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CHAPTER 8

Administration, Economy, and Society in the 
Portuguese African Empire (1900–1975)

Philip J. Havik

Portugal’s Third Empire was governed by three different regimes from the 
early 1900s to 1974: a monarchy, the First Republic, and the New State 
(Estado Novo). For most of the modern colonial period until the end of 
empire (1926–1974), the empire was governed by the New State dictator-
ship, which emphasized political transitions and ideological rationales for 
colonial rule. The antecedents of its Third Empire are particularly important 
for the shaping of myths and mystifications regarding imperial history that 
have persisted in the postcolonial context.1 The wake-up call provoked by the 
British Ultimatum of 1891, when Portugal was in the midst of a deep eco-
nomic crisis, has figured ever since as a historical marker for the country’s 
colonial renaissance.2 Following the independence of Brazil in 1822 (at a 
time when most Latin American territories had shed their colonial ties) and 
the protracted civil war in Portugal (1822–1833), attentions shifted towards 
Africa.3

However, given that the dream of a ‘new Brazil’ in Africa would only 
come to partial fruition after the Second World War, it long remained 
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confined to the realm of fiction and fantasy.4 The ‘turning point’ of the 
British Ultimatum was thus largely a political event which propelled Portu-
guese authorities into action, obliging them to extend Portugal’s claim to 
sovereignty over African territories by military means. Portugal’s protracted 
campaigns to break the resistance of African populations, which preceded and 
coincided with the First World War in which it participated, set the tone for 
the country’s affirmation of its modern imperial role.5 The emergence largely 
unscathed of a neutral Portugal from the Second World War without, how-
ever, having made significant investments towards colonial development as 
Great Britain and France had done (from 1929/1940 and 1946 respectively), 
also points towards a particular trajectory. The fact that until the 1930s Por-
tugal largely depended on re-exporting (processed) colonial raw materials to 
wealthier European countries such as Great Britain and France shaped subal-
tern inter-imperial relations.6 Finally, Portugal’s refusal to decolonize at the 
time most other European nations were doing so, while linking the destiny 
of the nation to retaining its control of its African territories, forms another 
key indicator of Portuguese specificity in empire.7 The armed struggles which 
marked the end of empire and its collapse coincided with a change of regime, 
denoting a distinct historiographical perspective on modern Portuguese colo-
nialism. Thus, the ‘shuffling of papers’, which in the Portuguese case was to 
continue for a decade-and-a-half after most African territories had achieved 
independence, placed the process of decolonization in markedly different 
international contexts than its European counterparts.

The historiography of Portugal’s modern imperial enterprise has largely 
emphasized four contentious issues8: the racial categories guiding colonial 
administration, forced labor practices, economic (under) development, and 
armed conflict. In geographical terms, publications have mainly centered on 
Portugal’s continental African colonies such as Angola and Mozambique, 
owing to their sheer size and economic relevance, relegating other territo-
ries such as Guinea, São Tomé and Príncipe, and the Cape Verde Islands to a 
marginal role. Therefore, the principal emphasis will be put here on the main 
theatres of empire, without however neglecting the periphery. The geogra-
phy of empire is significant here, given its dispersal across the continent and 
insular locations: the lack of territorial unity mirrors the centrifugal nature 
of imperial rule. The notable lack of territorial cohesion, or imperial disloca-
tion, which contrasts with French and Belgian imperial clusters and the Brit-
ish ‘corridor’ would however strengthen the need for stressing imperial unity 
across countless continental and maritime boundaries. At the same time, its 
global reach would engender narratives on the ‘integralist’ nature of the Por-
tuguese empire ‘from Cabo Verde to Timor’.9

In the following sections, the four principal strands identified above will be 
addressed in three separate sections, which cast a broad perspective upon the 
historiography of Portugal’s Third (African) empire during the period under 
consideration. Besides including data culled from published sources, this 
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chapter is also based upon archival research and includes data from hitherto 
unpublished documents.

