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Portugal as an Old Sea Power: 
Exploring the EU Membership 
as Geopolitical Design
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Structured Abstract

Article Type: Research Paper
Purpose—Since 1974, Portugal has been put through a double process of (a) dimin-

ishing its relative potential and (b) changing its geopolitical design from sea to land. This 
radical transformation in the direction of a small,  land-oriented power did not, however, 
modify the geography of Portugal or the identity of the Portuguese ( sea-oriented). This 
paper aims to investigate the research puzzle of the  non-interaction between Portuguese 
geography and  self-identity as independent variables and its EU membership as depend-
ent variable.

Design, Methodology, Approach—The main objective is to test whether the Portu-
guese geopolitical agent can be identified as the key variable to explain the Portuguese 
commitment to the EU set of  land-oriented policies, and the consequent decay of Portu-
guese fishing activities and navy status today, as fundamental sectors related to the sea 
affairs.

Findings—The paper provides evidence to sustain the argument that Portuguese 
domestic  policy-making, in security terms, takes place first at the EU supranational level 
and that, therefore, conventional national aspirations and traditional narratives do not 
impact through the national institutions that formulate foreign policy.

Practical implications—The paper contributes to the research agenda of small powers 
and geopolitical studies.

Originality/value—The paper applies a model of neoclassical geopolitics to an under-
researched topic.

Keywords: fishing, geography, geopolitics, identity, navy, Portugal, sea power
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I. Introduction
After the dismantling of the Portuguese pluricontinental state from 1974 to 1999, Por-

tugal was reduced to its mainland area in Europe and to two archipelagos in the Atlan-
tic Ocean. Portugal became a smaller power not only in geographical extent but also in 
terms of other elements of the state’s potential—namely demography, resources, and mili-
tary and political influence in the international arena. In this context, since 1974, Portugal 
has radically altered its national security policy (or geopolitical design) from a  sea-power 
orientation (thalassopolitics and the pluricontinental state) to one centered on the land (tel-
luropolitics and the European Union). Despite that radical shift, the geography of Portugal 
and the  self-identity of the Portuguese remain largely unchanged.

In this context, the observable empirical problem and, consequently, the research puz-
zle of this paper is why the core factors of Portugal’s geographical settings’ incentives and 
 self-identity reality do not shape the country’s geopolitical design.2 Hence, the paper argues 
that there is an incongruity between the independent variables of geography and identity 
and the dependent variable of EU membership in the making of Portugal’s national secu-
rity policy. The paper’s working hypothesis—and the main argument—is that this incongru-
ity can be explained by an intervening domestic variable: “the perceptions of the Portuguese 
geopolitical agent.” (Geopolitical agents are heads of state or heads of government, minis-
ters of foreign affairs, ministers of national defense, and other specific ministers who con-
stitute the foreign policy cabinet.3) It is argued that these perceptions—being shaped by EU 
principles and norms—are determinant in shaping the geopolitical design. In this way, it 
seems that that intervening variable can explain why a certain national security policy is 
adopted, disregarding the incentives of geographical setting and contradicting the prefer-
ences of the majority of a nation. It is certain that international organizations influence the 
policy making and policy choices of states. In the case of Portugal, with regard to European-
ization—and in line with the main argument of the paper—it appears that the crucial real-
ity is “downloading,”4 through which the EU international structure shapes the fundamental 
security policy outcomes of the state. This “downloading” determines either what type of 
geostrategic power is projected on the international arena (and, consequently, the alteration 
of preferable areas of interest and action) or neutralizes any individual geostrategic projec-
tion of power.

Neoclassical geopolitics provides the theoretical background for the research. 
Chauprade and Thual’s geopolitical principle number one, the existence of “an iden-
tity reality based objectively in space—geography—and time—history,”5 is operational-
ized by the model of neoclassical geopolitics developed by the author.6 The model holds 
that foreign policy outcomes depend on systemic stimuli and the state’s potential (the 
independent variable), and also on the geopolitical agent’s perceptions and capacities (an 
intervening variable). The structure of the paper follows these ideas. Section I is devoted 
to defining sea power and explaining the reasons Portugal is considered a traditional sea 
power, covering a succinct description of the geography, identity, and the core elements 
of the foreign policy pattern of Portugal. Section II addresses the alignment of Portu-
gal, as a small power, with the EU tellurocracy, describing the Portuguese foreign policy 
shift after 1974 and providing data on the fishing sector and the navy sector as case stud-
ies. These empirical tests in two policy areas—(1) economy, with an examination of how 
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the Common Fisheries Policy has impacted Portuguese fishing activity, and (2) military, 
with an assessment of the progressive decay of the Portuguese navy—are logically related 
to fundamental matters of sea affairs, providing evidence regarding the set of explana-
tions of the consequences of the process of Portugal’s  re-orienting from sea to land. The 
selection of cases responds to core elements of material power (economy and military), 
according to the Realist theoretical school of international relations. Finally, Section 
III ties up the research while identifying and characterizing the Portuguese geopoliti-
cal agent’s perceptions as causal variable, achieving explanatory power for the research 
problem.

The main objective of the article is to investigate the causes of the research puzzle. The 
paper is a single case study operationalized by content analysis, discourse analysis, and pro-
cess tracing. The body of examined documents includes EU legislation; Portuguese govern-
ment programs and plans; speeches and interviews of the Portuguese minister of foreign 
affairs; and academic literature on the topics at stake.

II. Geography, Identity, and Foreign Policy  
Pattern of  Portugal as a Traditional Sea Power

Portugal is, at the same time, a small power and a traditional sea power. Defining a sea 
power appears to be the initial task in understanding how Portugal became a smaller power 
compared to its size at the beginning of the 1970s.

