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‘The End of the Carnival’: The UK and

the Carnation Revolution in Portugal
Oscar Jose Martin Garcia

This article examines the role that Harold Wilson’s Labour government played in the
democratisation process begun in Portugal after the military coup of 25 April 1974. Aswe
shall see, British policy towards regime change in the Iberian country is a relevant subject
of study for various reasons. However, little attention has been paid by historians to the
British government’s policy during what is known as the Carnation Revolution. To help
remedy this oversight, this article analyses the economic, political and diplomatic
measures employed by the British Foreign Office to establish parliamentary democracy in
Portugal, which brought an end to the final chapter in the ‘carnival’ of revolutions that
had spread throughout Europe over the preceding two decades.
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Introduction

This article examines therole that Harold Wilson’s Labour government played during
the political crisis brought about by Portugal’s ‘Carnation Revolution’
In chronological terms, its focus is on the brief period between the military coup
on 25 April 1974 and the failed revolt led by extreme-left sectors of the army in
November 1975. This short period, according to The Times (8 October 1975),
represented a ‘thoroughgoing upheaval which [affected] all the political, social and
economic structures of the country, and in which all the pre-existing relationships
involving authority and discipline were questioned if not actually abolished’ It all
began in the early morning of 25 April 1974, when the military coup carried out by
young and lower ranking officers organised in the Armed Forces Movement (AFM)
quickly toppled theauthoritarian Estado Novo,which had beenfoundedin 1926 by the
dictator Antonio de Oliveira Salazar. Immediately, the political power passed to a




National Salvation Junta, presided over by the prestigious General Antonio de Spinola
who, in May of that year, was to become the president of the Portuguese Republic.

From that point, there began a turbulent process of political change, which took
place in three phases. The first (May—-September 1974) was characterised by the
struggle between President Spinola and the AFM over the issue of decolonisation in
Africaand the process of democratisation in Portugal. While the AFM called for a
quick exit from the territories in Africa, Spinola favoured a federal solution to the
colonial problem. Spinola was also a proponent of a moderate political transition,
whichwould strengthen his powerand see the AFM relegated toa secondary position.
However, Spinola lost the battle against the AFM and resigned on 28 September 1974,
thus ushering in a new phase in the revolution. The subsequent months, up until
March 1975, were marked by tense efforts to define which social model should be
implemented in a post-authoritarian Portugal. From autumn 1974, the AFM held
control of all the means of power in the country, but it was notlong before dissension
emerged within its ranks. The existence of a variety of political agendas in the
organisation resulted in the creating of opposing ‘blocs’ within the AFM—factions
that were supported by various political parties. On the one hand, there were the
military sectorslinked to the Portuguese Communist Party (PCP), who were in favour
of a Soviet-type model. On the other, there were those who advocated the
establishment of a Western-type pluralist democracy. This group was led by military
personnel close to the Socialist Party and other centrist parties. Finally, there were also
revolutionary military units that, in conjunction with extreme-left-wing organis-
ations, favoured a popular revolution.’

The failure of the coup d’état staged by the right-wing forces on 11 March 1975
marked the start of the final phase in Portugal’s revolution. This phase, between March
and November 1975, was marked by fierce clashes between the different factions of the
AFM and their respective politico-social branches. Finally, the intense anti-communist
mobilisation the country experienced during the summer of 1975 managed to tip the
balance in favour of the pro-Western moderate forces. However, the triumph of the
socialists and centrists in the mobilisations of the verao quente of 1975 did not meana
definitive victory for the pro-Western pluralist model. That victory was only achieved
when the ultra-left-wing military coup on 25 November 1975 failed. Only from then
on did the popular movements become neutralised and the liberal democratic way
finally triumph. Shortly afterwards, the holding of elections and the enactment of a
new constitution during the first half of 1976 established a parliamentary system that
eliminated the radical democratic legacy of what would turn out to be the final left-
wing revolution of the twentieth century.?

Thus, Portugal went from being the country experiencing the strongest aftershocks
of revolution since the end of the Second World War to hosting the first post-
authoritarian transition of the ‘third wave’ of democratisations. According to
S. Huntington, this major surge in contemporary global democratisation started in the
mid-1970sinsouthern Europe, bringingliberal governments to Latin American and
Pacific Asian countries in the 1980s, and finishing in Eastern Europe after the collapse
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of the Soviet Union.’ The influence projected by the ‘third wave’ theory in the social
sciences has helped to present the pluralist systems as the only possible positive
outcome of the post-authoritarian transitions in the late twentieth century. However,
the emergence of Western democracy in Portugal was by no means a foregone
conclusion.” In this article, I intend to demonstrate that, within a tumultuous and
unpredictable historical context, such an outcome was possible only because of the
intervention of many different playerson theinternational stage.

Why Great Britain?