The Racial Dimensions of Colonial Rule

Portuguese administration in Africa generally adhered to the practice of 
‘direct rule’, borrowing from centralized metropolitan traditions as well as 
bearing similarities with the French example. Despite formal appearances, 
in practice colonial rule was characterized by a heterogeneous administra-
tive culture: while direct rule was the custom in rural areas where the bulk 
of indígenas or native African populations lived, in urban centers indirect 
forms prevailed, with selective forms of representation limited to civilizados, 
i.e. those with Portuguese civil status. In some areas, public administration 
actually ‘shared’ control with private concessionaires, whether companies or 
individual planters. In a highly dispersed and centrifugal empire, forms of 
governance in continental and insular territories differed: whereas the latter 
had been settled from the 1500s under a feudal regime, the former emerged 
under the nation-state erected upon the foundations of the constitutional 
monarchy in 1833. The slave trade, which provided the bulk of insular popu-
lations, enabled latifúndio type property (based on slave labor) to dominate 
in Cabo Verde and São Tomé and Príncipe, where it was well entrenched in 
the 1870s when trafficking was abolished. The de facto mise en valeur of con-
tinental areas beyond coastal regions only began in earnest during the end of 
the monarchy (1910) and the early years of the First Republic. Laws on land 
concessions severely limited the access of ‘natives’ to land concessions,10 while 
labor and fiscal legislation imposed special regimes for indigenous Africans.11

From the 1850s, colonial affairs fell under the auspices of the Ministério 
da Marinha e Ultramar, transformed into the Ministério das Colónias (Colo-
nial Office) following the proclamation of the Republic in 1911.12 The estab-
lishment of a colonial administration in the continental territories claimed by 
Portugal at the Berlin Conference followed protracted ‘wars of “pacification”’ 
in continental colonies until the early 1920s.13 From 1914 onwards, a unitary 
imperial blueprint for colonial administration based on the indigenato system 
(similar to the French indigénat) was passed by republican lawmakers. Subse-
quently, statutes were introduced regulating ‘native’ civil and penal rights and 
labor, which further refined already existing racial definitions of colonial pop-
ulations. These criteria would remain in place until 1961 when, under inter-
national pressure, racial indigenato laws were abolished. Given that these laws 
referred to Portugal’s continental colonies, insular possessions with a particu-
lar emphasis on Cabo Verde, a Creole society, remained largely peripheral to 
these policy shifts.14 Owing to their ‘civilized’ status, Cape Verdeans were to 
become important subaltern administrators of empire in Portugal’s continen-
tal African colonies.15
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Nevertheless, the legal imposition of racial criteria16 permeated all aspects 
of colonial rule, i.e. administrative hierarchy and culture, the rights and 
obligations of settlers and ‘natives’, and their access to services. However, 
variations were common, owing to differences in: population density; African 
political, ethnic and religious institutions; local economic conditions; and the 
presence of colonial ‘elites’. Also, processes of inter-ethnic mixing, miscege-
nation, and creolization had resulted in hybrid social formations, especially 
in urban areas.17 Members of these groups were to give voice to a budding 
African civil society, publicizing their views in pamphlets and journals while 
forming local associations, above all following the republican turn in Portugal 
in 1910.18

The question of miscegenation led some foreign observers to hold that ‘racial 
mixing’ was actually condoned, and much more common in Portuguese than 
in British or French colonies.19 Seasonal, tropical cycles (i.e. the rainy and dry 
seasons) also created annual disparities in terms of production, consumption, 
mobility, and revenue generation between indigena and civilizado populations. 
Distinctions were also felt between urban and rural areas, where the bulk of 
African populations resided. In the latter, administration was organized in cir-
cunscrições (administrative districts) and postos (administrative posts), whereas 
municipalities and districts (câmaras municipais and concelhos) exercised author-
ity in urban environments. A two-tier system operated with segregated courts, 
labor relations, educational and health services. African communities were 
divided into regedorias where local ethnic chiefs (sobas in Angola and régulos in 
Mozambique and Guinea) appointed by district administrators exercised del-
egated authority under the chefes de posto. Nevertheless, chiefly authority was, 
with few exceptions, systematically undermined by administrative officials in 
Angola, Guinea, and Mozambique.20 Land concession policies allowed consid-
erable scope for individual settler-planters to freely manage their estates, which 
often included entire ‘native’ villages. Large company concessions controlling 
vast estates in the Centre and North of Mozambique and Angola exercised 
extensive leverage over indigenous communities in terms of labor recruitment 
and work contracts, mobility, taxation, trade, health, education, and socializa-
tion. Reports show that administrative officials often failed to verify the tax lev-
ies and labor contracts in these concessions.21 Similarly, the owners of cocoa 
plantations, or roças, on the islands of São Tomé and Príncipe also formed a 
small but powerful latifúndio elite who, counting on a subservient administra-
tion, exercised a notable hegemony over many aspects of insular life.22