The works of Father Fernando Oliveira7 and Admiral A.T. Mahan8—or a resumé of their 
ideas at least (such as in Morgado9)—in addition to the definition of the French term marit-
imité by Chauprade and Thual10 suffice to get acquainted with the concept of “sea power.” In 
the most concise terms, a  sea-power country means the geostrategic type in which the sea 
is the generatrix of the state’s power; i.e., the state’s capacity to project power on the interna-
tional arena is based on structures connected to the ocean (e.g., control over choke points, 
islands, ports, and consequently sea lanes; a relevant navy as instrument in that strategy; 
and dynamic fishing activity). Therefore, for such a country, the maritime arena is where the 
power dispute takes place.11

The classification of “sea power” remained an appropriate label for Portugal from the 
15th century until 1974. Portugal, which was the first  world-scale thalassocratic empire 
(emerging in 1415), transmuted itself into a pluricontinental state in 1951. That pluriconti-
nental state was dismantled after 1974. This section and the next one shed light on the histor-
ical path of Portugal through the geopolitical approach.

2.1 Geography

In the geopolitical approach, a scholarly inquiry into a country’s geographical setting 
requires studying the basic aspects of space and position.

Regarding the geographical space of Portugal, one can observe that the shape of the 
Portuguese territory is a compact rectangle with very low territorial strategic depth. It is a 
coastal country with 1.793 km of coastline, comprising several inhospitable cliffs and many 
sandy beaches, open to the Atlantic Ocean (Mackinder’s Midland Ocean). The main ports 
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are Leixões, Aveiro, Lisboa, Setúbal, and Sines. Sines has the greater potential for becoming 
one of the largest ports in Europe—a topic to be developed in future research. The Exclusive 
Economic Zone of Portugal and its islands measures about 1.727.408 square km, one of the 
largest in the world. In contrast to its lack of depth on land, at sea (maneuver  east-west), Por-
tugal enjoys significant strategic depth.

Map 1: Portuguese EEZ. Source: https://fotos.web.sapo.io/i/oa00258ed/16628576_63lmZ.jpeg. The text 
of the map in the lower left-hand corner reads in translation as: “Portugal and the Sea. The map of Por-
tugal as we know it shows the land territory and the maritime territory that spreads to the limit of the 
Exclusive Economic Zone. The proposal for the extension of the Continental Shelf reveals a new dimen-
sion of the territory that integrates the seabed and the subsoil of the sea beyond 200 nautical miles. The 
new map of Portugal represents one of the largest countries in the world. On the way to a maritime ter-
ritory 40 times larger than on land. 97% of Portugal is sea.” The scale on the lower right-hand corner of 
the map depicts Nautical Miles, Kilometers, location in the world map, an bathymetry.”

The land relief of the interior north of Portugal is mountainous. The  north-central 
region comprises the highest of the continental mountains, Serra da Estrela. In the south, 
the landscape is mainly constituted by plains with few exceptions (such as the mountain of 
Monchique). Most of the more important navigable rivers (e.g., Minho, Douro, Mondego, 
Tagus) flow from east to west with their mouths on the open Atlantic. The orientation of 
these rivers constitutes a natural predisposition of geography orienting the country to the 
ocean, contributing to the existence of a maritime culture, too.

The geographical position of Portugal was also crucial to making the country a mar-
itime one and shaping the maritime culture of the Portuguese nation. The continuous 
visits of maritime peoples (from the 10th century bce onwards) such as the Phoenicians 
(from today’s Lebanon and Syria), Greeks (ancient Greek  city-states), and Carthaginians, 

This content downloaded from 
������������165.132.14.104 on Wed, 22 Sep 2021 00:44:19 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Portugal as an Old Sea Power 63

with the purpose of trading, enriched the proto–Portuguese with shipbuilding and sailing 
techniques.

From the American perspective, i.e., that of the current main center of world power, 
Portugal is in the position of a gateway to Europe, and its islands on the Atlantic (Madeira 
and Azores) can be seen as choke points for maritime and air navigation. The Azores—
located halfway between the U.S. and Europe—host a NATO airbase. The south of Portugal, 
Algarve, is oriented towards one of the most important choke points in Europe: the Strait of 
Gibraltar, which enjoys control over the entrance to the Mediterranean Sea (and is the sea’s 
only natural entrance to the open oceans).

2.2 Identity

Describing the collective identity of a people is always a delicate endeavor. Some pieces 
of literature can help crystallize a few notions about the Portuguese identity, providing the 
rationalization of some feelings, thoughts, and impressions.12 For the purposes of this paper, 
(1) a very  heart-felt connection to the past and (2) an ambition of returning to the status of 
sea power—or at least politically, to make use of the maritime tradition in the conduct of 
foreign policy—are considered the most important of those notions.

In terms of the past, the crucial aspect is certainly the Portuguese sense of pride in their 
navigators and heroes, who created Portugal, explored and navigated the world, and cre-
ated the Ultramar (the overseas provinces and states).13 The  sea-power tradition is so deeply 
ingrained in Portugal because it has persisted for so long.14 Consequently, it is a tradition 
that remains very hard to erase, and that would be a task of many decades or centuries if 
undertaken.15 The  sea-power tradition is also rooted in the creative integration of different 
peoples and different races, merged from different parts of the planet. It led to the creation 
of a multiracial nation and a pluricontinental state, within the Portuguese cultural milieu—
Portugal as a  Euro-Afro-Asian-American country.16 Perhaps the main symbol of this Portu-
guese sea power tradition is the armillary sphere (esfera armilar), which is still present in the 
Portuguese national flag.

