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THREE

Democratic Transitions:
The Portuguese Case

Alfred G. Cuzdn

motion by the April 1974 military coup and finalized with the 1982
and 1989 constitutional amendments, offers clues for answering con-
tested questions about transitions to democracy. Among those questions are the
following: Are there socio-economic prerequisites for democracy? What condi-
tions facilitate subordination of the military to the new democracy’s civilian au-
thorities? Who are the parties to the agreement a democratic constitution
represents? What is the relationship between market economy and democracy?
What works best in new democracies: parliamentarism or presidentialism?
This chapter first examines the highlights of Porcuguese political hiscory
with those questions in mind. The next section reviews the twentieth cen-
tury’s salient policical features: the First Republic, 1910-26, when Portugal
tried democracy for the first time; the Salazar-Caetano dictatorship,
1_932—74, known as the Second Republic; and the transition and consolida-
ton of democracy in the Third Republic, which, initially against heavy
_Odds, has taken place in Portugal during the last quarter of a century. This
is followed by an analytical section in which the failures of the First and the
Successes of the Third Republic are scrutinized to extract clues for answering
the questions of the previous paragraph.

T Y he Portuguese régime change from dictatorship to democracy, set in

I. Highlights of Portuguese Political History

Pomlga] is probably Europe’s oldest nation-state, having broken away
Tom Spanish Castile in 1385. The Portuguese came again under Spanish
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domination for roughly a century beginning in the 1570s. I.n 1640 Duyke
Jodo of Braganza declared independence from Spain, becoming King Jogo
IV. the first monarch of a dynasty that would reign for almost three ceq.- 7

turies. But it took several decisive battles fought over some two decades be- i

fore independence was finally secured, in 1665.!

For some three decades after the Napoleonic invasion, which the royal 3
family sat out in Brazil, the country went through military coups and civil %
wars,/the upshot of which was the adoption of a royal charter. Under the ’
charter, the king still wiclded extensive powers, more than any other -§
monarch in Western Europe, including the power to dissolve parliamentand §
rule by decrees under certain conditions. As the nineteenth century came to 9
a close, the monarchy lost much of its legitimacy on account of its seeming g
inability to put the governmentona sound financial footing or promote de-. ‘f
velopment at home or in the African colonies. Republicanism spread among
the middle class, including much of the intelligentsia, bureaucracy, and,
ominously for the monarchy, the armed forces. In 1908 King Carlos and his " §
oldest son were assassinated on the streets of Lisbon. Less than two years ’:
after the regicide a rebellion of armed republican civilians, aided by non-
commissioned officers and a few junior officers, broke out in the capital
The bulk of the military stayed on the sidelines, failing to come out in de
fense of the monarchy. After a few skirmishes, King Manuel II, aged 20,
along with his mother, went into exile. Portugal’s First Republic was declared
with great fanfare. At the dme, Portugal was Western Europe’s poorest and
Jeast educated country, with 80 percent of the population illiterate.?

One of the first acts of the provisional government was to launch a frontal A
assault on the Roman Catholic Church. Much of its patrimony was confis- Y.
cated, churches became state property, religious orders, including the ]esuit_s, {
were expelled, religious instruction, even in private schools, was banned, relf—‘ |
gious holidays were abolished, priests and nuns were forbidden to wear their
habits in public, and even the times of religious worship came under state reg- ;
ulation. Many years later, when asked why the First Republic had fallen, Ma:f‘ :
cello Cactano, Portugal’s second and last premier of the dicratorship
(overthrown in 1974), cited the religious policy initially adopted as one of woig
reasons (the other reason he gave was a party system plagued by factiona.llsr'n)-

A Constitutional Assembly was elected under restricred suffrage, Wthhfé
included only literate males. Universal suffrage was rejected for fear that
women and illicerates were susceptible to manipulation by the clergy'a.ﬂ 4
other forces of reaction (such as the monarchists). The principal issue 41Vld' !
ing the Assembly was whether to constitute a parliamentary or a presxden‘ A
tial system. After much wrangling, a parliamentary system, with a wed™ |
presi&cnt elected by the assembly, was adopted. The president would in turp 1
appoint the prime minister, the effective head of the government.