Afewmonthsbefore Harold Wilson won the British general election of February 1974
and the ‘Happy Revolution’ began in Portugal,® Marcelo Caetano—Prime Minister of
Portugal and successor to the dictator, Antonio de Oliveira Salazar—arrived in
London to celebrate the 600th anniversary of the Anglo-Portuguese Alliance,
which had been forged by the Treaty signed in 1373. This visit sparked a great deal
of controversy in the UK because it coincided with recent massacres perpetrated
by the Portuguese army in Mozambique. On 10 July 1973, a few days before
Caetano had landed on British soil, The Times reported on the killing of 400 people as
part of a counter-insurgency operation carried out by Portuguese special forces
in Wiriyamu—a village in a region of intense fighting between the colonial army
and FRELIMO, the Marxist liberation movement threatening to take control of
Mozambique.®

In condemnation of these events, Harold Wilson, then leader of the Labour
opposition, demanded that Caetano’svisit be suspended, used the term ‘genocide’in
reference to the Wiriyamu killings, and pressed for Portugal’s expulsion from the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). Eventually, the Portuguese Prime
Minister’svisitwentahead, buthe was greetedin the streets of London by a campaign
of impassioned protest against his regime, with many prominent members of the
Labour Party involved. The largest of these demonstrations was a march headed by the
Portuguese Socialist (PS) leader Mario Soares, who was in London as a guest of the
Labour Party.” Atthe time, nobody could haveimagined that Soares, an exile who had
fled persecution by Salazar’s police force, would return to London soon afterwards as
Secretary of Foreign Affairs to the first post-Caetano government. This latter visit,
which took place only some weeks after the dictatorship’s collapse, marked Britain’s
status as Portugal’s most valued friend after their traditional ally—Brazil.

These events indicate the various links that existed between Britain and Portugal in
the mid-1970s. However, although numerous articles have been written on the
international aspect of Portuguese democratisation,® little attention has been paid to
the role played by the British government during Portugal’s post-authoritarian
transition. Suchlack ofinterest could be related to Britain’s decline as a global power
after the Second World War. From the late 1940s onwards, Lisbon’s main ally
increasingly became the USA rather than her ‘Oldest Friend), as exemplified by the
defence agreements of 1948, which gave the Americans access to military bases on the



Azores Islands.? Also, during the 1960s, the relations between Salazar and London
were less close than those between Portugal and other European allies who were more
accepting of Lisbon’s colonial policies.'® Despite this, British policy towards regime
changeinPortugalin the mid-1970sis arelevant area of study for various reasons.

In June 1974, a telegram from the USA mentioned the significant role played by
Harold Wilson’s governmentin the post-Caetano era, ‘given [the] Labour Party’s close
contactsoflongduration with [the| leaders of [the] democratic socialist movementin
Portugal’'! Ashorttime earlier, Soares had told the press thathewas ‘very grateful for
the support given to him in recent years by the Labour Party in Britain’ (the Guardian,
May 17, 1974). Indeed, although Wilson’s first government (1964-70) never adopted
an openly hostile stance towards the Estado Novo, from the early 1960s onwards the
British Labour movement gave aid to various anti-Salazar socialist organisations
operating from exile in the UK. These links were strengthened by the aforementioned
condemnation by the Labour Party of Caetano’s visit to London in summer 1973.
Moreover, during the British election campaign that began in the winter of 1974,
Wilson criticised the Conservative Party for their benevolence towards the
dictatorships in Chile, Spain, Greece and Portugal.'? This public stance gave Wilson
more room for manoeuvre when, having been elected Prime Minister, he needed to
deal with the new post-authoritarian authorities in Lisbon. Having previously rejected
Caetanism, the Labour government (elected in February 1974) was in a more
favourable position than other Western allies during Portugal’s crisis."

Itmightbeargued thatthe Carnation Revolution representsanimportant chapter
in the evolution of 1960s and 1970s British foreign policy, in that the events in Portugal
tied in with other, more pervasive, international processes, such as European
Economic Community (EEC) enlargement, decolonisation, the weakening of
transatlantic links and détente. Caetano’s fall took place in a context where the UK
was trying to counter the damage to its international status caused by the weakening of
the Commonwealth, its exit from the area ‘East of Suez’and the fragile state ofits
economy. Inview of this situation, in 1973, entryinto the EEC was viewed as the only
optionifBritainwanted toretainitsinternationalinfluenceasaregional power.'*This
step meant Britain gave up maintaining a ‘global role that was a hangover from
Empire’, representing the culmination of a long process of transformation of its
international position.'®

This dramatic change in Britain’s foreign policy coincided with a significant change
of direction in the process of European integration, manifested in the effort to make
the community a credible international actor. This attempt to lend the EEC a clear
politicalidentity was a consequence of major changes in Western Europe’s economic,
political and social balance and on the broader international scene.'® Post-1989 liberal
triumphalism hasled to atendency toignore the fact that, during the late 1960s and
early 1970s, the debate concerning the economic order in various societies was still
raging. The energy crisis in 1973 intensified the talk of alternatives to the market
economy. In addition, the ‘democratic decline’ of certain advanced societies which,
accordingto some authors, were suffering the collapse of order and the weakening of
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post-war institutions, also cast doubt over the model being advanced by the
Americans. In this regard, the 1968 social revolution damaged the liberal ideal, which
had dominated post-1945 European construction and jeopardised the stability of the
Western democracies. '’

In addition, the Portuguese revolution occurred in a context where, according to
contemporary US sources, ‘the Atlantic alliance was still suffering from the severe
shocks thathadjolted USA-Europeanrelations’during the Yom Kippur Warin 1973.
That conflict ‘had revealed sharp differencesofinterestand opinions’between the two
sides of the Atlantic, and came on top of an atmosphere of uncertainty marked by
tensions in Cyprus, the fall of the military dictatorship in Greece, and the rise of the
Communist Party in Italy, France, Portugal and Spain.'® As the British journalist
Victor Zorza wrote in September 1974, the communists were ‘on the march across
southern Europe’ against a backdrop of social instability. All these factors have meant
that the history of the region during that time haslargely been subsumed within the
global dynamics of the Cold War. "