As for the second notion, Portugal’s aspiration to increase its maritime power is at the 
core. In the four last decades (i.e., after the dismantling of the Portuguese territory) a great 
number of works about the Portuguese national interest have still reflected upon Portugal’s 
interest on the sea. Examples of these works are Carvalho,17 Valente de Almeida,18 Cardo-
so,19 Sequeira,20 and Dias.21 Such studies involve connecting the territories where Portuguese 
is spoken—and in which a common history and common cultural elements (religion, hab-
its, traditions, myths) endure—with Portuguese grand  strategy-making. At a different level, 
Pires de Lima,22 Pitta e Cunha,23 and Moreira de Sá24 are authors and scholars who have 
questioned the pertinence of associating the sea only with the past, thereby ignoring the lev-
erage that Portugal can gain—in negotiations in Brussels and elsewhere—by investing in a 
geopolitical  sea-power design.

2.3 Foreign Policy Pattern

Severiano Teixeira25 systematized the reality of the “classic model” of Portuguese 
foreign policy, which lasted for five centuries and comprises four “historical invariants”: 
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(1) “an opposing perception of continental Europe and the Atlantic Ocean”; (2) “stra-
tegic distancing from Europe and preference for the sea”; and in the preference for the 
sea, two crucial aspects: (3) “a privileged alliance with the sea power (England, USA/
NATO) and the imperial project”26 and (4) “diversification of alliances out of the Iberian 
Peninsula.”27 These invariants, related to foreign policy outcomes, were the result of (a) 
 well-managed incentives provided by geography and  well-conformed identity cores and 
(b) the action of a transhistorical class of geopolitical agents oriented to sea affairs (per-
ception of space).

Examining the historical path to the extent possible, the Treaty of Windsor, signed 
between Portugal and England in 1386, constitutes the oldest  political-diplomatic alliance 
that still binds its signatories. The Portuguese–U.S. alliance and Portugal’s membership 
in NATO, forged in the first half of the 20th century, are coupled with the Anglo–Portu-
guese alliance. The former Portuguese overseas territories, provinces and states (Ultramar) 
stood as the guarantor of the Portuguese national sovereignty, which allowed Portugal to 
turn its face to the sea and stay relatively isolated from European continental politics. This 
empirical evidence supports invariants number one, two, and three. As for invariant num-
ber four, the words of Valente de Almeida28 characterize the geopolitical setting: “Portugal 
[is] geoblocked by Spain and, therefore, Portugal oriented its political action to other possi-
ble directions, all of them almost exclusively maritime ones,” and “Portugal transformed the 
sea into the principal support of its culture and its politics.”29 These explanations largely rep-
licated conclusions by Borges de Macedo30 and Martínez.31

A product of its geography and identity, Portugal has pursued, for centuries, not only 
domestic  state-building based on the sea that connected its widespread overseas territories, 
but also a foreign policy heavily oriented towards the sea and other maritime countries. The 
“historical invariants” of the “classic model” correspond to both the identity of the Portu-
guese as described above and their subsequent aspiration to project power on the seas. In 
spite of all this, in 1974 the geostrategic orientation of Portugal—and, consequently, Portu-
guese foreign policy—was radically changed.

III. The Alignment of  a Small Power with the EU 
Tellurocracy: the Portuguese Foreign Policy Shift 
and the Modification of  the Geopolitical Design 

from the Sea to the Land (Two Case Studies)

3.1 The Drastic 1974 Foreign Policy Shift

The most drastic transformation in Portuguese foreign policy happened in 1974, when 
the geopolitical agents of the regime Estado Novo were removed from power and replaced 
by radically different geopolitical agents. As a result, a  far-reaching shift of the geopolitical 
agents’ perceptions—or an identity reversal—took place. This phenomenon represented a 
break in the continuity of Portugal’s geopolitical design, which had been oriented entirely 
towards the sea since the Middle Ages, as explained in the previous section. The new geopo-
litical agents substituted, for the traditional geopolitical design, one exclusively engaged with 
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European continental politics. As said in section I, this primary orientation towards conti-
nental Europe was something totally new to the Portuguese traditions of security policy.

The years 1974–76 were a period of revolution, indefiniteness, and uncertainty in Por-
tuguese domestic and foreign policies. The Portuguese Communist Party, a strong and 
 well-organized force, assaulted the power structure and, assisted by other radical leftist 
movements, made sure that foreign policy contacts—above all with the Soviet Union—were 
stimulated in  side-lines to the state policy, when not driving state policy itself.

In 1976, the new constitution was approved, and the political system stabilized. 
Although praising socialism and aiming to create a socialist state, the constitution defined 
Portugal as a “western country,” both “European” and “Atlantic.”32 Whereas the “Atlantic 
choice” represents a limited continuity in Portuguese foreign policy (at least keeping the alli-
ance with the leading sea power), the “European choice” for economic and political integra-
tion created a drastic shift. In 1977, Portugal asked to join the EEC, and did so in 1986.

Hence, it seems that the reasoning of the former Portuguese prime minister António de 
O. Salazar was accurate when he claimed that without its overseas provinces and states, Por-
tugal could not guarantee its national sovereignty on the international chessboard. In fact, 
it took less than three years (1974–1977) for the socialist prime minister Mário Soares to ask 
the EEC to accept Portugal as a  member-state; i.e., less than three years from 1974—when 
the maneuver for dismantling the Portuguese territory started—to 1977—when the request 
for adhesion was made. In that brief and transitory  three-year period, the  new-to-the-job 
geopolitical agents managed to dismantle the territorial integrity of the country and align 
the residual territory and political structure with the European bloc (the latter to assure the 
survival of the country in the international system).

Consequently, Portugal faced two historical phases. In the first phase, with a seat at the 
EEC table, the country managed to maintain its independence and not become, for exam-
ple, a Soviet vassal. Yet, throughout the decades, that seat came at the cost of turning Portu-
gal away from its traditional activities connected to the sea and of a rejection of, or lack of 
attention to, a great deal of Portuguese foreign policy tradition. This cost will be measured 
by analyzing the cases of fishing activities and the status of the navy.