The transformation of ‘natives’ into workers, tax payers, and producers 
relied on the native identification (ID) system, labor ‘contracts’, hut and poll 
taxes, and the imposition of export crops. The local bureaucratic apparatus 
for the registration of tax payers, laborers, and crop producers was generally 
understaffed and underfunded. As a result, the circulation rate of officials was 
relatively high compared to British and French regimes. Owing to an ineffi-
cient administration and large-scale evasion, the civil register and the emission 
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of ID cards was faulty and full of lacunae, allowing Africans to ‘slip through 
the net’.23 The emergence of ‘bureaucratized’ officialdom and its tendency to 
cut corners was the result of the broad brief of district administrators, acting 
simultaneously as lawmakers, judges, tax collectors, labor agents, and employ-
ers, whilst also appointing ethnic chiefs and being responsible for the mainte-
nance of public order and security in their respective districts.24

The reforms introduced with the Reforma Administrativa Ultramarina in 
1933 attempted to redeem this situation by depicting them as ‘men of action’ 
rather than armchair bureaucrats. Thus, administrators were expected to 
regularly visit their districts and interact with chiefs they appointed, reorgan-
ized in regedorias, and above all with local village heads.25 However, in prac-
tice they delegated these tasks to ‘their’ subaltern chefes de posto and locally 
recruited administrative guards or cipaios. The latter served as a key pillar 
of civil authority in terms of the extraction of labor, taxes, and crops, and 
the gathering of information.26 The exercise of administrative authority over 
natives (indígenas) was expressed in terms of twin complementary tasks, i.e. 
law and order on the one hand and ‘protection’ and the ‘civilizing mission’ 
on the other. The latter function was generally relegated to religious (Catho-
lic) missions charged with proselytization and ‘rudimentary’ primary educa-
tion, especially in rural areas, whilst Protestant missions were tolerated.27

Besides local administrators, fiscal departments (Fazenda) and those 
responsible for native affairs (Negócios Indígenas) exercised their own autono-
mous authority over African populations. In insular colonies, these respon-
sibilities pertained to the Curadoria Geral dos Serviçais e Indígenas, above 
all with regard to plantation labor. Special central and urban administrative 
bodies were responsible for relations with settler communities, which were 
particularly relevant in the case of Angola and Mozambique. The Colo-
nial Act of 1930 consolidated the legal framework based on the distinction 
between civilizados, whose status was similar to that of Portuguese citizens, 
and indígenas.28 A novel intermediate but unstable category, the assimilados, 
or assimilated Africans, originally proposed by French colonial specialists such 
as Girault in the late 1800s, had already been introduced in 1926 for Angola 
and Mozambique, followed by Guinea the year after. Despite claims regard-
ing the progressive transformation of customs and integration of Africans into 
colonial society, the criteria were applied with great caution while the status 
initially granted was reversible, thus restricting the potential number of assim-
ilated citizens.29 By 1950, there were 30,089 (0.08%) assimilated citizens in 
Mozambique, 4.349 (0.75%) in Angola and 1478 (0.29%) in Guinea.30 In 
insular colonies such as Cape Verde and São Tomé, legal distinctions differed: 
the indigenous statute did not apply to the Creole population of the former 
(given civilizado status in 1947), while the latter was only extended to the 
population of São Tomé and Príncipe in 1953.31

Subsequent constitutional and legislative reforms in the 1950s (which 
incorporated the indigenato status in the Portuguese constitution of 1954) 
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maintained discriminatory norms based on more subtle distinctions between 
‘primitive natives’ and ‘evolving natives’ having absorbed some European 
influences, and ‘detribalized natives’, i.e. those who assumed a Europeanized 
lifestyle whilst maintaining some traces of native culture.32 The latter were 
viewed with concern, given their unstable social status, thus necessitating 
their progressive integration into the assimilado category.33 Nevertheless, 
these belated attempts at retaining colonies while ‘refining’ racial distinctions 
and the criteria for the ‘civilizing mission’, which were subject to growing 
criticism from international and anti-colonial quarters, had little impact. 
Although the indigenato laws were formally abolished in 1961 they remained 
deeply ingrained in colonial culture. The reforms coincided with the begin-
ning of the colonial wars, when nationalist movements took up arms against 
colonial rule, first in Angola in 1961, and thereafter extending their struggle 
to Guinea in 1963 and Mozambique in 1964.