s
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The parliamentary system proved to be very unstable, indeed the most
unstable in Western Europe. Until the overthrow of the republic in 1926,
there were 45 governments headed by 30 different prime ministers ap-
point€d by seven difterent presidents. The average life ofe? government was
four months. Two governments were brought down by military coup and a
constitutional change establishing a strong presidency elected by universal
suffrage was imposed by a provisional junta, with opposition parties boy-
cotting the election of President Sidonio Pais. Pais was assassinated one year
later. Other political figures, including a prime minister, also met violent
death, and one president and another prime minister independently chose
voluntary exile. Between 3,000 and 5,000 people died during several out-
breaks of street fighting during the life of the First Republic.

The immediarte cause of the instability was the concentration of power in
the national assembly, combined with one party’s consistent winning of elec-
tions—the Democrats, which won six out of eight elections—its near mo-
nopoly over patronage, with which it rewarded not only its cadre and voters
but also vigilante groups (known as the “White Ants™), which terrorized real
or suspected monarchists and supporters of opposition parties. The asym-
metry in power among the parties corrupted both the Democrats and their
opposition, the former becoming arrogant and oppressive and the latter ir-
responsible to the point of egging on the military to bring down the gov-
ernment in the hope of capturing it for themselves. Another cause of
instability was the cost of Portuguese involvement in World War 1 on the
side of the British and French. The war was unpopular at home, where it
contributed to skyrocketing inflation, and exposed Portugal’s ill-equipped
and badly trained military to humiliating defeats in the field of battle.

In 1926 a revolution by junior officers, known as the “Young Lieu-
tenants,” seized the government and dissolved the national assembly. By this
time, the republic, like the monarchy it replaced, had few defenders left. As
with the overthrow of the crown, the change was accomplished with little
loss of blood. However, in a foreshadowing of what would happen in the
1970s, it proved easier for the military to overthrow a régime than to estab-
!iSh 2 new one on a stable footing. The same tendency to split into conflict-
Ing factions that plagued the First Republic afflicted the military, as well. In
1930, they turned the government over to Antonio Salazar, a former profes-
sor of law and economics from Coimbra University, who as the military gov-
¢fnment’s minister of finance, had balanced the government budget for the
first time in many years.

Salazar established a régime that would last for nearly half a century.’
Sometimes mischaracterized as Fascist, the Salazar régime was a civilian dic-

t i . . o
torship sraffed by professors and lawyers, which exercised corporativist
controf

s over labor and business. Unlike Fascist régimes, Salazars “aim . . .
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was depoliticization rather than mass mobilization within a single party
secking completely to identify with or to transcend the state.”* Under
Salazar, the military was at least nominally brought under civilian control by
customarily electing as president a general or admiral hand-picked by Salazar
who would in turn perform the constitutional duty of appointing the prime
minister, a post always going to Salazar himself. However, the military en-
joyed a great deal of institutional autonomy, and Salazar was careful to cul-
tivate its support. Under Salazar, the privileges and properties of the Roman
Catholic Church were partially restored (although the separation of Church
and State enacted by the Republic was maintained). Also catered to by
Salazar were small businesses and small farmers, who were granted certain
protections from domestic and international competition. The press was
censored, while the régime broadcast messages of patriotism, prudence and
religion.

However, the régime was by no means totalitarian: opposition magazines
and newspapers survived the dictatorship, and opposition organizations
were allowed to contest elections for the National Assembly and, until 1958
(when a renegade military officer mounted a strong challenge to the official
candidate), the presidency. The military was never rendered totally docile,
however, there having taken place several coup attempts during the life of
the régime. Still, a political police insured that recalcitrant opponents un-
willing to live with the régime’s political restrictions were jailed, exiled, or
sometimes assassinated (the First Republic had abolished the death penalty,
which was never restored). Tronically, the régime’s suppression of opposition
forces played into the hands of the one group with the ideology, internal or-
ganization, and external support capable of surviving, if not thriving under
clandestine conditions: the Communist Party of Porrugal (PCP).>

Salazar kept Portugal politically stable bur also socially backward and eco-
nomically poor. One of its main “exports” was human beings, who emi-
grated by the tens of thousands to greener pastures in Europe, Brazil, North
America, and the African colonies. By 1974, approximately one in eight Por-
tuguese resided abroad. Only during the last decade of the régime did Por-
tugal experience exceptional economic growth, fueled by industrialization
financed by foreign investment attracted by low wages and a construction
boom stimulated by an inflow of tourists and émigré remittances. By the late
1960s Portugal was beginning to close the gap in per capita income with
Spain, a trend that was reversed after the overthrow of the old régime.