3.2 The Modification of the Geopolitical Design from the Sea to  
the Land. Case Study 1—Fishing Activity in Portugal (1970–2019)

References to the ocean have been persistent in Portuguese political discourse for the 
last decade.33 Despite that, empirical data shows an extensive and cumulative failure of pol-
icies of the Portuguese geopolitical agents with respect to the sea and their lack of under-
standing of the importance, for Portugal, of a  sea-oriented geopolitical design.34 In this 
sense, the Portuguese Strategic Concept of National Defense sheds light on the matter: 
“Europe is the main geographic area of national strategic interest”35—and adds, furthermore, 
that the North Atlantic comes in second place. It is noteworthy how that document places 
political and economic integration (ie., in the EU) before military and political coopera-
tion (i.e., in NATO, the bilateral alliances with the U.S. and the UK) or cooperation within 
CPLP (the Community of Portuguese Language Countries). The consequences of “turning 
the back to the oceans”—or what Palmeira accurately described as “the image of a country 
that now turned its back to the Sea, seduced by the mirage of Brussels”36—can be measured 
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in the decline of the fishing activity and the disinvestment in the navy, mainly during the 
1980s and 90s and ongoing until the present.

Fishing—one of humankind’s most ancient activities—is ruled by the Common Fisher-
ies Policy in the space of the European Union. The Common Fisheries Policy covers four main 
domains37: (1) “fisheries management,” which includes rules on access to waters, fishing effort 
controls, technical measures, limiting the amount of fish from a particular fishery; (2) “inter-
national policy,” which relates to fishing outside the EU and its implications; (3) “market and 
trade policy,” related to “managing the market in fishery and aquaculture products”; and (4) 
“funding of the policy.” Being this broad in scope and resonance, the Common Fisheries Pol-
icy has a huge impact on any EU country with a relevant sector. Portugal is no exception.

As stated, Portugal has a relatively long coastline and one of the largest EEZs in the 
world. Notwithstanding, the country suffers from an enormous dependence on landed fish. 
In 2018, Portugal imported more than 300,000 tons of fish,38 corresponding to 1.3 billion 
EUR.39 The data in table 1 help understand the diminishing fishing activity in Portugal.

Table 1. The decrease of fishing activity  
in Portugal, 1970–2019

197040 2019
Total number of fishermen  33,594  14,617
Total number in the fishing fleet (vessels)  17,583   7,768
Total amount of landed fish (tons) 365,423 137,66941

Source: PORDATA (2020)

Summing up, Portugal captures only 25 percent of its total consumed fish.42 In other 
words, a country that enjoys all the mentioned geographical incentives imports 75 percent of 
its total consumed fish.

The Common Fisheries Policy certainly provided advantages to Portugal, such as EU 
financial support (for technological modernization, improvement of human resources, aqua-
culture, renewal of infrastructures), the ability to export fish from Portugal to other EU coun-
tries within the common market, and the ability to fish in the waters of other EU member states, 
or even in other waters included in the agreements between the EU and  non-member countries.

Nevertheless, for Portugal, the negative impact of the Common Fisheries Policy was much 
more extensive than those advantages. Even if measures such as the imposition of quotas for 
TAC (total allowable catches), the prohibition of capture in specific locals and specific periods of 
year, and the regulation of the minimum fish size for capture could be accepted in the name of 
environmental protection—in the meantime, creating terrible problems for fishermen, disturb-
ing their income and their daily operations—the Common Fisheries Policy has had additional 
negative consequences. The ability of vessels from other EU countries to fish in the Portuguese 
EEZ, after decades of EU funding for the destruction of Portuguese fishing vessels43—which 
means limiting the country’s capacity to compete on sea in that activity—was certainly among 
the most severe consequences. Furthermore, since the Treaty of Lisbon of 2007, the EU rein-
forced the Common Fisheries Policy, holding the exclusive competence regarding “the conser-
vation of marine biological resources.” That seems to make it impossible for small countries to 
find individual solutions for their problems connected to the sector.
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3.3 The Modification of the Geopolitical  
Design from the Sea to the Land. Case Study 2—

The Portuguese Navy (1972–2019)

Leaving aside the decay of the Portuguese merchant navy—which numbers only 624 
ships44—the disinvestment of the Portuguese government in the navy, which occurred 
mainly during the 1980s and 1990s, is case study number two, examining selected policy 
modifications involved in the change from a sea to a land orientation.

Table 2. Decay of the Portuguese Navy,  
1972–2019

1972 2019
Total manpower (navy)  19,00045  7,50046

Budget of the military (% of GDP)     4.347    1.448

Total number of war vessels     11649     4150

Currently, the Portuguese naval forces include a total of 41 assets, among which can be 
counted five frigates, two submarines, one logistic vessel, two corvettes, and 17 patrol ves-
sels.51 Portugal has no aircraft carrier and no destroyer. The country is ranked number 57 
worldwide in naval fleet strength.52

Although the Portuguese government announced the construction of seven new ves-
sels,53 they have limited military relevance because six of them are patrol vessels and the 
seventh is to be used in logistic support. In addition, the measure is in no way sufficient to 
revert the structural disinvestment of the state in the navy, as expressed in table 2.