Inthefaceofthesechallenges, the EECtried todevelopamoreindependentforeign
policy, which ran counter to the bipolarity of the post-1945 international system.
In Varsori’s view, the regime changes in southern Europe represent a test case that
confirms the decline of the West as a unitary political entity. These post-authoritarian
transitions also marked the emergence of the EEC as an international player with
influence of its own in countries such as Portugal, Spain and Greece, where the US’
prestige had been tarnished by its collaboration with ‘unpopular regimes’*’ In other
words, the loss of credibility suffered by the USA during the 1960s and 1970s damaged
the American Cold Warideology as a political solution to the Portuguese crisis. In its
place, the European model of democratisation played an important disciplinary role as
the new guarantor of the status quo during the tumultuous Portuguese revolution.

British—Portuguese Relations: Old Alliance, Cold War and Decolonisation

The Estado Novo, established in 1926 by Antonio de Oliveira Salazar, held power for 48
years, making Salazar’s the longest surviving right-wing dictatorship in Europe.
Although it underwent many changes during this period, the Salazar regime always
remained unmistakably authoritarian, Catholic traditionalist and imperialist in
nature. In spite of the anti-liberal nature ofits political system, Portugal’s neutrality
during the Second World War allowed Salazar to enter post-1945 international society.
Shortlyafterwards, the startofthe Cold Warand theinclusion of Portugalin the newly
formed NATO consolidated the Estado Novo’s international position. In addition to
his staunch anti-communism, Salazar offered his Western allies the use of military
bases in the Azores, Madeira and the Cape Verde Islands, a key position in the
Mediterranean via the naval base at Lagos (located in the region of the Algarve, in
southern Portugal), together with the air bases at Espinho-Esmoritz (close to Porto)
and Montijo (located in the district of Settibal, in the southwest of the country).!



During the 1950s, Anglo-Portuguese relations were generally cordial. In 1959, both
countries became founding members of the European Free Trade Association.
However, Salazar’s determination to stand against the ‘winds of change’ heralded by
the British in their move to give up their major colonies in the early 1960s caused
disagreements within the Old Alliance. In aninternational contextin which the Third
World seemed to be emerging as an important new actor, the UK facilitated self-
governmentandracial equityin Africa, inanattempt to preserveitsliberalimageasa
moralleaderofthe Commonwealthand the Free World.?? Portugal, on the other hand,
viewed Britain’s withdrawal from its imperial territories as a climb-down—one that
played into the hands of radical African nationalists and communists and also further
isolated Portuguese colonialism.

Salazar’s determination to safeguard Portuguese imperial holdings was ideologically
supported by the nationalist dogma of ‘Lusitanian pluricontinentalism’ Under this
doctrine, Portugal’s territories from Minho to Timor were not viewed as imperial
colonies but as provinces belonging to a single and indivisible state. This imperial
philosophy and hard diplomatic pragmatism of the Estado Novo were complemented
by the 1950s Tusotropical’ theories of the Brazilian writer Gilberto Freyre. Freyre
argued that the Portuguese had forged a distinctand more tolerant relationship with
their overseas provinces, creating a multiracial, multicultural and mythical Lusitanian
entity, whichwas not European but global.??

The different stances of the British and Portuguese towards colonialism caused a
number of disagreements—especially over Lisbon’s military actions in Angola and
Goa. However, the main point of tension between London and Lisbon in these years
came in 1965, with Rhodesia’s Unilateral Declaration of Independence. In the struggle
between mainland British power and the white-minority Rhodesian government,
Portugal sided with the latter, violating the economic sanctions imposed by the Wilson
government against the rebel colony. Portugal’s support for the racist regime in
Rhodesia had the effect of weakening relations with the UK, at least for a time.
In general, though, in contrast to the belligerent stance taken by the Americans, the
British adopted a moderate position towards Portuguese colonialism.?* Whitehall was
reluctant to put too much pressure on the Estado Novo, as it feared its collapse could
leave a dangerous power vacuum in Africa.?” Furthermore, London did not want to
complicate relations with a valuable anti-communist ally on NATO’s strategic
southern flank, or weaken its unfavourable balance of payments. During the 1960s,
British economic and commercial involvement in both metropolitan and colonial
Portugal remained substantial. At the beginning of the 1970s, 25 per cent of all foreign
investments in Portugal were British, and the UK was still Portugal’s best customer,
receiving 23 per cent of its exports and supplying 13 per cent of its imports.?°

Relations between the UK and Portugal markedly improved at the start of the 1970s.
A combination of factors facilitated this rapprochement. Firstly, in 1968, Salazar was
incapacitated by an accident, leaving as head of the Portuguese regime Marcelo
Caetano—a moderate liberaliser whose reformist agenda was well received in London
because it seemed to begin to pave the way for internal democratisation and controlled
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decolonisation. Second, in June 1970, Edward Heath was elected Prime Minister in
Britain. The new Conservative Premier, and the Lusophiles Alec Douglas-Home
(Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs) and David Muirhead
(British Ambassador in Lisbon), adopted a more pragmatic and indulgent position
with regard to the swiftness of Portugal’s exit from Africa. London showed itself to be
optimistic as to Portugal’s ability to gradually withdraw from its colonies in Africa,
which could benefit British oil, mining and agricultural interestsin the region.?’ As a
whole, Heath’s government was more sympathetic to preserving the status quo in
Southern Africa, for the sake of British investment and for control of the Cape Route.
This underlying benevolence towards Portugal meant that the British Foreign Service
was unable to grasp the irreversible deterioration of the dictatorship, linked to the
profound national crisis caused by the seemingly endless wars in Africa.?® After
February 1974, the Labour government inherited a Foreign and Commonwealth
Office’s (FCO) Southern European Department (SED) that was dominated by a
significant number of lusophile diplomats, which partially accounts for the difficulty
in foreseeing the military coup in Portugal.