Labor, Production, and Taxation

Metropolitan and colonial legislation were to establish the parameters for the 
recruitment and contracting of ‘native’ labor from 1878 onwards.34 Hence 
the term ‘contrato’ (contract) which, while underlining the seemingly volun-
tary nature of these agreements, was associated with abusive practices, which 
found expression in the local vernacular.35 Legal regimes varied between 
forced, penal, and contract labor, as did the methods of public and private 
recruitment. Following the introduction of the Native Labor Code in 1899, 
successive alterations were to refine criteria and alter procedures in 1899, 
1914, 1928, and 1954, without however altering its basic racial precepts until 
1961. Establishing the ‘moral obligation for natives to work’, labor legisla-
tion effectively imposed formal remunerated employment, created a pliable 
workforce, and monetized the economy in a modernizing effort based upon 
the notion of social engineering.36 The latter also included the introduction 
of the hut tax in the late 1800s and early 1900s, in Mozambique (1880s), 
Guinea (1903) and Angola (1906); distinct fiscal systems operated in insu-
lar colonies, strongly centered on municipal authorities. Direct native taxes 
were imposed in continental colonies by means of military ‘pacification’ cam-
paigns and subsequently transformed into poll and personal tax regimes.37 
Owing to ever changing fiscal criteria, their arbitrary application, the lack of 
means-testing, the abundant use of fiscal surcharges as stop-gap measures, 
extraction and evasion became a cat-and-mouse game in which guards and 
traders doubled as tax collectors.38 In order to circumvent legislative norms 
regarding compulsory labor (which in essence was a variable direct tax paid in 
kind) new direct taxes were introduced from the 1930s.39 Large-scale ethnic 
migrations took place in Angola, Guinea, and Mozambique, settling hitherto 
uncultivated areas while working on short contracts to supplement income. 
Many sought refuge across the border.40 Road construction for military and 
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civil purposes, which enabled the penetration of hitherto untapped resources, 
was largely achieved through coercive schemes.41 The introduction of cash 
crops such as cotton, coffee, cocoa, sisal, sugar and peanuts (which also 
involved compulsory measures in the case of cotton and rice in Mozambique, 
cotton and coffee in Angola, cocoa in São Tomé and Príncipe and peanuts 
in Guinea) was meant to provide colonial export-based revenue while being 
re-exported via the metropole to other European countries.42

The extraction of ‘native’ labor power, taxation and export crops (the pil-
lars of colonial rule) became an integral part of the esprit de corps of colo-
nial officialdom. Portuguese labor codes created conditions for a large-scale 
migrant labor system focused on public works. Private contractors benefited 
from the cooperation and complacency of administrative authorities. In this 
respect, they did not essentially differ from similar legislation in other colo-
nial territories.43 However, the perception of Portugal’s weakness as an impe-
rial power was to fuel international pressures following the foundation of 
the League of Nations in 1919. Previously, abusive labor regimes had been 
denounced from the late 1800s onwards, for São Tomé and Angola.44 Large-
scale labor migration from Mozambique to the Southern African mines, facili-
tated by the Natal railway built in the late 1800s, gave rise to the first labor 
conventions with South Africa and agreements with miners’ associations.45

Spearheaded by the International Labor Organization (ILO) and mission-
ary societies, international campaigns against compulsory labor in colonial 
Africa focused above all on the humanitarian dimensions of ‘contract’ labor 
and debt bondage.46 The Curadoria dos Negócios Indígenas in continental 
colonies (called Curadoria dos Serviçais e Indígenas in São Tomé and Prínc-
ipe) exercised the trusteeship with regard to ‘native’ employees.47 However, 
reports showed that central and district services were not verifying the situa-
tion in rural areas with regard to labor recruitment and contracts.48 Acting as 
the sole executors of native policies and supervisors of their implementation 
in rural areas, administrators acting as trustees often rubber stamped ‘con-
tract’ labor. The penalties imposed on local populations could range from 
fines to correctional penal labor.49