IV. The Portuguese Geopolitical  
Agents’  Geomisguided Perception 

of  Space: Causal Variable?
According to the theoretical framework of neoclassical geopolitics’, which this research 

is based upon, foreign policy choices depend on geopolitical agents’ perceptions, especially in 
the  medium-to-longer-term, which comprises the crucial policymaking of the geostrategic 
alignments of the countries. For the purposes of this paper, the analysis is limited to the Portu-
guese minister of foreign affairs as the relevant geopolitical agent. Once the geopolitical agent 
is identified and delimited, it is important to clarify that, within the category of “perceptions,” 
the “perception of space” is what counts the most for geopolitical studies.  Geomisguidance—a 
concept developed by the author54—is a type within the classification of the perception of 
space by the geopolitical agents, designating their ignorance or misunderstanding of the geo-
graphical setting’s incentives (and possibly other aspects of systemic stimuli as well). The com-
prehensive methodological task, at this point, is to study the “consciousness horizon.”55

Having formulated these necessary theoretical considerations, the main point of this 
section is to tie the research up, referring to the tellurocratic aspect of the EU, explaining 
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that the Portuguese geopolitical agent downloads tellurocratic policies from Brussels—
therefore, assuming its  geomisguidance—and, finally, suggesting that the compliance of the 
Portuguese geopolitical agent with the tellurocratic aspect of the EU can explain the deterio-
ration in the activities of the two case studies of the previous section.

There should be little doubt that the EU is a tellurocratic organization, i.e., inland-
oriented. For example, the topic of the “European army” is often on the table for discussion, 
but not often the topic of a “European navy”—which should be much different from the 
associated national maritime forces participating on the European Maritime Force (EURO-
MARFOR). In addition, although the EU has an “Integrated Maritime Policy,” its vision is 
not concerned with any military aspect, not even remotely.56 Finally, the EU is eminently 
focused on neighboring seas57 rather than global sea lines of communication, as in the case 
of any prototypical global sea power.

While describing the “European policy of the government,” the Portuguese minister of 
foreign affairs, Santos Silva, clarified that the Portuguese government has no policy beyond 
the agenda settled by Brussels: “coherent defenders of the European unity and values, 
humanitarian approach to refugees and migrants, energetic reconversion, EU relations with 
Africa and Latin America, agenda of multilateral relations … and cautious management of 
Brexit.”58 Therefore, there exists an overlap of objectives between Portugal and the EU.

However, evidence is required to confirm that Portugal is a “ norms-taker” and, in gen-
eral terms, does not seem to formulate an autonomous foreign policy within the EU. A piece 
of evidence in that direction was given when the minister was asked by an interviewer about 
the possibility of strengthening the bilateral U.S.–Portugal relations—taking advantage of 
the opportunity of the “less collective inclination of Trump’s administration.” The minis-
ter replied, “No…. In the agenda of the relationship between the EU and the USA, we are 
with the EU.”59 In other words, to this geopolitical agent, there is no alternative to the EU 
directives and the common foreign and security policy of the EU—and the same applies to 
the whole government.60 A similar position was adopted concerning Brexit.61 These pieces 
of evidence attest that, while having an opportunity to bring back or to reinforce Portu-
guese traditional strategic sea culture—which reacts to the incentives of the geographical 
setting and corresponds to the current national aspiration for maritime projection of power, 
as mentioned in section I—in the bilateral alliances with the U.S. and the UK, the Portu-
guese geopolitical agent chooses to download policies from Brussels. Even in the unlikely 
event that Portugal could assertively shape the EU’s position in its favor—for example, in 
relations with the U.S.—it would be certainly easier for Portugal to negotiate bilaterally with 
the U.S. than to go through the complex EU  decision-making process, in which the indi-
vidual interests of the countries tend to be melded in the name of the EU collective inter-
est (which is inland oriented, as mentioned). Or, in the words of the minister in his address 
to a diplomatic seminar in January 2019, “Portugal has never vetoed any  decision-process in 
the EU—and will never do it, at least, while I am the minister of foreign affairs.”62 This strong 
statement means that, for the Portuguese minister, should the (maritime) interests of Portu-
gal clash with inland EU interests, the latter would prevail.

These choices not only are at the core of the idea of something that could be called 
a  decision-accommodating process in Portugal, but also reveal  geomisguidance, due to the 
existence of an acritical fascination, or compliance, with the EU. In this way, it seems rea-
sonable to infer that what ultimately matters for the Portuguese geopolitical agent is not 
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Portugal’s conventional national aspirations and traditional narratives, but European com-
mon foreign and security policy instead—accommodated in Portugal as a “national interest,” 
determined as such by the geopolitical agent. This reality is nothing new in the literature. For 
example, in his masterpiece about foreign policy, Bessa63 noted that the national interest is 
always an ultimate prisoner of the political class (i.e., the geopolitical agent).

It follows that the causal hypothesis of the influence of the geopolitical agent’s percep-
tions (the intervening domestic variable) on foreign policy outcomes is confirmed. It seems 
justifiable to infer that both the deterioration of fishing activities in Portugal and the decay 
of the Portuguese navy can be explained as results of the orientation of the country to land 
politics and the subsequent  decades-long loss of interest in sea affairs, and that that land ori-
entation can be explained by the mentioned  far-reaching shift of the geopolitical agents’ per-
ceptions, or an identity reversal, which occurred from 1974 onwards.

Hence it is observable that in the  policy-making process, there is little or no interaction 
between the geographical setting and the identity reality of Portugal on the one hand, and 
the system of ideas and representations of the decision makers—or the geopolitical agent’s 
perceptions—on the other. The incentives provided by the geographical setting and the 
national aspirations of the Portuguese for maritime power projection, based on the Portu-
guese identity reality, have been ignored or dismissed by the Portuguese geopolitical agent. 
It seems reasonable, consequently, to insist in the conclusion that the Portuguese geopoliti-
cal agents have been geomisguided.

