 
State, multinational and diaspora communities, subnational movements. Furthermore, everything 
has been reinforced by the emergence of technologies and telecommunication which is reducing 
duration and cost of the trip, they increase transnationalism between the migrants communities 
from all the world. 

 Even if a district is a fluid and diffuse notion, one has a representation of it like a part of 
something or the segment of a city with its own physiognomy with a certain unity which creates its 
singularity. District can also convey an ideological aspect representing an ideal of communitarian 
life as natural framework of social life. According to the authors Costa and Cordeiro, districts are 
“real and imagined places, intrinsically articulated with other social unities: from small neighbour 
interactions to informal or loosely structured networks, or polarised around a street, an association, 
a shop, it also includes the parish or a wider political or administrative unity” (1999). The Mouraria 
district is peculiar because it has an irregular urbanism with multiple streets, narrow alleys, winding 
roads with a certain compactness and a hard delimitation, integrating all territories from Sao 
Cristovão, São Lourenço and Socorro. The trade activities which characterise the area have a very 
strong ethnic component which is directly traced back to the pioneer group of Indian background 
migrants who settled there between 1976 and 1980. They have been followed by other migrants 
creating a confluence space made from different people and heterogenic social groups.  

 

Mouraria: a plastic memory 
 

 The French author Jacques Galhardo worked on Mouraria and the plastic memory of this 
district. As mentioned previously, from 2008 on, a new category of people settled in Mouraria, 
people seeking for cheap property assets more available in the area than in other Lisbon district 
more saturated. They produce and disseminate in the public space a new myth of the Arab Mourish 
Ghetto - which functions as leverage to the recent rehabilitation process of the area. According to 
Galhardo, this myth can be associated to a “plastic memory”, a term already used by Italo Calvino 
to analyse the meeting point between “collective memory” signified by material elements of the 
place and personal memories. Plasticity is a term taken from the economist Paulo Neto and Maria 
Serrano who are sociologists. Both used the term to signify the transformation of territories 
alluding to their plasticity, meaning their capacity to adapt to external challenges and internal and 
“to adjust“ or to “reconvert” or to “shape”.  



 In Mouraria this plasticity is based on the mobilisation of a set of memory traces attributed 
to different social groups and places that they occupy in the area. In 1984, Arantes, a Brazilian 
author wrote “that places and objects are evoked as topographic signals and vases, recipients of 
history, of sensibilities and formation of emotions”. They open the opportunity of a shaping more 
or less lasting of a collective memory. The formation of this collective memory according to 
Halbwachs in 1925 consists in highlighting recollection or a set of conscious recollection from a 
real experience (or not), mystified (or not)”. Traces from the past can be recollections, 
remembering but also material vestige or immaterial that can be mobilized by public actors. 

 Some points of reference foster the transmission of a collective idea which become “prints” 
through stories of public actors presented as incontestable link between a social group and a 
territory. In Mouraria, toponymy plays an essential role in the collective memory: Moorish area, 
Martim Moniz, the hero of the Reconquista, Capelão, responsible for the Muslim community, 
Severa, (figure of Fado).  

 

A difficult cohabitation in the multi-ethnic neighbourhood 
 

 In this place, there are a diversity of laws and practices between workers, former residents, 
aboriginal people (“Os filhos do bairro”), migrants… In the study he did between 1997 and 2001, 
Marluci Menezes highlights the presence of two sociability and neighbourhood networks: one 
network for residents and one other for workers. There were indeed tensions between aboriginal 
residents and merchants. The difficulty to accept alterity in this context of coexistence were also 
reflected in sounds and smells because of the differences in languages and gastronomy. Especially, 
Portuguese residents could be upset about that. It was often perceived as a form of disrespect to 
Portuguese neighbours like an attitude of resistance from the immigrants. 

 “Despite of what is trying to be demonstrated, people from the district and migrants are 
“back to back”, obviously they are neither hostile nor aggressive, they can even greet each other 
but not having a relation. And when they communicate, they hear complains. The author Marluci 
Menezes reports some stories of the neighbourhood. For example, a Bengali who take out the trash 
late in the night, this neighbour who cooks curry and stink out the entire building. Everybody 
makes his life, there are no great friendship.  

 The map of public spaces in Mouraria indicates several regimes of occupying the public 
space which are not intercepting. Menezes remarked that men are more present for example. There 
are different ways to coexist: to live next to, to live with, to life for. In Mouraria, it seems that “to 
live next to” is the most recurrent modality, this means episodic contacts. So, according to Menezes, 
the different groups live next to each other without knowing each other. 

