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The politicisation of campus free 
speech in Portugal

Adam Standring and Daniel Cardoso

In February and March 2017 a controversy erupted in the Faculdade 
de Ciências Sociais e Humanas – Universidade Nova de Lisboa 
(Faculty of Social and Human Sciences of the New University of 
Lisbon – FCSH-UNL) when a prominent but controversial histo-
rian, Jaime Nogueira Pinto, had his invitation to speak on campus 
cancelled. This was one of the first and most high-profile cases 
of ‘no platforming’ to occur in Portugal and garnered a great deal of 
mainstream media attention. Nogueira Pinto, a staunch defender 
of the former dictator António Salazar, was originally invited by a 
small right-wing student group, Nova Portugalidade, to speak on 
the populist wave. The cancellation provoked protests and counter-
protests, invited comment from politicians up to the president on 
the importance and limitations of free speech in a liberal democ-
racy, and was an important moment in what was then still a nascent 
culture war.

In this chapter, we give an account of these events, witnessed 
first-hand by each of the authors, and we attempt to place them 
within their wider social, historical and political context. Since the 
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Carnation Revolution in 1974, and the transition to democracy, 
Portugal has been a country that prides itself on its tolerance, social 
liberalism and peacefulness. It seemed remarkably unaffected by the 
wave of nationalist populism that enveloped much of Europe after 
the financial crisis of 2008. Yet, as we will argue, behind the façade 
lay much more regressive attitudes, deeply embedded in socially 
unexamined accounts of Portuguese colonial and anti-democratic 
history. The events of Nogueira Pinto’s no-platforming would be 
exploited and politicised by sympathetic figures in the media and 
politics and ultimately contribute to the belated arrival of populist 
discourse in Portugal.

The context 

Portugal, at first glance, does not seem the most fertile ground in 
which to sow the seeds of a culture war, but as will be explored 
later, many of the factors that seemingly inoculated Portuguese 
society from populist and reactionary sentiment were built on shal-
low foundations. The country emerged from the recent financial 
crisis relatively unscathed in social and political terms – it didn’t 
experience the widespread political protests that countries such as 
Greece and Spain witnessed, nor did nativist populists gain main-
stream media or electoral success.1 In fact, once again breaking with 
the European trend, the 2015 elections saw a loose, left-wing, anti- 
austerity government come to power, led by the Socialist Party (PS) 
and with the support of the Left Bloc (BE) and Communist Party 
(PCP).

Despite the relative political stability, global political currents 
were of great interest in Portugal, both in the public consciousness 
and in academic circles and particularly in FCSH-UNL. FCSH-UNL 
is a public university, founded in 1973, the year before the Carnation 
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Revolution when democracy was restored, which specialises in social 
sciences and humanities. Given just these facts, this might seem 
the ideal space to host a lecture entitled ‘Populism or Democracy? 
Brexit, Trump and Le Pen Debated’, but to understand why this was 
considered a provocation we need to know a bit more about who was 
asked to give the lecture and where it was to be held.

Jaime Nogueira Pinto is a public historian and political commen-
tator. Originally trained in law and political science, he has pub-
lished a number of books on political and historical subjects. He is 
most popularly, and controversially, known for hosting an episode 
of the 2006–07 television series Os Grandes Portuguese (The Greatest 
Portuguese) – the programmes featured profiles of ten prominent 
Portuguese historical figures, followed by a public poll – in which he 
presented the case for the dictator António Salazar. In more recent 
years, he has added his name to the growing conservative reaction 
against Islam, publishing a book in 2015 called O Islão e o Ocidente – 
A grande discórdia (Islam and the West – The Great Discord), and as 
such has increased his popularity with the small but growing radical 
right in Portugal.

Nogueira Pinto’s public profile – and increasing prominence 
in right-wing circles – would have made him a controversial guest 
in most academic situations, but we can consider his invitation to 
FCSH-UNL particularly provocative. Unlike many Anglo-American 
universities, Portuguese universities often have historically estab-
lished political tendencies, either through direct links between the 
faculty and political parties or else sympathies that are more implicit 
but still well known. Additionally, most political parties will have, 
to a greater or lesser degree, representatives of their youth organisa-
tions (Jotas) present within the universities. FCSH-UNL has a long 
history of left-wing activism, with strong links among faculty and 
students to PS as well as BE and PCP.
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Nova Portugualidade at FCSH-UNL

Given the historical political tendencies within FCSH-UNL, any stu-
dent or student group from outside a broad left tradition would 
find themselves in a minority. It was within this context that Nova 
Portugalidade was founded by Rafael Pinto Borges, a Political 
Science and International Relations undergraduate. Pinto Borges 
was also an activist for the youth wing of the Centro Democrático 
e Social – Partido Popular (Democratic and Social Centre-People’s 
Party – CDS-PP), a socially conservative party, often considered 
the most right-wing of the mainstream parties in Portugal. Nova 
Portugalidade positions itself as a movement dedicated to promot-
ing the history of Portugal and celebrating virtues such as liberty and 
democracy. In doing so, it also finds itself providing a revisionist 
account of the Portuguese dictatorship (1928–74) and celebrating the 
Portuguese colonial past.