The alternative explanation is that the European Union’s principles and norms shape 
the Portuguese geopolitical agent’s perceptions and, accordingly, shape the purposes and the 
conduct of the state’s geopolitical design. This is a case that illustrates  decision-makers being 
ready to adjust their policy preferences for the sake of the common policy. According to the 
research results, it seems to be the case with the current Portuguese geopolitical agent.

As the Portuguese ambassador Marcello Duarte Mathias declared, the Portuguese 
acquired an “inferiority complex.”64 That psychological characteristic has become even 
stronger in the political class—or the geopolitical agent, as the actor who matters for this 
research. One of the consequences of that is not only accepting what foreign authorities 
establish as policy but going beyond them. This is the case of the instructions and pol-
icy formulated by Brussels, which have then been imported to Portugal through a murky 
“ decision-making” process. In these terms, it seems to be more accurate to label the pro-
cess as “ decision-accommodating.”

Fig.1—Conflicting hypotheses
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V. Conclusion

This paper’s central objective was to explain the  decades-long irrelevance of the incen-
tives provided by Portugal’s geographical setting and Portuguese national  sea-power aspi-
rations—as systemic opportunity, traditional narrative, and strategic culture (independent 
variables)—in the shaping of Portuguese national security policy or geopolitical design 
(dependent variable). This mismatch was measured through fishing and  navy-related pol-
icies—as crucial economic and military aspects of sea affairs—which have been neglected 
since 1974, and especially in the 1980s and 1990s. Portugal captures only 25 percent of its total 
consumed fish, and the Portuguese navy is today largely irrelevant in the  sea-power competi-
tion. The hypothesis of a causal mechanism between the Portuguese geopolitical agent’s per-
ceptions (intervening variable), which are determined largely by EU principles, norms, and 
decisions—and to a much lesser extent by selected Portuguese foreign policy cores, such as 
the alliance with the major sea power—on the geopolitical design was confirmed. Therefore, 
the Portuguese geopolitical agent was also characterized as  geomisguided.

Thus, this paper provides evidence to sustain the argument that Portuguese domes-
tic  policy-making, in security terms, takes place at the EU supranational level. Then it is 
imported to the country. The research designated these dynamics as “ policy-accommodating.” 
Thus, Portugal has been a classic example of a  norms-taker; in other words, in Portugal we 
see a case of “downloading,” through which the EU international structure shapes the funda-
mental security policy outcomes of the state.

Hence, dualism and contradiction are to be emphasized. If the ocean, transatlantic rela-
tions and the alliance with the U.S., the alliance with the UK, and the Lusosphere did not vanish 
from Portuguese political discourse—as confirmed by analysis of the documents—the Portu-
guese geopolitical design has been (and, all things being equal, will continue to be) ultimately 
determined by its membership in the EU, i.e., by the interests of EU foreign and security policy.

Acknowledgments
The author is grateful to Dr. Tomáš Weiss and Dr. Geoffrey Edwards for their comments 

on various drafts. This research was supported by the Tempus Public Foundation postdoc-
toral scholarship 282153, by the Corvinus Institute for Advanced Studies, and by the Charles 
University Research Programme “Progres” Q18—Social Sciences: From Multidisciplinarity 
to Interdisciplinarity.

Notes
 1. An earlier version of this article was presented in the workshop Small States and Security in Europe: 

Between National and International  Policy-Making, at the University of Cambridge, in June 2019.
 2. The geopolitical design is both the list of state’s objectives and its hierarchy—Chauprade and Thual 

1998, pp. 486–487.
 3. Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, “State Building for Future Wars: Neoclassical Realism and the  

 Resource-Extractive State,” Security Studies 15(3) (2006), p. 470, https://doi.org/10.1080/09636410 
601028370.

 4. Tanja A. Börzel and Thomas Risse, “When Europe Hits Home: Europeanization and Domestic 
Change,” European Integration Online Papers 4(15) (2000).

This content downloaded from 
������������165.132.14.104 on Wed, 22 Sep 2021 00:44:19 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Portugal as an Old Sea Power 71

 5. Aymeric Chauprade and François Thual, Dictionnaire de Géopolitique: États, Concepts, Auteurs 
(Paris: Ellipses, 1998), pp. 497–498.

 6. Nuno Morgado, Towards the New World Order? A Geopolitical Study of  Neo-Eurasianism and 
Meridionalism (PhD Thesis, Charles University, Prague, 2017) and Nuno Morgado, “Neoclassical Geo-
politics: Preliminary Theoretical Principles and Methodological Guidelines,” International Problems 72(1) 
(2020), https://doi.org/10.2298/MEDJP2001129M.

 7. Pe. Fernando Oliveira, Arte da Guerra do Mar: Estratégia e Guerra Naval no Tempo dos Descobri-
mentos (Lisboa: Edições 70, 2008).

 8. A.T. Mahan, The Influence of Sea Power Upon History 1660–1783 (Boston: Little, Brown, 1890).
 9. Nuno Morgado, “Maritime Spatial Planning as Element of Geopolitics of the Sea,” Maria Scientia 

4(2012), pp. 45–47. 
 10. Chauprade and Thual 1998, p. 534.
 11. See also Geoffrey Till, Seapower: A Guide for the  Twenty-First Century (London: Routledge, 2018) 

and Georges Modelski and William R. Thompson, Seapower in Global Politics, 1494–1993 (London: Pal-
grave Macmillan, 1988).

 12. José F. Nogueira, O Método Geopolítico Alargado: Persistências e Contingências em Portugal e no 
Mundo (Lisboa: Instituto de Estudos Superiores Militares, 2011), pp. 82–92. 

 13. Rainer Daehnhardt, Homens, Espadas e Tomates: Feitos Heróicos dos Portugueses nos Descobri-
mentos (Lisboa: Zéfiro, 2010).