The British Response to the Portuguese Revolution

Hardly had Harold Wilson begun his second term as prime minister in March 1974
when he was blindsided by the military coup that toppled the Estado Novo in
Portugal.”® The Western diplomatic services were well aware of the disastrous effects
the colonial wars had wrought on Portugal’s society, and particularly her army.
However, they misjudged the depth of the crisis in which the Estado Novo found itself.
Therefore, they were unable to foresee the imminent coup d’etat. This unexpected
regime change was given a cautious welcome in London. Although Wilsonwas glad to
see the end of the dictatorship, the government did not recognise the new Portuguese
authoritiesuntil early May 1974 when, in aninterview alongside Wilson, the Foreign
Secretary and Labour leaders, Soares expressed his confidence in Antonio de Spinola
and demanded ‘urgentrecognition’for the National Salvation Junta.

Thereafter, the promises made by Portugal’s First Provisional Government—of
political liberalisation at home and a firm commitment to dismantling the Portuguese
Empire in Africa—helped dissipate the suspicions originally held by the FCO.
In principle, the plans for decolonisation put forward by the new Portuguese
president, General Spinola, were viewed positively in London because they relieved
Britain ofa political burden that had long been a stumbling blockinits relations with
Portugal. In addition, Portugal’s exit from Africa offered ‘new opportunities’ for
Britain to play aleadingrole on the international stage, given that, as Soares told The
Timesin May 1974, Britain’sexperiencein dissolvingits former empire offered the best
model for the solution of colonial problems for the new rulers in Lisbon.*® Certainly,
the Portuguese officers admired the British approach to decolonisation and were
looking for guidance from London as to how to dismantle their empire in an orderly
manner. [t was therefore no surprise that Foreign Secretary James Callaghan, who had



previously been Labour spokesman for colonial affairs, expressed a willingness to
cooperate in Africa. Callaghan offered his Portuguese counterpart, Soares, the
possibility of sharing ‘Britain’s experience in decolonisation’ with the aim of
safeguarding London’s considerable interests in Rhodesia and bolstering the West’s
efforts to contain the Soviet Union’s increasing influence in the region.*!

The view of the Foreign Office was that decolonisation had to depend on the
stability of the process of internal political change in Portugal. However, it was not
longbeforetheBritish AmbassadorinLisbon, Nigel Trench, began tohave misgivings
about the new Portuguese authorities’ ability to contain the unprecedented unrest,
which followed the collapse of the dictatorship. According to Trench, the military
rebellion had opened the door to an uncontrollable ‘general feeling of liberation’*? The
coup was immediately followed by the release from prison of political prisoners, the
dismantlingofthe political police force and the occupation of government buildings.
During the spring and summer of 1974, Portugal experienced mass strikes on the part
of students, civil servants, military personnel and field workers. At the same time,
hundreds of independent commissions were set up to represent workers in hospitals,
banks, public administration bodies and schools.*® The weakening of the state and the
resulting power vacuum had given rise to an explosion of popular feeling, which
turned a traditional military coup into a revolutionary movement: a grassroots
movement that was spiralling out of the control of both the communists and the
socialists, and was therefore extremely worrying for the Western powers.** In this
climate of social upheaval, Ambassador Trench was concerned by Spinola’s fall in
September 1974 and the seemingly unstoppable spiral of strikes and demonstrations
which, in his opinion, were plunging Portugal into ‘conditions very close to anarchy’>®

Inview of this revolutionary atmosphere, itis unsurprising that over the next few
months FCO officials grew deeply disturbed by the appointment of communist
ministers in Lisbon, who might, it was feared, adopt a stance of international non-
alignment. Washington shared the same concerns, telling London that it regarded the
situation as ‘proofof a shift towards the left in European politics which could lead to
neutralism’®® Salazar’s alliance with the West, the colonial wars and the influence of
Third Worldideasin the struggle against the dictatorship had led even the moderate
and centristpartiesin Portugalto call forareduction of their country’sinvolvementin
NATO and the gradual closing of foreign military bases in Portuguese territories.>’
According to the British Military Intelligence Service and Ministry of Defence, if left
unmitigated, this tendency could lead to Portugal’s exit from NATO. This would have
avery negative ‘psychological effect’ on an alliance whose southern flank was militarily
weak, officialsargued. It could also havea ‘contagious’effectin countrieswhere there
was growinganti-NATO sentiment, such as Sweden, Norwayand Holland.*® All these
dangersled the US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger to point out, during an Anglo-
American meeting in June 1975, that a neutralist government in Portugal (even a
democratic one) was less compatible with NATO’s essential aims of defence than the

right-wing dictatorship had been.*
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The possibility that opposition to the ideological precepts of Cold War bipolarity
could spread through southern Europe gradually hardened the US’stance on Portugal.
The ‘wait and see’ attitude adopted by the State Department in spring 1974 became
increasingly hostile as the political situation in Portugal was deemed more radical. *
In light of this situation, Kissinger began to take a favourable view of the possible
‘inoculating’ effects of a satellite regime linked to Moscow being established in
Portugal.*! In a meeting with British diplomats in summer 1975, Kissinger argued that
Portugal’s exit from NATO, were it to come about, would give the Europeans a ‘healthy
shock’, which would help to strengthen the weakened cohesion between the two sides
of the Atlantic.*?