In 1968, Salazar suffered an accident followed by a stroke, leaving him in
a coma for over a year before he died in 1970. His successor, Marcello Cae-
tano, also a professor, had the personality of “a follower, not a leader.”® He
promoted economic growth by easing some of the restrictions meant to pro-
tect small businesses from competition, a policy that dismayed a loyal con-
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stituency of the régime. He briefly flirted with political liberalization, satis-
fying neither the liberals, who thought the reforms did not go far enough,
not the ultras, or die-hard Salazarists.

But his biggest mistake was alienating the military. Since 1961, Portugal,
having refused to follow the British and French into decolonization, had
been fighting to retain its African empire, which included what is now
Guinea Bissau, Angola and Mozambique. The war proved costly in terms of
men and treasure. In the 1960s, 30 to 40 percent of the annual government
budget was spent on the African war effort. By 1973, Portugal had 30 mili-
tary personnel for every 1,000 inhabitants, one of the highest ratios in the
world. A shortage of officers ensued. The government attempted to remedy
the situation by making it easier to obtain battlefield commissions and pro-
motions, something that outraged regular officers educated in the military
academy who had waited years to rise slowly in the ranks. The controversy
over the government’s plan prompted some 200 professional officers, mostly
in the middle ranks (captains and majors), to organize an Armed Forces
Movement (MFA), ostensibly to address these personnel issues, but with
larger political ends too.

The seemingly endless colonial wars had taken a toll on the military. A
number of officers, including some high-ranking ones, came to the conclu-
sion that the government’s colonial policy was untenable and that the civil-
ian leadership was indifferent to the sacrifices of the men in uniform. One
of them, General Spinola, Governor of Guinea, had urged the government
to grant greater autonomy to the colonies. Rebuffed in private, he published
a book, Portugal and the Future, that was critical of the government’s colo-
nial policy. The book “shook the regime to its core.”” Furthermore, a num-
ber of junior and middle-ranking officers became radicalized during their
Africa tours. Sent to suppress guerrilla movements inspired by Marx, Lenin,
Mao, “Che” Guevara, Castro, and other Third-World liberationists, they
came to agree with their adversaries. These officers concluded that Porrugal
should not only grant its colonies independence, but go through a process
of radical Third World—style “liberation” itself in which the army would take
the leading role.

The MFA absorbed these various currents of military opinion and orga-
nized whar turned into a bloodless overthrow of the dictatorship in April
1974. Caetano resigned in favor of General Spinola, whom the MFA, by
now dominated by radical factions, was willing to accept as a temporary fig-
urehead. Its program was summed up three “D’s”: decolonization, democ-
racy, and development. The colonies were promised independence, elections
for a constituent assembly were scheduled for no later than one year after the
coup, and large properties in industry, agriculture, services, and banking,
were slated for nationalization. The policies under the “D” of development
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were Socialist in nature, but proved counter-productive both economically
and politically.

As with the First Republic, the initial euphoria soon evaporated. Portu-
gal again plunged into chaotic, fierce factional infighting within the govern-
ment and in the streets.® As the structures of the old régime were
dismantled, a revolutionary situation ensued in which contingents of work-
ers and peasants, some acting spontancously, others in league with radical
parties, took over factories, farms, buildings, and houses. MFA radicals
working hand in glove with the Portuguese Communist Party, a Stalinist
party that had endorsed the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia and rejected
Euro-Communism, seized the initiative. In September they forced out Gen-
eral Spinola in favor of a more pliant figurehead. The PCP was granted un-
precedented power over labor unions, the bureaucracy, agrarian policy and
even foreign policy, where it facilitated the Soviet and Cuban intervention
in Angola. Trade with Cuba increased several fold. After the revolutionary
period, trade with the island declined to its previous level, which suggests
thar political, not economic, considerations had been behind the increase.