 14. António J. Dias, Estudos do Carácter Nacional Português (Lisboa: Junta de Investigações do Ultra-
mar, 1961); Jaime Cortesão, “Os Factores Democráticos na Formação de Portugal,” in História do Regimen 
Republicano em Portugal, ed. L. Montalvor (Lisboa: Editorial Ática, 1930), pp. 11–96; Eduardo Lourenço, O 
Labirinto Da Saudade (Lisboa: Publ. Dom Quixote, 1978).

 15. José Manuel Sobral, Portugal, Portugueses: Uma Identidade Nacional (Lisboa: Fundação Francisco 
Manuel dos Santos, 2016).

 16. See Nuno Morgado, “Portugal, Russia and a Conceivable Lusophone Block: A Geopolitical 
Opportunity,” Maria Scientia 6 (2013), p. 9. 

 17. Virgílio de Carvalho, Estratégia Global e Subsídios para uma Grande Estratégia Nacional (Lis-
boa: ISCSP, 1986); Virgílio de Carvalho, Cumprir agora Portugal (Lisboa: Difel, 1987); Virgílio de Car-
valho, A importância do Mar para Portugal (Venda Nova: Bertrand Editora and Instituto de Defesa 
Nacional, 1995).

 18. Políbio Valente de Almeida, Do Poder do Pequeno Estado—Enquadramento geopolítico da hier-
arquia das potências (Lisboa: Instituto Superior de Ciências Sociais e Políticas, [1989] 2012).

 19. Pedro Cardoso, “Evolução do Conceito Estratégico Nacional no século XX,” Estratégia 4 (1992), 
pp. 19–72. 

 20. Jorge M.D. Sequeira, “As Teorias Geopolíticas e Portugal,” Revista Militar 2547 (2014),  
pp. 287–317. 

 21. Carlos M. Dias (ed.), Geopolítica e o Mar (Lisboa: MGI, 2014).
 22. Bernardo Pires de Lima, Portugal e o Atlântico (Lisboa: Fundação Francisco Manuel dos Santos, 

2016).
 23. Tiago Pitta e Cunha, Portugal e o Mar (Lisboa: Fundação Francisco Manuel dos Santos, 2011). 
 24. Tiago Moreira de Sá, Política Externa Portuguesa (Lisboa: Fundação Francisco Manuel dos Santos,  

2015).
 25. Nuno Severiano Teixeira, “Breve Ensaio sobre a Política Externa Portuguesa,” Relações Internacio-

nais 28 (2010), pp. 52–53. 
 26. After the constitutional reform of 1951, a pluricontinental state substituted the structure and the 

terms of the colonial empire. That pluricontinental state was constituted by the continental part of Portugal 
in the Iberian Peninsula and its Overseas Provinces and States. For more information see Nuno Morgado, 
2017, pp. 176–180. 

 27. Severiano Teixeira (2010), Author’s translation.
 28. Políbio Valente de Almeida [1989] 2012, pp. 402, 403.
 29. Author’s translation from Valente de Almeida (2012).
 30. Jorge Borges de Macedo, “Constantes e linhas de força da história diplomática portuguesa: estudo 

de geopolítica,” Nação e Defesa 7 (1978), pp. 82–109; Jorge Borges de Macedo, “Portugal na perspectiva 
estratégica europeia,” Estratégia 4 (1987), pp. 9–32. 

 31. Pedro S. Martinez, História Diplomática de Portugal (Lisboa: Verbo, 1986).
 32. Nuno Severiano Teixeira, 2010, p. 54.

This content downloaded from 
������������165.132.14.104 on Wed, 22 Sep 2021 00:44:19 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



72 Journal of Territorial and Maritime Studies, Summer/Fall 2021

 33. The XXI Portuguese Government, “Government Program,” https://www.portugal.gov.pt/pt/gc21/
governo/ programa-do-governo accessed May 7, 2019.

 34. The geopolitical design is both the list of state’s objectives and its hierarchy—Chauprade and 
Thual 1998, pp. 486–487.

 35. National Strategic Concept, “Conceito Estratégico de Defesa Nacional,” The Portuguese Gov-
ernment, https://www.portugal.gov.pt/pt/gc21/ area-de-governo/ defesa-nacional/ informacao-adicional/ 
conceito-estrategico-de-defesa-nacional.aspx, accessed March 14, 2020.

 36. Author’s translation from José Palmeira, “Estratégia Multilateral Portuguesa na Ordem Global,” in 
O Multilateralismo: Conceitos e Práticas no século XXI, ed. S. Fernandes and L. Simão (Coimbra: Imprensa 
da Universidade de Coimbra, 2019), pp. 218, https://doi.org/10.14195/ 978-989-26-1750-3_10.

 37. The Common Fisheries Policy, “The Common Fisheries Policy (CFP): Management of EU Fisher-
ies,” European Commission, https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/cfp_en, accessed November 15, 2020.

 38. Agência Lusa, “Portugal importou mais de 300 mil toneladas de peixe este ano e exportou 153 mil 
toneladas,” Observador, October 20, 2018, https://observador.pt/2018/10/20/ portugal-importou-mais-de-
300-mil-toneladas-de-peixe-este-ano-e-exportou-153-mil-toneladas/, accessed November 15, 2020.

 39. Walter A. Marques, “Comércio internacional da pesca, conservas e outros produtos do mar 
(2014–2018),” GPEARI, https://www.gee.gov.pt/pt/documentos/ estudos-e-seminarios/artigos/ 8695-
analise-09-19/file, accessed November 24, 2020.

 40. The data refers to the Iberian part of Portugal only.
 41. Aquaculture cannot explain this number, as aquaculture in Portugal does not represent more than 

6 percent of the catches—European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF), “Portugal,” European Commis-
sion, https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/sites/fisheries/files/docs/body/ op-portugal-fact-sheet_en.pdf, accessed 
November 15, 2020.