In contrast, the Head of the SED, David Thomas, and the FCO’s Permanent Under-
Secretary, Thomas Brimelow, thought it would be counterproductive to consider
Portugal alost case—all the more so given that many military and political leadersin
Portugalstillappeared to ‘attach particularimportance to Portugal’s traditional links
with Great Britain’*® In the same vein, Foreign Secretary James Callaghan disagreed
with Kissinger’s estimation of the situation in Iberia and, like other European leaders,
believed that Portugal was ‘not yet beyond saving’** From that point of view,
Ambassador Trench considered that certain belligerent gestures from Washington
(such as pressure for Portugal to leave NATO and contacts with ultra-right-wing
sections in the country) would give ammunition to anti-Western elements within the
AFM and push Lisbon country firmly and prematurelyinto the arms of extremists.*’
Such a splitwould, in effect, negate any future possibility of extending the process of
European integration southwards.

The FCO considered that if links between Portugal and the ‘Free World’ were
broken there would be a vacuum that could be exploited by the countries of the East.
Faced withthedangersthatsuchascenarioentailed, the Head ofthe SED considered
that while the chance still existed to establish a democracy in Portugal it was worth
responding as positively as possible to the new Portuguese authorities’ requests for
assistance, even though the ranks of those authorities included communists. Wilson’s
government concluded that collaboration with Lisbon in some areas would increase
Britain’s ability to influence the decisions made by the Portuguese authorities.*°

Accordingly,in February 1975, Callaghan visited Portugal to meet with President
Francisco da Costa Gomes, Prime Minister Vasco Gongalves and the communist
leader Alvaro Cunhal. Speakingata dinner toanaudience thatincluded members of
the AFM, the Foreign Secretary said thata British mission would visit Lisbon to study
how London could give economic aid and technical assistance, in order to show
British ‘support and encouragement’ to Portugal in its ‘progress towards a stable,
pluralist democracy’.*” However, only a few months later, during a visit to London by
the Portuguese Foreign Minister, General Ernesto Melo Antunes, Callaghan had to
admit that ‘there was a limit to what the UK could do alone in providing aid and
assistance to Portugal’*® Ultimately, the economic problems that the UK was suffering
meant it was only possible to pursue a programme of ‘modest proportions’
Nonetheless, this was ‘extremely well received’in Lisbon.*



In spite of the scarcity of resources, the British thought that the economic and
technical initiatives could act as a ‘lever’ to the advantage of the pro-West groups,
which existed in the Portuguese AFM.*° This institution was regarded by British
analysts as an ideologically heterogeneous organisation, within which there were also
moderateandliberalelements. Attheend ofMay 1975, Callaghan remarked to Henry
Kissinger and US President Gerald Ford that the AFM was ‘a micro-cosm of all kinds
of opinion and [Britain did not] regard them as beyond redemption’®! Itis hardly
surprising, therefore, that British plans involved providing moral support, political
guidance and financial help to those groups that represented an ‘ideological and
democratic alternative’ to radical military leaders. Wilson’s government advocated
increasing contacts and strengthening relations with those who, from inside Portugal,
could counter the increasing communist control over the revolutionary process. >

Unlike with other scenarios in the Cold War, in the case of Portugal, the protection
of British strategic interests and the struggle against communism were compatible
with the championing of democracy. This commitment to democracy allowed
Wilson’s government to reconnect with the fundamentals of Labour policy—such as
socialist internationalism, cooperation and defence of universal moral norms—which
had been betrayed by the realpolitik pursued between 1964 and 1970.% In late January
1975, the FCO’s Assistant Under-Secretary for southern Europe, Hugh Morgan,
informed the Americans that Wilson’s government ‘had encouraged direct relations
between British political parties and their Portuguese counterparts’>* British Labour
and Conservative politicians cooperated closely on the issue of Portugal. Callaghan
maintained regular contact with Geoffrey Rippon, Conservative spokesman on
Foreign Affairs, during the latter’s voyage to Porto to participatein a conference at the
Centro Democratico e Social (CDS). Rippon was accompanied by Michael Young,
Conservative Party Research Officer, who had already visited the country at the request
of Sir Alec Douglas-Home in order to identify ‘groups and forces in Portugal which
[the] Conservative Party might guide and help in [the] democrati[s]ation process in
[the] post-Caetano era’®® Ultimately, such bipartisan collaboration sought to
encourage the ideological alignment of Portuguese leaders by channelling political,
technical and economic resources towards those Portuguese parties which generally
corresponded to those in Westminster.®

