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Portugal before Democracy 

 

I was born in the capital of Lisbon in a central quarter of the town in the 50's, under a fascist 

régime which lasted till the revolution in 1974. 

The portuguese maritime discoveries in the 15th and 16th centuries led to the establishment of an 

empire that extended to territories from Latin America to Africa and to South East Asia. This old 

glory was exacerbated during the dictatorship and we were educated with this paradox of our 

grandiose history while we were, in reality, a poor isolated country.   

When practically all european countries with a colonial past had handed over their colonies, we 

were still fighting to preserve ours, as if we owned these territories for a divine right. 

The country was very poor and a flood of immigration, namely to France, took place in the 60's, 

many would depart illegally. 

By that time, most people worked in agriculture and fishing in Portugal. We were an 

underdeveloped  country, with a high rate of illiteracy, poor health assistance, most births took 

place at home, we had the highest rate of infancy mortality in Europe. There were no conditions of 

sanitation and hygiene. There was no family planning. Sexual matters were taboo. Many people 

suffered of poor nourishment and there was hunger, hidden with the bad habit of consuming 

wine, as a source of calories, by both adults and children. Children started waorking early to help 

parents. Most women would stay at home taking care of the children. Women’s rights were 

repressed in a male chauvinistic society. Female teachers and nurses were required a state 

permission to marry. Teachers were not allowed to wear make up, the length of skirts was oficially 

established. Housing lacked conditions, three generations or more might share the same house. 

There were many slums around Lisbon. Only the national party existed and no other democratic 

movements were allowed, secret police used the same nazi torture techniques on political 

prisoners, there was no freedom of expression and censorship reigned. Forbidden books were 

acquired underground, at great risk. Cinemas had reserved seats for secret police to control, 

«supposed obscene movie scenes» were cut.   

In the 60's our colonial war in Africa was a heavy burden, both economically and socially. Guerrilla 

liberating wars were taking place in Angola, Mozambique and Guinea-Bissau, which started in 

1961 and lasted for 13 years. 

The country was exausted with the effort of war and young males recruited under a compulsive 

system to fight these colonial wars rebelled.  

I recall the anguish and fear of my mother regarding the risk of my brother being deployed to 

Africa. Fortunatelly, he joined the air force where he served during 3 years and most troops going 



to Africa belonged to the Army, mainly infantry that would combat the guerrilla wars. Many of the 

casualties were victims of accidents and landmines.  

The Revolution in 1974 was led by the most progressive military forces, namely the young officers 

who didn't believe in the war that endangered their lives, and was unjust for the african 

populations and would only benefit a few colonizers and a hateful régime. 

When the agreements for de-colonization process took place, a massive return of portuguese 

colonizers occurred. Deep tension and resentment emerged by that time and a great effort had to 

be made by the State to host and integrate almost half a million people returning from Africa since 

their safety would no longer be guaranteed by the troops returning to Portugal. 

Only after the Revolution the country started to open up and after joining the European 

Community in the 80's many highways and other economic, social and political developments took 

place. When we look back we realize that the change in these last 40 years was quite substancial 

and I’ve witnessed it during my lifetime. 
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Colonial Wars 

Some episodes of colonial supremacy are shocking, such as the Amritsar massacre in Punjab India, 

in 1919. A crowd of nonviolent protesters were fired by british troops, during a religious and 

cultural Sihk festival. The gathering took place in a public garden with walls around and people had 

no way to escape. The number of deaths are not certain but the estimates are over 1.000. The 

british army commander suffered no major consequence, praised as hero instead of being 

criminalized. India only got independent by 1948, but the colonial power despised the people of 

the colony. Churchill expressed in 1943 his racist and imperialistic opinions towards Ghandi’s 

resistance: "I hate Indians. They are a beastly people with a beastly religion." The colonial power 

refused to help India during the great famine at the time killing almost 3 million people and Mr 

Churchill just commented that it was their fault if they breeded like rabbits. And so it goes… as 

Kurt Vonnegut expressed in his Slaughterhouse 5. 

 