The idea that the Portuguese were ‘colonizers by vocation’ was severely 
tested in 1925 with the publication of the caustic report by Edward Ross 
on labor conditions in Angola, based upon interviews with ‘contratados’.50 
Putting Portuguese governing circles on the defensive, such denunciations 
were to play a key role in shaping legislation, propaganda, and the ‘civilizing 
mission’ in Portuguese colonies.51 The revised labor code of 1928 and the 
1926 and 1929 laws on native rights for Angola, Mozambique, and Guinea 
incorporated a number of international legal formulae following Portugal’s 
ratification of the League’s 1926 convention on slavery. However, by reject-
ing the convention on forced labor in 1930 (together with France [ratified 
1937] and Belgium [ratified 1944]), based on the principle of foreign non-
intervention in Portuguese colonial affairs, practices on the ground remained 
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unaltered.52 Although subsequent reforms essentially perpetuated the legal 
and political framework, the colonial inspection service would provide an 
alternative perspective from the mid-1930s onwards, based upon visits and 
enquiries conducted in loco, which could result in disciplinary action. Inspec-
tion reports were to document administrative practice, compliance with legal 
and procedural standards, and identify problems and correct them whenever 
possible. Strong criticism of labor conditions in Angola, Guinea, and Mozam-
bique (including forced labor by women and children) and their impact 
on African populations were expressed with some regularity in inspection 
reports.53 As public health became an increasing concern in the 1940s and 
broad reforms were introduced for the empire as a whole, reports began to 
emphasize the need for stricter rules for the recruitment, transport, and treat-
ment of laborers in accordance with procedures adopted in other African 
colonies.54

Based upon his experience as a provincial governor and as a probing 
inspector in Angola and in the 1940s in Mozambique, Henrique Galvão 
became one of the major critics of Portuguese colonial administration. Gal-
vão’s 1947 report before the Committee of Colonial Affairs of the Portu-
guese National Assembly amounts to a strong indictment of Portuguese 
rule, above all in Angola, the ‘jewel in the Crown’ of empire.55 The report 
highlighted the administrative incapacity to implement ‘native affairs’ poli-
cies with regard to African labor, taxation, and production, which had in 
turn provoked a veritable demographic exodus to neighboring colonies while 
destroying the foundations of the African family.56 By laying bare the differ-
ence between propaganda and practice, it revealed serious contradictions with 
regard to the implementation of labor, tax, and production policies. It also 
highlighted the serious lack of human and material resources, of competent 
officials, and of an effective organization on the ground capable of relating 
to African populations’ conditions and needs.57 The wide-ranging nature of 
his statement, and the fact that it was made by a high-ranking figure and MP, 
enhanced its political significance, which was immediately grasped by the Brit-
ish embassy in Lisbon.58 Nevertheless, in international forums, some inspec-
tor colleagues vehemently denied the ‘existence of a generalized system of 
compulsory labor’ in Angola, Mozambique and São Tomé, and Príncipe.59

Despite submitting another report commissioned by the then Minister 
of Colonial Affairs on Mozambique, which arrived at similar conclusions, 
Galvão’s warnings remained unheeded and he became a persona non grata 
and one of the regime’s major critics in exile.60 Although highly critical of 
the ad hoc nature of governance, the lack of de facto territorial administra-
tive control, and of reforms in terms of ‘native affairs’, the supporter-turned-
opponent of the New State’s methods did reserve praise for a private labor 
regime. DIAMANG, a private diamond-mining company with mixed Portu-
guese, Belgian, French, and US capital, operated a large concession in the 
North East of Angola.61 Heralded by its administrators and authorities as a 
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showcase of colonial modernity, the inhuman conditions to which workers in 
the DIAMANG mines in the Lunda region of Angola were subjected were 
denounced by Gilberto Freyre, the Brazilian proponent of ‘lusotropical-
ism’, which was adopted as the New State’s official ideology in the 1950s 
(see below).62 Simultaneously, other reports by foreign scholars also strongly 
criticized labor conditions in Southern Mozambique and the absence of the 
‘racial harmony’ that ‘lusotropicalism’ preached.63 By the time the complaint 
by newly independent Ghana was submitted to the ILO in 1961 on Portu-
gal’s non-compliance with the Forced Labor Convention (which Portugal 
had ratified in 1956), nationalist movements in Angola had already taken up 
arms against Portuguese rule.64 The Batepá massacre of workers by planta-
tion owners in Saõ Tomé in February 1953, the Pindjiguiti uprising of ste-
vedores in the port of Bissau (Guinea) in August 1959, the Mueda massacre 
in June 1960 in Mozambique, and the popular revolt in the COTONANG-
controlled Cassange area in Northern Angola in January 1961 (gener-
ally regarded as the spark that ignited anti-colonial resistance) revealed the 
increasingly tense labor relations, heavy-handed colonial repression, and 
authorities’ political ineptitude.65