Not all MFA radicals were in league with the PCP, however. A milicary fac-
tion included officers who had come to view itself as a “national liberation
movement” like those which, only a year or so earlier, had been combating in
Aftica. Some of them, as well as others, were “in day-to-day contact” with
“small, but militant Marxist-Leninist and Maoist parties” to the Left of the
PCP? The spectrum of military opinion included non-radical shades, as well.
One faction was sympathetic to the Socialists, led by Mario Soares. The So-
cialists are a Social-Democratic party member of the Socialist International,
with good relations with English, German and Swedish parties, which came
to their aid. Still another, smaller faction, was loyal to a reconstituted Right
composed of two main parties, the Social Democratic Party (PSD; initially
the Popular Democratic Party), which was founded by the liberal wing of the
Caetano administration, and the Center Social Democrats (CDS). These de-
mocratic factions from the Center, Center-Left and Center-Right received
aid from ideological counterparts outside of Portugal, including the Socialist
International, the British Labor government and trade unions, and the
CIA.° Finally, there was a rump of marginalized officers less concerned with
partisan politics or economic ideology than with the interests of the military
as a professional institution that should be autonomous in its domain.

Following Spinola’s failure to stage a comeback in a botched coup in
March 1975, the MFA radicals seized the opportunity to carry out another
wave of expropriations and purge schools, universities, and other public in-
stitutions of “reactionary forces.” More significantly, the MFA forced the
parties poised to contest elections for the national assembly to sign a pact
commirtting themselves to putting Portugal on a path to socialism and shar-
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ing power with two organs of the MFA: a General Assembly, which would
act as a sort of second house of parliament, and a Council of the Revolution.
This was a way of insuring “that the MFA political programme would be im-
plemented regardless of any electoral results.”!! The parties were given 48
hours to read and sign the pact. Fearing that the elections would be can-
celled unless they signed, the parties complied.

However, the April 1975 Constituent Assembly elections dealt the Com-
munists and the MFA radicals a fatal blow. The Socialists came first, with 38
percent; the PSP second, with 25 percent; and the Communists only third,
with less than 15 percent.'

Nevertheless, the outcome was in doubt through the summer, as the
MFA radicals and their PCP allies attempted to circumvent the national as-
sembly, carrying out additional expropriations and encouraging the taking
over of the last independent newspaper, La Republica, as well as the Catholic
radio station, by radical factions of employees. As during the First Republic,
vigilante types (reminiscent of the “White Ants” of the First Republic) ter-
rorized regime opponents. In fact, in an interview with an Italian journalist,
Alvaro Cunhal, PCP general-secretary, confidently predicted that Portugal
would never trade the revolutionary power of the streets for the electoral
power of a parliamentary system.

What turned the tide was an anti-Communist backlash in the country-
side, primarily in the north. Portugal is divided into two roughly equal parts
by the Tagus River, at the estuary of which sits Lisbon. The north is a region
of small proprietors and strong Catholic sentiment with a tradition for re-
bellion. It was here that Napoleon’s occupation army encountered the
fiercest resistance. Fearful that their land, too, would be confiscated by the
State, and outraged at radical attacks on the Church, which warned of the
threat of Communism, mobs sacked and burned PCP headquarters in at
least 50 towns and villages, practically driving the party out of the region.'?

The anti-Communist agitation in the north suggests that in the summer
of 1975 the MFA was presented with a choice between backing down or
sending an occupying army to subdue the region, a chancy prospect in any
case, as it undoubtedly would have sparked a guerrilla war aided and abet-
ted by exiles in Galicia, the neighboring northwestern Spanish province, lin-
guistically close to Portugal. It would have been ironic indeed if the same
military that had been motivated to overthrow Caetano, partly to end the
war against African revolutionary guerrillas, had found itself waging a war

against home-grown, counter-revolutionary guerrillas in Portugal itself. Had
.the military been of one Leftist mind, it might have taken the gamble. But
it was not. If anything, the army was in danger of disintegrating, as units
began to declare competing political allegiances and others mutinied. In
September 1975 a Leftist faction of the military revolted but was suppressed







