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The population of Portugal is 10.5 million, compared with 47 million Spanish, 62 million British, 64 million French, 206 million Brazilians and 315 million Americans.


The bulk of Portuguese-speakers are elsewhere in the world, in the former Portuguese colonies of Angola, Brazil, Cape Verde, Goa, Guinea Bissau, Macau, Mozambique, East Timor, and the islands of São Tomé and Príncipe.


Portugal is more than twice the size of Switzerland but is one-fifth the size of Spain, and could fit into Brazil 90 times.




Nationalism & Identity


Historically the Portuguese have turned their backs on the rest of Europe and instead looked in on themselves: a tight-knit family group where formality and old-fashioned politeness remain highly prized values and where a sense of togetherness has enabled them to retain their independence. Portugal’s border with Spain is one of the least changed borders in the whole of Europe: it is virtually the same as when its boundaries were defined by treaty in 1297.


“To be Portuguese means to be reserved: that gesticulating exuberance is left to their Mediterranean cousins.”


Sitting on the periphery of Europe suits the Portuguese. They may be in the same school class as the southern Europeans, but they are the shy kids who sit at the back hoping not to be noticed. To be Portuguese means to be reserved: that gesticulating exuberance is left to their Mediterranean cousins. Perhaps this is because the Portuguese are never influenced by the balmy heat of the Med: their temperament is forever cooled by the Atlantic whose surf pounds their country’s western and southern shores. And its eastern and northern borders are edged in by Spain, historically their rivals in love and war. Closed in on all sides, they tend to keep their heads down.


How they see themselves


The Portuguese see themselves as a giant family. A homogeneous race with no splinter groups agitating for independence or complaining about the repression of an obscure language, they will stick together on all occasions.


“A homogeneous race, they will stick together on all occasions.”


They also see themselves as a nation of great explorers, happy to seek out pastures new when things are really tough. Portuguese communities flourish in places as diverse as Venezuela, South Africa, Luxembourg and Canada.


Fiercely loyal to each other and to their country’s ways, the Portuguese consider themselves to be tolerant and open-minded. Portugal was, and still is, one of the most ethnically diverse countries in southern Europe. When the dictatorship which had governed the country for several decades ended in 1974, over half a million people from newly independent former colonies – mostly from Angola and Mozambique – knocked on Portugal’s door and they were all let in. To the Portuguese, these people were not so much foreigners as overseas relatives.


When Britain handed Hong Kong back to the Chinese, it pretty much waved goodbye to the Hong Kong residents. When Portugal did the same with the neighbouring colony of Macao in 1999, it allowed any of its residents to become a Portuguese citizen. The same has applied to Goa in India and East Timor in Indonesia: anyone who lived there before they became independent could claim Portuguese citizenship.


The peoples of its former colonies may be distant cousins with different names, but to the Portuguese, they are still part of the extended family. And they don’t just receive a Christmas card once a year: they are welcome to stay at any time, for as long as they like.


How others see them


As Portugal shares the Iberian peninsula with Spain, the rest of the world generally assumes that the Portuguese are a Mediterranean race. The impression is of a land of seafaring fishermen who make good waiters and occasionally throw up good footballers; a place where people are called José, play the guitar, eat paella and grilled sardines, and once had a famous navigator called Henry.


“The impression is of a land of seafaring fishermen who make good waiters and occasionally throw up good footballers.”


The reality is that the Portuguese are an Atlantic race, fiercely independent from Spain. There are a lot of Josés but don’t call them Hosay like the Spanish: in Portugal they are ‘Jo-say’. They do listen to guitar, but to the Portuguese guitar played with fado, not flamenco. And their rice and seafood dish is arroz de marisco, not paella. So Portugal may be like Spain, but it is certainly not a Spanish satellite.


The un-Mediterranean character of the Portuguese can come as a surprise. They are relatively quiet and easy going, an erstwhile colonial power which has absorbed a substantial number of immigrants from its former colonies with apparent ease. But though not a Mediterranean race it is still a southern European one, with the quaintness, the inefficiencies and slow-paced living that one comes to expect from a land with a sunny climate whose people are rarely hurried.


The special relationship


Portugal’s special relationship with Brazil is very much like the one between the UK and the USA: a former colony that outgrew its coloniser and whose culture permeates every aspect of its founder nation. The evening schedules of a whole family can revolve around the times of the nightly Brazilian telenovelas (soap operas). These show the dramatic exploits of glamorous leggy women and macho hunks in exotic locations, with the inevitable fofoca (scandal and intrigue), a potent mix that is so popular that to be cool you have to use a few Brazilian Portuguese expressions like tudo bem? (how’s it going?) and ciaozinho (see you).