 

 

 

 

 



Renovar a Mouraria: the associationm the media 
 

What is Renovar a Mouraria? 
 

 The association has been created in 2008, it is a private organisation from public utility. The 
original project was the revitalization of a disadvantaged district on the social, cultural, economic, 
and touristic point of view. This program has been initiated by the Càmara Municipal of Lisbon 
which was fearing for the future of two closed and dangerous areas: Intendente and Mouraria. The 
association operates in several main domains like the social integration, communitarian support, 
cultural promotion, local development and development of a social economy. Financially, the 
region of Lisbon and the city itself but also the European Union decided to support the project. 

 Renovar a Mouraria has been founded by three people: Inês Valsinha, Nuno Franco and 
Filipa Bolotinha. The main founder, Inês Valsinha came back from Brasil where she lived in Olinda. 
According to Filipa Bolotinha, the vice-president of the association the city of Olinda had a similar 
architecture to the district of Mouraria and had be rehabilitated through music and culture. When 
Inês Valsinha returned to Portugal, inspired by projects undertaken in this Brazilian city, she 
decided to do the same thing in Mouraria. At the beginning in 2008, the association organized some 
street fest and then broadened the scope of its activities opening workshops, showing 
documentaries, organising meetings, concerts and other activities. This social project needs funds 
to fund some activities which are free for the users but have a cost. Indeed, Portuguese language 
courses for immigrants, literacy classes, scholar support for children from the first to the twelfth 
year (last year of Ensino Secundario). Furthermore, they help foreigner populations living in 
Mouraria giving them a legal assistance. Helping with documents filling, IRS, translations, legal 
referral, they facilitate the burdensome administrative procedures. Some activities are lucrative such 
as traditional alternative therapies through the Health for all Project like Chinese medicine sessions, 
Latin dance classes, yoga courses or even a haircutter. They have different price level for residents 
and workers.  Regarding infrastructures, the association has several buildings such as offices, a 
cafeteria, and a small stage for live performances.  

 Another very popular activity that the association started a few years ago is the visits of 
Mouraria. The Moorish area has a lot of stories to tell and Renovar a Mouraria has been the first to 
initiate guided visits of this “forgotten” district. Moreover in 2010, a project co-financed by the 
European Union regarding the revitalization of multicultural European cities emerged, it is called 
Migrantour. The idea was to promote a form of local tourism which would be responsible and 
supportive. Training courses and researches on multicultural neighbourhood started in many cities: 
Turin, Milan, Genoa, Florence, Rome, Marseille, Paris, Valencia and Lisbon. The aim of this project 
is to create cities visits focused on the theme of interculturality in order to facilitate the integration 
of foreigner people in this cities. With a better understanding of the place and a reciprocal respect, 
people are more able to integrate. Mainly, people in charge of the visit have cultural roots coming 
from elsewhere.  

 Developing so many artistic, cultural and leisurely activities and events directed towards the 
community of Mouraria, Renovar a Mouraria tries to promote certain values and contribute to the 
revitalization of the area. The main aspects the association wants to promote are intercultural 
integration, ethnic diversity, social inclusion, violence prevention, gender equality and fair work 
conditions.  



 

 

 

Ethnographic work 
 

 Almudena Ferro Calvino is responsible for the academic support in Renovar a Mouraria.  She 
helped us to understand better the project carried by this association. She explained that the 
association’s goal is to be part of the neighbourhood. In order to be accepted by Mouraria’s 
inhabitants, the association had to make many efforts to be integrated in several domains of the 
everyday life of the district. Indeed, music, food and entertainment are domains which are crucial 
in the life of a territory. The association supports for example the gastronomic diversity of Mouraria 
through the promotion of many Tasquinhas (Portuguese restaurants) and restauration spaces. With 
the sign “Rota das Tasquinhas e restaurantes da Mouraria” posted at the entrance of many 
restaurants, the place is made more attractive. The aim of this mark is to add value to the restaurant 
to attract customers and consequently bring a new life into the place.  

 One of the most important activity regarding social inclusion and intercultural integration 
are tutoring and language courses for immigrant children. Indeed, Almudena explained that the 
largest barrier to integration is language, this is the reason why the association deliberately put as 
many resources as possible into language classes. With a knowledge of the language, foreigners can 
finally be seen as “full humans” and not only “immigrant” anymore. The association tries to 
highlight multiculturalism in order that it is seen as a fundamental part of Portuguese identity. 