Economic Modernization and Armed Conflict

Soon after civil administrations were established in recently occupied African 
territories in the 1920s, the 1926 military coup in Portugal and the 1929 
world crisis served to temper ambitious development plans. The New State 
regime curbed public investment, the colonial civil service was subjected to 
rigorous cuts and controls, and new taxes and surcharges were meant to bal-
ance the budget as revenues from export crops sharply decreased because of 
lower world market prices.66 The reversal of the devolution of colonial auton-
omy under the first Republic was reinforced by the fiercely nationalist regime’s 
attempt to put in place autarchic economic policies that largely depended 
on ‘closed’ circuits between colonies and metropole. In the meantime, new 
strata of (mostly Portuguese) landed property holders affirmed themselves, 
whilst large private companies with Portuguese and foreign capital (such as 
the Sena Sugar Estates, the Companhia de Mozambique, DIAMANG and 
COTONANG) emerged as important economic actors, producing sugar, cof-
fee, cotton, sisal, cacao, peanuts, rice, maize, rubber, and diamonds. Railway 
corridors were built linking coastal ports in Mozambique (Beira, Lourenço 
Marques) and Angola (Lobito, Benguela) to their respective (British and 
Belgian) hinterlands. At the same time, the economies in insular territories 
tended to lag behind, owing to the small scale transactions in the trade of 
raw materials (coal, salt) or processed food (canned fish) in the case of Cape 
Verde, or cocoa, copra, coconuts, and coffee in São Tomé and Príncipe.67

Although metropolitan authorities encouraged European settlement, Por-
tuguese emigration to continental colonies proceeded in a controlled fashion 
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until 1945. From then on it was encouraged by the New State regime, 
albeit in a highly selective fashion, leading to a significant growth of colonial 
ranks and urban populations through migration from Portugal to Angola 
and Mozambique.68 Europeanized African ‘elites’ emerged in continen-
tal cities in Angola (Luanda, Huambo, Benguela, Malanje, Uíge), Mozam-
bique (Lourenço Marques, Beira, Chimoio, Tete), and Guinea (Bissau and 
Bafatá).69 Urban development projects also flourished from the late 1940s in 
a coordinated effort toward infrastructural, architectural, and sanitary mod-
ernization.70 At the same time, the influx of Europeans caused indigenous 
Africans (whose numbers grew significantly from the 1930s) to be relegated 
to the urban periphery in terms of housing, jobs, and services.71 The end of 
empire between 1950 and 1970 was to witness a large population increase 
(32% overall) in Portugal’s African colonies, signaling a notable African 
demographic momentum (see Table 8.1).72

Tax regimes, land concession policies, agricultural extension, and health 
services were expected to facilitate European settlement in order to promote 
exports of cash crops and raw materials to the metropole.73 At the same time, 
reformist tendencies became apparent in administrative circles, as some offi-
cials adopted paternalist attitudes towards African populations, highlight-
ing discrimination, and advocating reforms.74 This coincided with a shift in 
terms of tax revenue from African towards European strata in (growing) set-
tler colonies such as Angola and Mozambique, contrasting with greater bur-
dens being put on the shoulders of Guinean populations.75 With the aim of 
‘nationalizing’ colonial economies and societies, Portuguese investment in 
trade, industry, and agriculture was officially promoted. Portuguese conglom-
erates such as the CUF (Companhia União Fabril) and the ‘imperial bank’, 
the Banco Nacional Ultramarino, which issued currency and supervised finan-
cial transactions, exercised effective control over colonial economies and 
imperial trade flows.