Therewerealsoanumberofvisitsintheoppositedirection.Inlate 1974, theleaders
of the CDS expressed to British diplomats their desire to visit the UK with the aim of
consolidating their ‘overseas connections, mainly with the Conservative Party’ The
FCOsupported that request, aware of howimportantitwasin Portugal for the CDSto
be ‘seen to be accepted abroad as a legitimate party’®’ In late December 1974 its leader,
Freitas do Amaral, visited Britain as a guest of the Conservative Research Department.
A few months later, in October 1975, do Amaral, a Christian Democrat, returned to
the UK, invited by the Federation of Conservative Students to speak at the
Conservative Party Conference in Blackpool on that occasion, do Amaral expressed his

gratitude for the ‘help and assistance British Conservatives had given his party’>®
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However, such visits were not solely the preserve of the Portuguese political class.
During 1975, almost 200 lecturers, intellectuals, writers and opinion leaders were
invited by the British Council, the Instituto de Alta Cultura, the Calouste Gulbenkian
Foundation and other philanthropic organisations tovisit the UK. Thiswasintended
to create a network of influential local spokespeople, which the British government
could use to explain its vision regarding the relevance of democratic freedoms for
Portuguese society.” Specifically, the Wilson government directed most assistance to
the PSParty, which was seen by the Labour Party ‘as very much the counterpart ofits
own’ In late May 1974, the FCO’s Assistant Under-Secretary, Charles Wiggin, admitted
tothe Americanambassadorin London that the Wilson government had ‘putall their
eggs in Soares’s basket’®® Once the Portuguese dictatorship fell, the General Secretary
of the Labour Party, Ron Hayward, had wasted no time in inviting Soares.®! During
the trip, the Portuguese leader met Wilson, Callaghan and Jack Jones, chairman of the
international committee of the Trade Union Congress. That meeting led to a series of
proposals of financial, technical and organisational assistance for the PS. The aim was
to strengthen Soares’s party, which, at that time, had a very weak organisational
structure. Theaimin the Labour campwas to drive forward the Portuguese moderate
left in order to counterbalance the radical democratising demands of the popular
movements, avoid a possible ultra-right-wing counter-mobilisation, challenge the
communists’dominance of the left, and go into the future elections with certain
guarantees in place.

At this meeting it was suggested that members of the British government,
Parliamentand the Labour Party could alsovisit Portugal. Thiswas an attempt touse
the British institutions’ traditional prestige in Portugal to boost the PS’s democratic
credentials. Tothat end, Callaghan made a stopover in Lisbon in early 1975, which
Soares made good use of to strengthen his internal position in the tense domestic
struggle for control of the revolution.®® British officials stressed that it was a working
visit, but the arrival of a senior Labour politician was also seen in Lisbon as discreet
backingfor the PS. Theaimwas quite simple to demonstrate to the people of Portugal
that their country’s socialists had international support.

On some occasions, the Wilson government carried out this task in collaboration
with various non-governmental organisations. These NGOs had greater room for
manoeuvre than the government itself, which was forced to adopt a wary attitude so as
not to appear to be interfering in an increasingly volatile internal situation in Portugal.
Alongtheselines, in February 1975, Jack Jones briefed Callaghan that ‘he was planning
tovisit Portugalin Marchand would be speakingon PS platformsaround the country’.
Jones also noted that ‘his union had contributed funds to the PS and would be
granting more money in the future’®® At the same time, the Labour government also
collaborated with the International Federation of Transport Workers so as to
counterbalance the growing presenceoflabourleaders from the Eastin Portugal. The
result was the organisation of various seminars aimed at ‘opening the eyes of

Portuguese trade unionists to the pitfalls of communist manipulation’®*
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In general, the Portuguese policy implemented by the Labour cabinet between 1974
and 1976 was very similar to the one adopted during Harold Wilson’s first term
(1964-70) with regard to Italy—another country perceived to be under threat from
communism. Then, the Labour government tried to encourage the diverse social-
democrat splinter groups to join together to form a strong, moderate, anti-communist
party, whichwas open to establishing solid governmental coalitions with liberals and
Christian Democrats.® In Portugal, Wilson’s government also focused its assistance
on the more moderate, reformist and pragmatic faction of the socialist family.
This support attracted a number of criticisms from within the Labour movement.
In September 1975, for example, two Members of Parliament (MPs), Judith Hart and
Audrey Wise, who had recently visited Portugal, argued that ‘it was wrong for the
Labour Partytoattachitselflock, stock, and barrel to the Socialist Partyand italone’
Such an approach, they believed, ignored the fact that ‘much of the pace of the
revolution was being made by the people, not the parties, through neighbourhood
councils, work councils, and industrial and agrarian takeovers’

Similar criticisms were also expressed during the 1975 Labour Party Conference in
Blackpool. However, as noted in The Times on 3 October 1975, James Callaghan
heavily censored the opinions expressed by the Labour left wing. Healso showed little
interest in the PS groups, which were more inclined towards collaborating with the
PCP. This was an attempt to put an end to the possible creation of popular-front
experiments in Portugal that were modelled on the French example. All told, the
struggle between working-class, Mediterranean socialism open to left-wing alliances
and north European socialism more sympathetic to big business was also being settled
in Portugal. The social democrats from the North and the ‘soft Labour’at the head of
the British government rejected any collaboration whatsoever with communists,
arguing that this would weaken the ideological cohesion achieved by the non-
communistleft during the post-war period.