 It seemed interesting to understand the relation that foreign visitors have to Mouraria, how 
might tourism itself be impacting the life of the district and the special identity of the place. 
Almudena explained that there should be a balance between tourism development and the 
upholding of traditions and the original soul of the area. Renovar a Mouraria always aimed to achieve 
the rehabilitation of the area though social help but nowadays, the association has to deal with 
tourism. The association is obviously dependent on foreign visitors who provide a real financial 
support participating to the different fee-based activities or eating at the cafeteria. Nevertheless, 
gentrification must be fought because of the increase of prices making many things unaffordable 
to local people. According to Almudena, the fight against gentrification must be led by the people 
of the neighbourhood and with complete collaboration from the camara municipal. A balance must 
be truck between short-term visitors and long-term residents. At the outset, there is a reciprocal 
interaction which bring positive externalities. Indeed, going to Indian restaurants rua do 
Benformoso, tourists bring incomes and discover a new kind of food but on the other side their 
presence radically change the place. As they are willing to pay more money than local people, prices 
might increase and make the restaurant inaccessible and unaffordable to them. Thus, tourism is 
impacting Mouraria a lot. Albumena stated that tourists are needed but have to behave in the right 
way; “we are all tourists somewhere but we have to be smart ones” she said. “Seja bem vindo, mas 
com cabeça” these are her words, saying that she implies that being tourist in such an area is 
something special. They must learn to respect the place and Renovar a Mouraria is acting in this 
purpose. “The problem is not the change or transformation of the community but the lack of 
balance and discipline that threatens the ability of residents to continue living there”. Indeed, 
excessively expensive art shop opening Calçada do Santo André seems exaggerated in an area with 
many small grocery store run by Bengali or Indians. By the way, this year Renovar's theme for 



Santos Populares, the famous popular celebrations happening in Lisbon in June, is the 
touristification of Lisbon. 

 Alexandre Ovidio, another member of the association who is making the guided visits and 
quiz talked about identities in Mouraria. I did a guiding tour through Mouraria last November and 
he was showing us around. According to him, there is no proper “mourarian identity”. People see 
each other every day in the street and talk with each other but there is no strong sense of belonging 
in this district. Living next to each other does not necessarily mean feeling a strong membership to 
a group. Indeed, each ethnic group living in Mouraria has different roots, and people from the 
same ethnical background seem to have more connexions. The consciousness of a “Mourarian 
identity” is still not achieved but might be reinforced by the growing tourism market. Facing the 
flow of visitors, they might feel more tied to the place they inhabit. Indeed, being the ones really 
living there set the locals against tourists, but not requisitely in a negative way. They build an image 
of themselves through their permanent resident status opposing temporary residents.  

 

 
Conclusion 
 

 To conclude, Mouraria is a multi-ethnic territory inhabited by people from different 
geographical backgrounds. This historically area of ill repute is also know to change over time. It 
is permanently moving, altering, reshaping, renewing from the demographical point of view. This 
is a reason why this district is so interesting regarding the concept of identity. Indeed, Mouraria is 
made of tourists, migrants, refugees, temporary workers who are coming and leaving, therefore it 
seems complex to talk about one unique “mourarian identity”. Furthermore, some studies show 
that the different ethnic groups living next to each other are not necessarily mingling. The 
Association Renovar a Mouraria which is also at the core of this paper put many effort in 
rehabilitating and revitalizing this district. In many different way, the association tries to find a 
balance between integrating immigrants, making them feel comfortable in Mouraria and promoting 
tourism. Even if the “Mourarian identity” does not seem to exist now, people have strong 
connexions with each other because of their attachment to this territory which is Mouraria. 
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The Associação Renovar a Mouraria and Discourses of Authenticity in Mouraria, Lisbon 

 With semiformal spatial definition dating back to the twelfth century, the neighborhood of 

Mouraria has existed in Lisbon, Portugal as a site of fluid physical settlement, cultural production 

and social negotiation for over seven hundred years. In particular, various flows of migration to 

Mouraria since its initial development have contributed to its identification as a continuously 

diverse neighborhood in Lisbon. This idea of Mouraria as a place “where it is possible to find 

multiple axes of differentiation, as a place of confluence and coexistence of conjunctions and 

combinatories between illustrative variables of a complex social puzzle” — as stated by scholar 1