A two-pronged policy served to strengthen economic ties between Portu-
gal and Europe, as well as with its empire. This was symbolized by Portugal 
joining the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) in 1959 and the estab-
lishment in 1962 of the Portuguese Economic Space (Espaço Económico 
Português [EEP]), which was meant to further economic integration in the 
empire. This process of economic internationalization relied on the influx 
of Europeans, which, although most returned to Europe, succeeded in 
attracting a significant number of settlers. By 1960, the European presence 
in Angola and Mozambique had reached over 170,000 and 97,000 respec-
tively, quadrupling compared to 1940, further rising between 60 and 70% 
until 1970 (see Table 8.1).76 European settlement coincided with a consid-
erable increase in the prices of export commodities on world markets after 
1945, leading to a coffee, peanut, and cotton boom in Angola, Guinea, and 
Mozambique respectively.77
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The 1950s were to witness a concerted effort to infuse colonial economies 
with much needed capital investment in order to modernize their rudimen-
tary infrastructures whilst enhancing Portugal’s reputation abroad. The 
Planos de Fomento (Development Plans) introduced from 1953 onwards in 
metropolitan Portugal and its colonies (I: 1953–1958; II: 1959–1964; Plano 
Intercalar, 1965–1968; III: 1969–1973) signified a change of course towards 
state-led modernization and private investment78 but falling short of ‘welfare 
colonialism’. Although partially inspired by broad investment programs intro-
duced in the British and French empires to modernize their economies and 
increase self-sufficiency,79 Portuguese programs started out by centering on 
infrastructural investment rather than promoting social and economic wel-
fare. Social dimensions were only addressed from the mid-1960s as a result 
of pressures from the international organizations and nationalist liberation 
movements,80 with the additional caveat that colonies were expected to fund 
a large part of the costs with self-generated revenue.81 Despite the fact that 
in absolute terms Angola and Mozambique were by far the main beneficiar-
ies of the Plans’ investment programs, relatively speaking, Cape Verde (which 
had just emerged from a severe and deadly famine in 194782) would cham-
pion the financial assistance provided between the mid-1950s and mid-1960s. 
São Tomé and Príncipe would be second to Cape Verde in relative terms, as 
its cocoa export economy steadily declined (from the 1920s onwards). Pros-
pecting for natural resources in the 1950s was to result in the finding of oil 
deposits in Angola, while iron ore, manganese, and copper were also mined 
there, as were bauxite and coal in Mozambique (Fig. 8.1).

Sources: AIC (Anuário Estatístico Império Colonial), 1949; AEU (Anuário Estatístico do Ultramar), 1951, 1953, 1954, 1955, 1956, 1957, 1960, 
1962, 1964, 1966, 1968, 1970, 1972.
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Portugal’s membership of the United Nations in 1955 coincided with the 
birth of nationalist movements in its colonies. The UPA/FNLA, MPLA and 
UNITA in Angola, PAIGC in Guinea and Cape Verde, MLSTP in São Tomé 
and Príncipe, and FRELIMO in Mozambique shared a common goal but dif-
fered in terms of political programs, ideologies, mobilization strategies, and 
guerilla tactics.83 A significant number of future nationalist leaders, such as 
Agostinho Neto, Mário Pinto de Andrade, Holden Roberto, Jonas Savimbi, 
Eduardo Mondlane, Samora Machel, and Uria Simango had been trained in 
(Protestant and Catholic) mission schools which often operated with foreign 
(non-Portuguese) personnel and funding. The armed struggle waged by these 
movements in Angola, Guinea, and Mozambique against Portuguese rule 
(1961–1974) led to the stationing of large numbers of Portuguese troops and 
military personnel and the rapid growth of a security apparatus.84 In the face 
of the ‘nationalist threat’, ‘white elites’ in the colonies also called for greater 
autonomy from Lisbon, which initially reacted sympathetically while promot-
ing a program of public investment to allay the concerns of local economic 
interests.85 Securitarian considerations and social engineering went hand in 
hand with the regrouping of Africans in aldeamentos or model villages located 
close to roads, bringing them under military control whilst providing access 
to basic infrastructures and services. In the 1950s, significant inputs were also 
directed towards agricultural settlement schemes (colonatos) for rural Portu-
guese families introduced in Angola and Mozambique, providing them with 
land, tools, seeds, housing, livestock, extension, and health services.86 Thus, 
the idealized notion of a rural way of life deeply rooted in the New State’s 
make-up was combined with a push towards implementing economic devel-
opment, repressive counter-insurgency methods and intensifying Portugal’s 
‘civilizing mission’. Its ‘lusotropicalist’ ideology, which professed the compe-
tence and adaptability of Portuguese colonizers in the tropics, and expounded 
the virtues of a ‘harmonious, multiracial, pluri-continental nation’ which 
included the metropole and ‘overseas provinces’ was under threat.87