In February 2017 Nova Portugalidade submitted a request to 
the Student Association of FCSH-UNL – an elected body of stu-
dent representatives with responsibility for administering student 
 organisations – to book an auditorium for Nogueira Pinto to speak. 
Despite originally having accepted the request, the Student Association 
subsequently considered the platform of Nova Portugalidade and 
the profile of Nogueira Pinto to be against the general principles 
of inclusivity under which they were elected. The executive of the 
Student Association put the matter to a vote of the General Assembly 
of Students which rejected it, removing their acceptance and refer-
ring the request to the university administration which had ultimate 
authority. The request was subsequently denied by the director of 
FCSH-UNL, Francisco Carmelo,2 on the grounds that threats of vio-
lence had been received and the talk constituted a ‘security risk’, while 
the university’s commitment to freedom of speech and plurality of 
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opinion was also affirmed.3 The director also rejected the suggestion 
that security guards or police should be brought in to guarantee the 
safety of participants, arguing that this was ‘not part of the culture of 
our institution’.

Meetings between students from different factions and the uni-
versity administration were tense, culminating in a confrontation 
on 7 March 2017 when up to forty unidentified far-right activ-
ists attempted to remonstrate with representatives of the Student 
Association and enter their premises. A demonstration against the 
‘no-platforming’ of Nogueria Pinto, billed as a defence of democ-
racy and free speech against ‘cultural Marxism’, was organised by 
the neo-fascist Partido Nacional Renovador (National Renovation 
Party – PNR). These events were met by significant resistance and 
at the demonstration, on 21 March, the thirty or so protestors from 
PNR were confronted by many more counter-protesters. The protest 
ended with the students and staff of FCSH-UNL joining together 
to sing the classic Portuguese revolutionary song, Grândola Vila 
Morena.

While the protest was ultimately peaceful, it did garner the atten-
tion of the media, and political figures jumped into the row, less 
on the side of FCSH-UNL and more to defend freedom of speech 
and academic freedom. The president, Marcelo Rebelo de Sousa, 
called the decision to cancel ‘absurd’ and ‘incomprehensible’, going 
so far as to suggest that the talk be reorganised by the Association 
of the 25th April – a national organisation designed to promote the 
memory and values of the democratic revolution.

A history unexamined

The date 25 April plays an extremely important cultural role in 
Portuguese society, signifying a distinct break from the dictatorship 
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and marking the end of a largely unfree society and the beginning of 
Portugal’s journey to democracy. The immediate post-revolutionary 
period saw moderate political forces of the centre-left and centre-
right join with ‘rehabilitated’, liberal figures from the Estado Novo 
such as Francisco de Sá Carneiro, in order to wrest power from the 
military and radical left figures. This complicated history of revolu-
tion and democratisation means that 25 April plays a symbolic role 
for a variety of political traditions, from far left to far right,4 and sees 
it associated with values such as freedom of speech and political 
liberty.

The Carnation Revolution also marked the beginning of the end 
of Portugal’s colonial ambitions. One of the principal flashpoints 
of the revolution had been popular exhaustion with an unpopu-
lar colonial war. Portugal’s African colonies (Angola, Mozambique, 
Guinea-Bissau, Cape Verde and São Tome & Principe) won their 
independence in 1975,5 prompting a wave of immigration into 
Portugal by white settlers (retornados), as well as a large black contin-
gent who tended to settle in distinct areas such as Amadora in Lisbon 
or across the river Tagus in Almada. The ghettoisation of Portugal’s 
black population combined with the strong cultural embeddedness 
of the philosophy of luso-tropicalism to produce a relatively unre-
flexive popular view of the Portuguese Empire. Luso-tropicalism, an 
idea originally developed by the Brazilian anthropologist Gilberto 
Freyre but later used and adapted by the Salazar regime to legiti-
mise colonialisation, claimed that Portugal was uniquely unafflicted 
by racial prejudice, and its colonial exploits (whose early stages are 
still commonly referred to as os descobrimentos [‘the discoveries’]) 
were therefore broadly considered by the white population to be 
benevolent.6

The Nova Portugalidade affair came at a time when a wave of crit-
ical thought and progressive political movements were challenging 
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many of these historical and cultural legacies. The financial crisis 
(2010–14) encouraged the flourishing of a number of anti-austerity 
movements whose organisation and mobilisation was often inter-
sectional with a number of existing and ongoing struggles among 
marginalised groups, such as those for women’s rights, LGBT rights 
and immigrants’ rights.7 Again, 25 April was of high symbolic value 
to these groups because, while most participants were too young to 
have participated directly, it provided a discursive space in which to 
examine Portuguese history and the gaps and injustices left unad-
dressed by the revolution.