Maria Manuela Mendes, has worked to both stigmatize and in fact promote the neighborhood 

throughout its history. As one of the largest cultural associations in Mouraria today, The Associação 

Renovar a Mouraria has played a key role in guiding various conversations about redevelopment 

and gentrification in the neighbourhood that have been brought on by recent increases in real estate, 

commercial and infrastructural investments. Central to many of these questions of improvement and 

displacement lay fundamental negotiations of belonging, of authenticity, and of the sets of social 

relations they produce. In bringing together history of and scholarship about the Mouraria 

neighborhood with my own fieldwork experience at Renvoar a Mouraria, I hope to illustrate some 

of the ways that the Associação Renovar a Mouraria navigates the complicated negotiations of 

authenticity that fuels many of the gentrification-related tensions in Mouraria today.  

 Lisbon’s Moorish Quarter first gained definition in 1147 when Portugal’s king, Dom 

Henriques Afonso, relegated all Moors to the northwestern slope of the Castelo São Jorge. The 

 Mendes, p. 34. 1
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Moors in Lisbon continued to live in Mouraria until their expulsion from the city, along with the 

Jews, in 1497.  As the Portuguese empire continued to expand into Latin America, Africa and East 2

Asia, Lisbon’s select elite began to concentrate in central areas of the city such as the Chiado and 

waterfront districts. Mouraria remained on the margins of Lisbon’s economic and social activity 

through the following centuries, often serving as an area for unregulated or illicit trading practices 

that were produced through and further reinforced the stigma against the neighborhood. The icon of 

the Lisbon’s first formal Fado singer in the mid nineteenth century, Maria Severa Onofriana, was 

herself a sex worker in the Mouraria neighborhood and has become somewhat of a symbol of the 

history of class struggles in the neighborhood. The twentieth century brought new waves of 

migrants from many North African and Southeast Asian countries to Mouraria.  After the colonial 3

wars and Portugal’s Carnation Revolution in the 1970s, many lusophone migrants from former 

Portuguese colonies also settled in the Mouraria area. Many of the buildings, plazas and roads in 

Mouraria that had been built before and survived the earthquake of 1755 have characterized the 

aesthetic of the neighborhood for almost three-hundred years.  

 Various stigmas about drug use, sex work and poverty in general was in many ways built 

into the original definition of the neighborhood, and they have contributed to the structural 

marginalization of Mouraria and many of its inhabitants for several centuries. This stigma prevented 

Mouraria from receiving much-needed municipal investment to repair buildings and infrastructural 

resources in the twentieth century particularly, as areas like Chiado and Riberia das Naus were seen 

as more desirable for tourists. This lack of investment further perpetuated the idea of Mouraria as a 

more dangerous, filthy and dilapidated part of the city, and demolitions of buildings in Mouraria 

were quite common during the Estado Novo period of the Salazar dictatorship. It was also during 

the 1930s and 40s that Mouraria became an “object of urban renewal,” making explicit, for the first 

 LisbonLux, 2017. 2
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time, the governing bodies’ intentions to “clean up and beautify” the neighborhood.  The late 1990s 4

and early 2000s brought increased attention to Mouraria as a site of overdue municipal renovations, 

just as one of the largest waves of mostly Asian immigrants settled into its borders. Plans for the 

Praça Martim Moniz— particularly the construction of two shopping centers and eventually the 

Mercado Fusão— and an updated Largo de Intendente emerged with explicit intentions to 

reorganize or even ‘clean up’ the neighborhood’s centers. As sociologist and leading scholar of 

urban politics in Mouraria Jorge Malheiros notes, many of these late twentieth-century renewal or 

revitalisation plans for Mouraria created the structures for the processes of gentrification taking 

place in the neighborhood today. He defines gentrification here as “the influx of middle-class young 

adults with stronger cultural and academic capital than the traditional residents,” particularly 

emphasizing the processes of socio-spatial fragmentation that both allow for and result from these 

processes of gentrification.  5

 The Association Renvoar a Mouraira was founded by Inês Valsinha, Nuno Franco and Filipa 

Bolotinha in 2008 to help improve living conditions in the Mouraria neighborhood. Renovar a 

Mouraria is located off of the Praça da Figueira, and its two floors of office and programming 

space, Mouradia restaurant and outdoor stage provide space for them to achieve their goals of 

revitalising the urban, social, cultural and touristic scenes of the Moorish Quarter.  All activities at 6