Although nationalist movements rapidly debunked this myth and countered 
colonial rule with armed resistance, the programs of both colonizer and con-
testants had certain aspects in common, such as a strong emphasis on nation, 
modernization, and the state’s role in it.88 Whereas Portuguese armed forces 
took their cue from counter-insurgency strategies developed by the British 
in Kenya,89 nationalist forces adopted guerilla tactics and mobilization drives 
first tested in Asia and Latin America, reinventing them in Africa in territories 
with a complex ethnic mosaic.90 Crucially, the wars of liberation illustrated the 
large-scale mobilization of Africans by both anti-colonial and colonial sides, 
thus deeply affecting African societies.91 Owing to overlapping and compet-
ing responsibilities, administrative officials (many of whom felt increasingly 
sidetracked by their military counterparts) protested at the lack of knowledge 
and incompetence of the Armed Forces in terms of comprehending local tradi-
tions.92 Although the Portuguese economy experienced significant economic 
growth as a result of industrialization during the 1960s and early 1970s, as 



226   P.J. HAVIK

would Angola,93 the lack of monetization, credit facilities, and capital, red tape, 
and above all armed conflict, were to hamper economic and social develop-
ment in the colonies. From the mid-1960s onwards, the financial contributions 
of the colonies to the metropolitan economy were to decrease significantly, 
being overshadowed by remittances from Portuguese emigrants in Europe.94

The pressure from nationalist movements, above all in Guinea and 
Mozambique, was to provoke an acceleration of reforms in the late 1960s 
towards developmental programs which included social welfare, for exam-
ple in terms of health and education.95 Public health and social services were 
expanded for African populations, while secondary schools were introduced 
from the 1950s as well as institutions for higher education in Angola and 
Mozambique in the 1960s. At the same time, nationalist movements erected 
new, rudimentary forms of government in their own liberated areas, above 
all in Guinea and Mozambique, while offering social support and educational 
and health services to mobilized rural communities. However, as social-
engineering efforts intensified, repressive interventions such as the afore-
mentioned aldeamento policy would be forcibly applied on a large scale by 
the Portuguese Armed Forces during the colonial wars in order to exercise 
control over indigenous populations.96 The heightened social, political, eco-
nomic, and racial tensions resulting from armed conflict were to uproot hun-
dreds of thousands of Africans. As they fled to neighboring countries where 
nationalist movements kept their bases, the regionalization of armed con-
flict directly involved independent states such as Senegal, Guinea-Conakry, 
Congo-Brazzaville, Congo/Zaire, Zambia, Rhodesia, Malawi, South Africa, 
and Tanzania. In the course of the war, Portugal also established strategic 
military alliances with neighboring countries such as South Africa and Rhode-
sia in the Alcora Treaty of 1970.97

The nationalist diplomatic offensive, internal political tensions, and the 
broad international condemnation of Portugal’s colonial wars were to culmi-
nate in the Carnation Revolution in April 1974 which overthrew the New 
State dictatorship. The subsequent decolonization process would result in 
the independence of Guinea-Bissau (1974), followed by Mozambique, Cabo 
Verde, São Tomé, and Príncipe and Angola in 1975.

Conclusion

This chapter has provided a broad view of the policies and practice of admin-
istration and its impact upon the economy and society in Portugal’s former 
African colonies over a period of 75 years. The contradictions and discontinu-
ities between policy and practice in empire, and the reactions of African popu-
lations to colonial rule have been highlighted, with regard to racial precepts, 
labor relations, economic development, and violent conflict. It revealed three 
principal strands for an analysis of the former Portuguese empire in Africa: 
the (aspiring) imperial nation in overreach, the lack of imperial unity, and the 
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ad hoc nature of colonial rule on the ground. Dominated for the most part 
by the New State dictatorship, the deep-seated concern with the identification 
of the Portuguese nation with empire was to increasingly insulate the regime 
from political change in Africa and beyond. The belated attempt to develop 
its colonies coincided not only with late industrialization in Portugal and its 
turn towards Europe, but also with the nationalist challenge in Africa. The 
sudden but inevitable collapse of empire in the mid-1970s, which was associ-
ated with the regime’s wars in Africa, set in motion processes of decoloniza-
tion, long after other colonial nations had shed their respective possessions 
in Africa. The regime’s refusal to negotiate with nationalist movements and 
embrace the idea of decolonization, and the mounting momentum of nation-
alist movements’ campaigns served to regionalize and internationalize these 
conflicts during the Cold War. These struggles and the delayed end of empire 
were to leave a legacy fraught with long-term implications for its deeply 
divided former colonies, above all in the case of Angola and Mozambique.
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