“The evening schedules of a whole family can revolve around the times of the nightly Brazilian telenovelas (soap operas).”


The Portuguese also find they dance better to Brazilian rhythms (all the rage in many clubs) after a few caipirinhas, a highly alcoholic Brazilian cocktail made with distilled sugar cane.


“The Portuguese are rather proud of the New World glamour Brazilians bring to Olde Worlde Portugal.”


Until Portugal joined the EU, Brazilians could freely enter Portugal, and even today there is a healthy population of brasileiros, mostly the educated elite who use Portugal as a stepping stone into Europe. The Portuguese are rather proud of the New World glamour Brazilians bring to Olde Worlde Portugal, though not all are happy with their cultural mores.


In addition, the Brazilians are inclined to regard the Portuguese as quaint, old-fashioned and slightly dim. And here lies the rub, or rather the Portuguese Achilles heel: a sensitivity about the attitude of people from their former colonies, especially Brazil. The brasileiros in Portugal are not only over-paid, over-sexed and ‘over here’, but are often furnished with an overweening sense of superiority. The Portuguese take pleasure in reminding their Brazilian cousins that most of their place names, their state religion and their language all came from Portugal. Anyone who claims to have shaved clean their Portuguese roots would be a bare-faced Brazilian indeed.


The not-so-special relationship


A Portuguese does not care to be mistaken for a Spaniard. When addressed in Spanish by a foreigner, he would rather answer in English or French. Spain is the neighbour with the big house, and the leylandii trees that block out the light. To get to the shops, Portugal has to use its drive: all land routes connecting it with the rest of Europe pass through Spain first. The Spanish may not be the neighbours from hell, but they are neighbours the Portuguese resent.


“The Spanish may not be the neighbours from hell, but they are neighbours the Portuguese resent.”


‘Neither good winds nor good marriages come from Spain’ is a well-known Portuguese saying. It is nearly 400 years since Spain relinquished its occupation of Portugal, but distrust runs deep after a history of wars and border skirmishes. Even now, many Portuguese claim the town of Olivença in Spanish Extremadura as their own, invoking a Treaty of 1815 which the Spanish seem to have conveniently forgotten.


Today, Portugal’s economy hangs on to the coat tails of Spain’s, and the Portuguese look with alarm when Spanish companies take over slices of their country’s banking, commerce or real estate.


Yet to go to Spain is a sign of success, a step towards the Big Time. Many of Portugal’s top footballers leap at the chance to play for Real Madrid; Nobel Prize winning author Saramago left Portugal to live in Tenerife. Like the British, who are cynical about Americans but secretly hanker to be like them, the Portuguese quietly envy their larger neighbours. To counteract this, they have always attempted to keep up with the Josés – anything the Spanish state can do, the Portuguese state tries to do too. After all, when Spain’s navigators colonised half the world, the Portuguese colonised the other half – the Treaty of Tordesillas in 1494 literally divided the New World in two between the Iberian nations.


“They have always attempted to keep up with the Josés – anything the Spanish state can do, the Portuguese state tries to do too.”


A Portuguese proverb states, ‘A galinha da vizinha é mais gorda que a minha’ (My neighbour’s chicken is fatter than mine). So when the Spanish built the lavish palace and monastery of El Escorial in the 16th century, the Portuguese king João V decided to outdo them and commissioned an even bigger palace and convent at Mafra, north of Lisbon. It had 15,000 labourers working on it each day, and when complete it boasted 5,200 doors and 2,500 windows. The library was stocked with so many books that when Lord Byron visited, he was asked if there were any books left in England. Unfortunately, the king’s vanity successfully bankrupted the country and it has never been quite the same since.


For most of the 20th century, Portugal turned its back on its neighbours like a sulky child. Cross border traffic was not encouraged. Until it became a full member of the EU, there was merely a handful of crossings over the mountains and rivers that make up the natural border with Spain. Public buses from Portugal would stop at the border, and you had to walk across to Spain and hope that the wait for the Spanish bus was not too long: they were rarely coordinated. Before a motorway bridge opened in the 1990s, you could only go from Portugal’s top tourist area, the Algarve, to Spain via a rickety car ferry at Vila Real, unless you drove to Alcoutim where the river was narrower: here you could get a man to take you across the border in his rowing boat.
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