The fallout: new culture wars in Portugal

One thing learned from the events at FCSH-UNL was that a far-
right strategy of intimidation would get a ‘fair hearing’, or at least be 
viewed as a legitimate side in a debate, within the Portuguese media. 
A few months after the FCSH-NOVA controversy, SOS Racism – an 
anti-racist NGO – organised a protest in front of a recently inaugu-
rated statue in memory of the sixteenth-century missionary priest 
António Vieira. Vieira was depicted in a gesture of conversion, with 
three indigenous children at his feet.8 The NGO protested what they 
considered to be a celebration of slavery and the Church’s role in it. 
The protest was interrupted by a neo-Nazi group, ‘the Hammerskins’, 
who pushed protesters away from the statue. The incident high-
lighted the difficulties black communities face in having their voices 
heard in a city seemingly indifferent to their historical suffering.

The question of historical memory was raised again in early 
2018, when several Portuguese and foreign academics signed an 
open letter condemning an electoral pledge by the recently elected 
mayor of Lisbon to build a museum to celebrate Portugal’s mari-
time expansion. The proposed name and purpose of the museum, 
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either ‘The Museum of Discoveries’ or ‘The Museum of Portuguese 
Interculturality’,9 prompted an intense debate on social media and in 
the newspapers. Those against argued that the names whitewashed 
Portugal’s colonialism, portraying it again in a benevolent way. 
Those in favour claimed that Portuguese history was a matter of 
national pride and should be celebrated.10

The role of academics in contesting or embedding visions of 
Portugal’s history is complex and contested. In 2019 a new contro-
versy arose as Fátima Bonifácio, an academic historian and regular 
contributor to the national newspaper Público, wrote a piece arguing 
that racial quotas would never work as a mechanism of integration 
because Africans and Roma people are too different from Europeans. 
In her own words, neither of these minority groups ‘descend from 
the Universal Human Rights launched by the Great Revolution of 
1789’.11 The piece was condemned as racist by various commentators, 
forcing the newspaper to justify why they had allowed such a text to 
be published in the first place – again resting on notions of freedom 
of speech. Defence of Bonifácio’s piece came mostly from column-
ists writing for a website called Observador. Historian Rui Ramos 
and anthropologist Gabriel Mithá Ribeiro, among others, argued 
that the reaction to Bonifacio’s piece was based only on left-wing 
hypersensitivity.12 In the more open phase of Portugal’s culture war, 
Observador has become a popular platform for intellectuals to write 
on identity and Portugal’s history from a conservative standpoint.

The debate over race and memory became one of the central 
issues in Portugal’s 2019 parliamentary elections. André Ventura, the 
founder of far-right populist party Chega (Enough), built a national 
reputation as a football analyst as well as by making inflammatory 
comments against Roma and other minorities in local election cam-
paigns. In October 2019 he was elected to parliament, meaning that 
for the first time in recent history the far right was represented. Within 
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parliament Chega is largely isolated, but Ventura has increased his 
profile through frequent attacks on Joacine Katar Moreira, a black 
female academic, born in Guinea-Bissau and elected to represent the 
left-wing party Livre (Free). The media are frequently more critical 
of Katar Moreira than they are of those attacking her. In his most 
recent comments, and in response to Katar Moreira’s suggestion that 
items in Portugal’s museums, taken under colonial rule, be returned 
to their countries of origin, Ventura suggested that Katar Moreira 
should be returned to hers.

Conclusion

The shift within Portugal, from a country in which nationalist pop-
ulism was largely absent (or at least less visible) to one in which popu-
list sentiments are an increasingly frequent feature of the popular 
media discourse, might seem sudden, but it’s important that this is 
put into context. The events of 2017 at FCSH-UNL was not the match 
that sent the whole thing up in flames, but it does point to the under-
lying tensions within Portuguese society as well as indicating the 
strategies that populists are likely to embark on to further their cause.

One of the big changes since the incident at FCSH-UNL is how 
the populist far right has become emboldened in its attacks on 
anyone voicing a critical reading of Portugal’s history, knowing that 
a more supplicant media will present this as legitimate debate. This 
works towards a popular desensitisation of hate speech and makes 
it still more difficult for under-represented minorities to have their 
voices heard.

Since the episode of 2017 at FCSH-UNL, issues of identity and 
memory have gained a central place in political debates in social 
media, traditional media and political campaigns. As Portugal’s past 
becomes increasingly the subject of public analysis and discussion, 
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it is likely that political struggles over culture, identity and memory 
will become more common and divisive.
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