 42. André Rodrigues, “Portugal importa 1.3 milhões de toneladas de peixe por ano,” Rádio Rena-
scença, November 16, 2018, https://rr.sapo.pt/2018/11/16/ o-mundo-em-tres-dimensoes/ portugal-importa-
13-milhoes-de-toneladas-de-peixe-por-ano/artigo/130951/, accessed November 15, 2020.

 43. João Ferreira, “Debate ‘O futuro das pescas em Portugal e a reforma da Política Comum de Pes-
cas’: Intervenção de abertura,” PCP (The Portuguese Communist Party), December 11, 2011, http://www.
pcp.pt/ debate-futuro-das-pescas-em-portugal-reforma-da-politica-comum-de-pescas-intervencao-de-
abertura, accessed November 15, 2020; Álvaro Garrido, “Pescas e políticas do mar, problemas com história,” 
O Jornal Económico, November 2, 2018, https://jornaleconomico.sapo.pt/noticias/ pescas-e-politicas-do-
mar-problemas-com-historia-373128, accessed November 15, 2020.

 44. CIA Factbook, “Portugal,” CIA, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/ the-world-factbook/
geos/po.html, accessed November 16, 2020.

 45. NATO, “Portuguese Forces for NATO,” NATO, August 22, 1973, https://search.wikileaks.org/
plusd/cables/1973NATO03939_b.html, accessed November 15, 2020.

 46. CIA Factbook, 2020.
 47. Pordata, [dataset], https://www.pordata.pt/Home, accessed November 15, 2020.
 48. NATO, “NATO Public Diplomacy Division,” NATO, https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/

assets/pdf/pdf_2019_06/20190625_PR2019- 069-EN.pdf, accessed November 16, 2020.
 49. Navypedia, “Portugal,” http://navypedia.org/ships/portugal/pr_index.htm, accessed November 

16, 2020.
 50. Global Firepower, “Portugal Military Strength (2020),” https://www.globalfirepower.com/ 

country-military-strength-detail.asp?country_id=portugal, accessed November 16, 2020.
 51. Marinha Portuguesa, “Os Meios,” https://www.marinha.pt/pt/os_meios/Paginas/default.

aspx#wp_item_0, accessed November 17, 2020.
 52. Global Firepower.
 53. The XXI Portuguese Government, “Portugal vai construir sete novos navios para a Marinha,” 

https://www.portugal.gov.pt/pt/gc21/comunicacao/noticia?i= portugal-vai-construir-sete-novos-navios-
para-a-marinha, accessed November 18, 2020.

 54. Morgado 2017, p. 91; and Nuno Morgado, “Does the Agent Matter? The Geopolitical Agent in 
Neoclassical Geopolitics,” SWS Journal of Social Sciences and Art 1(2) (2019), pp. 100–101, https://doi.
org/10.35603/ssa2019/issue2.08. 

 55. This concept was created by Carvalho: Olavo de Carvalho, “Aula 1: Curso Política e Cultura no 
Brasil,” Seminário de Filosofia, http://www.seminariodefilosofia.org/ politica-e-cultura-ao-vivo/, accessed 
February 20, 2018. 

 56. Integrated Maritime Policy of the European Union, “Integrated Maritime Policy of the European 

This content downloaded from 
������������165.132.14.104 on Wed, 22 Sep 2021 00:44:19 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Portugal as an Old Sea Power 73

Union,” European Commission, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/121/ integrated-
maritime-policy-of-the-european-union, accessed November 18, 2020.

 57. Integrated Maritime Policy, “Integrated Maritime Policy,” European Commission, https://
ec.europa.eu/info/ research-and-innovation/ research-area/ oceans-and-seas/ integrated-maritime-policy_
en, accessed November 18, 2020.

 58. Author’s translation from Augusto Santos Silva, “Da arte de ser versátil,” Expresso, February 9, 
2019, p. 32.

 59. Author’s translation from Augusto Santos Silva in Catarina Carvalho, “Temos de separar o circun-
stancial do estrutural na relação com os EUA,” Diário de Notícias, June 25, 2018, p. 30.

 60. The XXI Portuguese Government, “Government Program,” 2019, pp. 35ff.
 61. Augusto Santos Silva, “Discurso MNE Seminário Diplomático,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

https://www.portugal.gov.pt/ download-ficheiros/ficheiro.aspx?v=%3d%3dBAAAAB%2bLCAAAAAAAB
ACzNDQ2BwCvJxjFBAAAAA%3d%3d, p. 7, accessed November 18, 2020.

 62. Author’s translation from Augusto Santos Silva, “Discurso MNE Seminário Diplomático,” Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs Soundcloud, https://soundcloud.com/ user-736395242/ discurso-mne-seminario-
diplomatico, accessed February 4, 2019.

 63. António Marques Bessa, O Olhar de Leviathan: Uma Introdução à Política Externa dos Estados 
Modernos (Lisboa: Universidade Autónoma de Lisboa Editora, 2012), pp. 99–100.

 64. A.M. Ribeiro, “A grande perdedora é a Europa,” Jornal de Negócios, May 30, 2014.

Biographical Statement
Dr. Nuno Morgado is a research fellow at the Corvinus Institute for Advanced Studies 

and the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. He has also worked since 2013 as an adjunct pro-
fessor of geopolitical studies at Charles University, Prague. He is an expert in geopolitics and 
foreign policy and the editor of Geopolitics in the  Twenty-First Century: Territories, Identities, 
and Foreign Policies (Nova Science Publishers).

This content downloaded from 
������������165.132.14.104 on Wed, 22 Sep 2021 00:44:19 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