On the Edge of the Abyss: The UK and the End of the Revolution

The political polarisation in Portugal was heightened after the attempted coup by a
right-wing group, led by Spinola, on 11 March 1975. According to Ambassador
Trench, the failure of the putsch meant that Portugal’s political development ‘took a
sharpturn totheleft’®® The abortive coup unleashed a counter-coup of mobilisation,
which meant that from then onwards the democratic revolution entered its socialist
phase. The failure of the attempted revolt provided the radical officers of the AFM and
the communists with a golden opportunity to strengthen their grip on the country.
During the next few weeks, the PCP’s presence in the government grew, the banking
system was nationalised and one purge followed another.®’

In this context, Callaghan asked the FCO’s section in charge of guiding British
information policy abroad to increase broadcasts by the British Broadcasting Services
(BBC)’s Portuguese Service in order to compensate for the rising pro-communist
tendencies in the Portuguese media. Callaghan argued that it was of vital importance
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in Portugal’s struggle for democracy that the BBC services should be extended in
carrying accurate news. At the same time, however, Winston Churchill, Secretary of
the Conservative Party’s Committee for Foreign Affairs, voiced the concerns of
Portuguese moderates that the BBC’s Portuguese Service had a ‘clear pro-Communist
bias’ Churchill decried the fact that such a service should employ ‘people who
represent the enemies of democracy in what is supposed to be the voice of Britain in
the world’®® The result of this complaint was that—in spite of protests from
journalists and from Gerard Mansell, the BBC’s Managing Director of External
Broadcasting—greater editorial control was imposed, and recording sessions were
supervised. Questions reached Parliament, forcing the Guidance and Information
Policy Department of the FCO to publish a memo regarding the nature of the radio
services. According to that document, the BBC did not have editorial freedom, but
rather were obliged to consult the FCO so as not to damage national interests.®

Political changes in Portugal also led to an increase in the occupation of land by
landless peasants and workers commissions,”® which affected the holdings of British
landowners in the south-central region of Alentejo. At the same time, the fact thatan
increasing number of factories were being taken over ‘worried the British business
community and caused difficulties in the management of several companies’ with
British capital.”! The sudden lurch to the left provoked by the abortive coup caused
growing concern among Portugal’s NATO allies. As a consequence, Kissinger
complained to the FCO about European passiveness, which, in his opinion, was
facilitating the establishment of a left-wing, neutralist dictatorship supported by
communists.” In short, the situation in Portugal during the spring of 1975
represented the last and most radical episode of the transnational cycle of protests,
which spread throughout the long’decade of the 1960s. The occupation of land and
takeovers of companies challenged the disciplinary logic of the Cold War, thus
endangering the stability of the international status quo.”

Even so, Callaghan considered that although Portugal seemed to be heading towards
‘a totalitarian regime controlled by communists’, there was still a smooth interrelation
of forces within the country.”* In spring 1975, the FCO believed that the communist
and radical sections of the AFM controlled the political situation in Portugal.
However, the moderate groups (centrists, liberals, socialists and Christian-democrats)
could tip the balance in their favour because they still enjoyed widespread support
both in the Portuguese army and in civil society. The key was to hold elections to the
Constituent Assembly, which were scheduled for 25 April 1975, as this would shift the
source of legitimacy of the political apparatus from military to electoral. The FCO
adopted a double-edged strategy to achieve these objectives. On the one hand,
Callaghan asked Trench to initiate a round of meetings with Portuguese leaders to
express British wishes for elections to be held in a ‘stable and balanced’ atmosphere as
an ‘important step towards the consolidation of democracy’”® On the other hand,
efforts were made to improve the organisational and propaganda structure of the PS
for these elections. A short time earlier, members of that party and centre-right
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organisations had been invited by the British government to take a close look at
elections in the UK and ‘learn the procedures for organising (and winning) elections’”®
The British diplomatic corpswas glad of the socialistvictoryin the elections at the
end of April 1975. In the British Ambassador’s opinion, the results represented an
encouragingsignfortheestablishmentofademocratic systemin Portugal. However,
the US State Department did not share Britain’s optimism. At an Anglo-American
meeting held afewweeks laterin Washington, Kissinger downplayed the importance
ofelectionfigures,whichhedoubtedwould changethecourseoftherevolution. Atthe
end of June 1975, a report by British Military Intelligence warned that the distribution
of political power in Portugal was still inversely proportional to the electoral results.
In the following weeks, the PS, the centrist parties and the Western powers came to
realise that the electoral victory upon which they had pinned their hopes was not
sufficient to establish a pluralist system in Portugal.”’

In response to this situation, throughout the spring and summer of 1975 the
Westernallies pursued adiplomaticoffensive to prevent Portugal from adopting State
socialism. Nigel Trench received direct instructions from the FCO to increase
diplomatic pressure on the Portuguese Prime Minister in order to reduce the
increasing communist influence in the government and the state apparatus. During
the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) in August 1975,
Wilson was ‘brutally frank’ in expressing to da Costa Gomes deep concerns about
political trends in Portugal. Wilson discussed this issue in his audience with Soviet
premier Leonid Brezhnev, the success of whose policy of detente hinged upon that
summit in Helsinki. The Labour leader expressed the West’s concern over possible
Soviet support of a communist coup in Portugal. He even alluded to a possible
breakdown of the detenteifthe Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) backed the
accession to power of Alvaro Cunhal’s PCP.”® When the CSCE drew to a close, Wilson
and the leaders of seven other European Social Democratic parties travelled to
Stockholm, where they founded the Committee of Friendship and Solidarity with
Democracy in Portugal.”® In addition to offering economic aid, the members of this
organisation committed themselves to making visits to Portugal in support of the
socialists. They also planned to orchestrate solidarity campaigns and organise the
celebration of Special Portugal Day.