Renvoar a Mouraria revolve around two main axes: multicultural dynamism and social integration 

into the life of the neighborhood.  When I spoke with some people at Renovar a Mouraria about 7

what they understood this idea of the ‘life of the neighborhood' to mean, many of them pointed 

directly to its historical diversity and the ways that it has fostered networks of support and 

community for some of Lisbon’s most marginalized populations. The activities at Renovar today 

 Mendes, 2012. 4
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consist of concerts, special dinners, game nights, film screenings, poetry exhibitions, as well as 

study support and Portuguese language classes for largely first-generation immigrants in the area. A 

number of projects promoted through their social media platforms also attempt to introduce 

community members to one another, including their “Enciclopedia dos Migrantes” photo essay 

series that highlights the stories and struggles of some of Lisbon’s immigrant populations. In an 

interview with students from the spring 2016 iteration of the Portuguese Migrations: Ethnicity, 

Race and Nation course, founding member Filipa Bolotina explicitly named one of Renovar’s goals 

as serving as a “meeting point” for members of the community— and for many at Renovar, this 

‘meeting point’ between people with different identities, experiences and lifestyles not only serves 

as an identity characteristic of Mouraria in many ways, but also as a direct mechanism for 

addressing some of the gentrification-related tensions the neighborhood is currently facing.   8

 Some of the principal examples of Renovar a Mouraria’s engagement with negotiations of 

authenticity in the neighborhood are the guided and self-guided tours they offer for mostly short-

term visitors. These tourists consist of the Route of Tasquinhas and Restaurants, Route Mouraria of 

Traditions, Route Migrantour, Route There are Worlds in Mouraria, Route From Mouraria to the 

World, and Route Mouraria of Fado, and Route Mouraria, Its People and Cultures, which intends to 

show visitors the “richness and diversity of the communities that live and work in this 

neighbourhood.”  Not only do these tours offer visitors a list of sites that a prominent neighborhood 9

association has endorsed as at least beneficial to visit for both the visitors and those laboring at the 

sites, but fundamentally embedded into these tours is an idea of offering an ‘insider’s perspective.’ 

Whether you are a tourist specifically seeking recommendations for more community-attentive or 

thoughtful travel within a city, someone looking to tap into what they understand to be the benefits 

of navigating a neighborhood with a local resident, or some intersection of both frameworks, these 
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tours with Renvoar appear to highlight some of the larger culinary and commercial offerings of 

various populations as well as some of the smaller everyday practices of the neighborhood’s 

residents. The overarching project description for the tours similarly articulates these complex, 

perhaps conflicting narratives of authenticity, saying that the immigrants in Mouraria allow visitors 

to abstractly and universally “access the entire world in just one neighbourhood,” but also to 

particularly “ramble [Mouraria’s] streets and listen to so many different languages” in a more 

sensationally-grounded manner.  10

 I volunteered for Renovar’s Apoio ao Estudo after-school tutoring program for several 

weeks during my semester in Lisbon, and I worked with a different middle school student each 

session. Most of the students I helped had moved to Portugal in the past five years, in most cases 

from Southeast Asian countries, and their grammar and speaking abilities ranged from more basic 

vocabulary to nearly completely fluent. I had the opportunity to interview the director of the Apoio 

ao Estudo program, Almudena Ferro Cariño, and she continuously emphasized to me just how big 

of a barrier language differences can be in integrating newer immigrants into the community. In 

fact, when I first reached out to staff members Renovar a Mouraria about opportunities for 

volunteering that semester, our conversation immediately became a question of how often I could 

come in to tutor students who need help doing their history, science, mathematics, and other 

homework in Portuguese. Almudena compared her own experience of adjusting to life in Lisbon 

having come from Spain to that of many of her program participants, who she said more frequently 

face social exclusion from the intersection of their language struggles and racialized otherness. 

When I asked Almudena about some of the rhetoric about recent transformations in the 

neighborhood, she quickly jumped to many of the paradoxes and hypocrisies she has observed 

recently; it is the very idea of Mouraria as characteristically diverse, edgy or alternative, she 

articulated with frustration in her voice, that becomes sanitized and profitable when it is convenient 
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for those who hold power and that directly threatens the ability of traditionally-marginalized 

residents to maintain the communities and networks they have established over the years. 

 With the number of tourists visiting and of private sources of international investments to 

Lisbon having increased dramatically over the past fifteen years, the city has been confronting 

complex questions of housing availability, historical preservation, redevelopment, gentrification and 

displacement. The city’s 2007 mayoral administration formally established the attraction of new 

residents specifically via processes of revitilizing some of Lisbon’s public spaces as one of its core 

objectives, citing a need to “resolve urban problems.”  Nearly all of Lisbon’s strategic plans in the 11

past fifteen years have emphasized the inclusion of Mouraria in publicly-designed tourist routes, 

such as that between the Castelo São Jorge and the Praça Martim Moniz. While some of these paths 

mark a handful of heritage sites in Mouraria important to the city’s history, they also highlight the 

neighborhood as a highly contemporary ‘intercultural corridor,’ a matrix of different cultures and 

religions that has introduced and diffused unique products for and forms of consumption.  When 12

the president of the Câmara Municipal de Lisboa decided to move to the historically-stigmatized 

Intendente Square in 2011, certain ideas about Mouraria as transforming into a safer, cleaner and 

trendily-consumable neighborhood became even more mobilized in mainstream municipal spheres. 

Almudena spoke to me about how some of these aesthetic and narrative revitalizations highlighting 

Mouraria’s ‘multiculturalism’ can make some long-term residents feel like their communities are 

actually becoming less familiar. This sentiment directly reflects research published in 2014 by 

Portuguese scholar Pedro Gomes, who argues that some of these publicly-initiated illustrations of 

‘authenticity’ in Mouraria do not attend to the everyday practices of local residents and are “all but 

reduced to a few initiatives revolving around fado, not necessarily carried by local [cultural] 

 Gomes, 2014. 11
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practitioners.”  Anthropologist Jacques Galhardo similarly interrogates these memory practices in 13

his 2014 essay “The myth of the Mouraria ghetto in Lisbon: a plastic memory,” arguing that 

practices of memory operate specifically in Mouraria to dictate particular relationships to the 

neighbourhood’s territory. Galhardo's use of “plastic memory” to analyze Mouraria is centered on 

the idea that memory is a continuously-shaped “instrument of local public action capable of 

mobilizing individuals to exclude and include social categories in the neighborhood.”  For scholars 14

of Lisboan urban politics André Carmo and Ana Estevans, these revitalization practices in Mouraria 

the narratives of history and memory they mandate are thus fundamentally “neoliberal strategies of 

urban development,” representing a set of “asymmetric power relations that necessarily 

invisibiliz[e] stigmatization and marginalization processes that are deeply inscribed into the socio-

urban fabric of the neighbourhood.”   15

 If cultural authenticity is a concept traditionally thought to be temporally relative, then we 

inherently see it fall short against shifting, dynamic, complicated and particularized social and 

physical landscapes. Any ideas about a singular, strictly definable Mourarian community are 

necessarily be imagined,  just as constructs of ‘authenticity’ overlook particular complexities and 16

often reinforce structures of racialzied difference. The Associação Renovar a Mouraria has worked 

for nearly ten years now to maintain highlight what they understand to be the life of the 

neighborhood, and this involves honoring the diverse and traditionally marginalized communities 

that have shaped that neighborhood life over time. Fundamental to conversations about 

transformation and gentrification in Lisbon remains the question of belonging; of which kinds of 

people ought to build their lives in an area, of what kinds of lifestyle practices are granted 

acceptability and which are deemed entirely problematic. Working with staff and community 

 Gomes, p. 19. 13
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members at Renvoar a Mouraria reinforced to me the importance of remembering the ways that 

Mouraria has always been characterized by a particular level of dynamism; the populations who 

have lived in the neighborhood over the past eight-hundred years have all configured its urban 

landscape in their own ways. Various stigmas about different religious, ethnic and migrant groups 

have been dynamic too, shifting and adapting to evolving social organizations in the neighborhood 

of Mouraria, city of Lisbon, and country of Portugal as a whole. Galhardo reminds us that there 

exists an indefinite amount of “cross-memories in the cities, overlapping memories, conflicts of 

memories and arrangements of memories, memories in interactions unequally valued by the cities 

and urban societies in which they take place”  As the Portuguese idea of saudade continues to hold 17

significance through its articulation of a longing for the past, and additionally through its prominent 

role in the city’s own branding, interrogating various constructs of memory and authenticity in 

Mouraria will remain integral to its ability to foster inclusivity and integration in the future. 

 Ibid.17
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