According to the Ministry of Defence and British Military Intelligence, it was ‘at the
very least doubtful’ whether the Russians were willing to support a new, costly Cuba in
the Iberian Peninsula. Nor did it seem credible that Moscow should want to turn
Cunhal into a new independent theorist in the style of Mao or Tito.*® Although
Moscow was more interested in intervening in the decolonisation of Angola and
Mozambique than in influencing the process of democratisation in mainland
Portugal, the country’s internal drift towards a communist dictatorship rang alarm
bellsinthe Western capitals. The need toward offthis threatled the Western powers to
tactically support the counter-revolutionary agitation that spread throughout the
north of the country in August 1975. This anti-communist mobilisation was one of the
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primary strategic tools that tipped the balance in the political crisis in favour of the
forces advocating western-style parliamentary democracy.®!

Theaimofthis mobilisation, which saw the active participation of sectors ofthe PS,
the landowning oligarchy, the Catholic Church and the extreme-right wing, was
threefold. On the one hand, itwasintended to restrain the growing political influence
of the communists. On the other, it sought to turn the results of the elections into
genuine political power. However, this mobilisation also aimed to reverse some of the
moreradicaladvances concerningdemocratisation ofthe state, regarded by the West
as experiments that were unpredictable and dangerous in the international context of
the mid-1970s. In this respect, the promise of the European model, which offered
economicwell-being and representative democracy in exchange for social order, was
intended to be a substitute for greater redistribution of economic and political power
in Portugal.®?

DuringAugustand September 1975, inthe streets of Portugal, therewas agenuine
struggle for control of the revolution. The resulting confrontations brought the
countrytothebrinkofcivilwarduringthatveraoquenteof 1975. Atthe end of July,
Soares asked the British government and the Socialist International for ‘money and
even weapons’ in case civil war broke out.® Finally, the intense anti-communist
mobilisation unleashed in the north of the country brought about the fall of the Fifth
Provisional Government at the end of August 1975. This situation facilitated the
setting up of a new government, for the first time made up primarily of social
democrats and centrists. The governmental crisis of August 1975 therefore represented
an important turning point in the course of the revolution.

According to The Times (10 September 1975), after that change of government, it
seemed that Portugal had ‘taken the first few steps on the road back to a pluralist
democracy’ James Callaghan considered it essential to consolidate this political change
through aquick show of support for the new moderate authorities. The act of offering
bilateral economic aid to Portugal would be a ‘demonstration of support for the Sixth
Provisional Government which [would] helpit to overcomeits current problems’®* As
a condition, the FCO demanded a halt to those experiments with ‘direct democracy’
that were incompatible with liberal tradition. The British ambassadors in the
European capitals asked the EEC to provide continued assistance to Portugal. October
1975 saw the announcement of various multilateral and bilateral aid programmes that
sought to reinforce the pro-Western line that had begun to emerge in Lisbon.® This
political and economic support helped the moderate government to recover from the
failed ultra-left-wing revolt of November 1975.

From that time onwards, the communists joined in the process of restraint agreed with
the approval of the Western governments. This consensus culminated in the enactment
of a new constitution in April 1976. Thus ended the complex, convulsive period of
regime change in Portugal, one in which British intervention had played an important
stabilising role. The UK and its partners in the EEC offered a safety net that facilitated the
establishment of a Western-style democracy in Portugal. The trade-off was that the
options for political participation were considerably restricted, the desire for social
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transformation ignored and economic austerity imposed. From this perspective, the
Portuguese transition might be said to be not only the origin of the Third Wave, but also
the end of the ‘cycle of rebellion’, which had begun in Hungary in 1956 and whose
political defeat paved the way for the neoliberal restoration of economicand social order
thathad been challenged by the spate of revolutions during the long’ 1960s.

Conclusions

Pluralist democracy was neither the only possible alternative nor the inevitable
outcome of the turbulent regime change in Portugal in 1974-76. Within an
unpredictable context, the establishment of a pluralist systemin the Iberian country
would not have been possible without the intervention of a number of different
international players. This result was closely linked to the specific historical and
international context, which compounded the threat of social revolution, the loss of
credibility of the ideological principles upon which the Cold War had been founded
and the Europeanintegration agenda. The weakening of the political models of post-
war reconstruction, the 1960s transnational cycle of social revolts and the crisis in
trans-Atlantic relations had seriously eroded the disciplinary effectiveness of bipolar
competition. An example of this is the fact that US policy in Portugal finally adopted
the posture of its European allies, thereby implicitly accepting the ineffectiveness of
Cold War solutions. These were replaced by the European model, which played an
important role of political restraint in Portugal. Thus, dependence does not always
equate to submission in the sphere of international relations. The links existing
between UK and the USA did not give the superpower control over the British
government’s policy towards Portugal.

Britishinterventionin Portugal helped facilitate a stable outcome to that country’s
acute political crisis. It also helped to tie Portugal to the Western world, halting the
spread of neutralist stances within the country. The Wilson government deployed
various initiatives in Portugal, involving economic aid, technical assistance and
political pressure, that helped prevent the establishment of a communist dictatorship
or the return to a right-wing one. London’s promises of modernisation assisted a
moderate transition to a representative system, which would rein in the social
democratic experiments carried out during 1974-75 and would also prevent the
spread of the ‘revolutionary bug’ from Portugal to other countries in the region.
Channelling the Portuguese revolution through the establishment of a parliamentary
democracybroughttoaclose, thefinalchapterinthesagaofrebellionthathad spread
throughout Europe during the previous two decades, and marked the beginning of the
neoliberal restoration of the old order.
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