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Introduction 

The debate about the evaluation of the effects of the end of the colonial control of 

Brazil’s trade upon the Portuguese economy is still open. There are two main reasons why 

this is a difficult question to resolve. The first of these reasons rests on the fact that the effects 

can only be measured by taking as an alternative reference the continuation of the exclusivity, 

which given the complexity of the theme, is a counter-factual situation that is difficult to 

measure. The second reason is connected with the fact that the first decades of the nineteenth 

century were marked by a vast number of political and military events that make any analysis 

of this period particularly complex. Nevertheless, some ideas about the impact of the end of 

Brazil’s imperial preference may be suggested, based in an observation of the development of 

the main factors of Portuguese economic growth—in particular the growth of its industrial 

sector—and in international comparisons. In the next section of this paper the decree issued 

by the regent, Prince João, in 1808 that opened the ports will be studied in the context of the 

political history of Portugal during the first decades of the 19th century. After this, we will 

discuss the possible effects the end of imperial preference had on Portuguese industry, 

arguing that these were relatively small. This conclusion is reinforced in the third section, 

where we present the development of Portugal’s industrial growth during the first half of the 
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19th century from a different perspective, while in the final section we present our main 

conclusions. 

 

The political context of the opening of the ports and of Brazil’s independence 

In contrast with the second half of the 18th century, the first decades of the 19th 

century were extremely turbulent in Portugal as a consequence of the wars between Europe’s 

great powers (Pedreira 1993: 232). In 1793, Portugal sent troops to fight on the Spanish side 

against the French at the Battle of Toulon. In 1795, Spain and France signed the Treaty of 

San Ildefonso, which, despite every diplomatic effort with Napoleon’s government, made no 

mention of Portugal. In 1801, Spain, which was now allied with France, attacked and 

defeated Portugal in the War of the Oranges. The defeat left Portugal with no alternative but 

to accede to French demands to renounce its alliance with the United Kingdom. Despite this, 

though, Portugal was for some time able to maintain a position of neutrality which enabled 

the continuation of its privileged economic relationship with its traditional ally. However, the 

ever worsening state of war between France and the United Kingdom forced Portugal to 

define its position in the international scene. 

In 1806, Napoleon imposed the Continental Blockade on the entry of British ships 

into Europe, and reinforced his demand that Portugal also close its ports. This was no idle 

demand and, given the importance of Portuguese ports for the closed cabal of continental 

commerce, France threatened Portugal with military intervention. Faced with this threat, 

Prince João submitted to French pressure and, in October 1807, ordered all British ships to 

leave Portuguese ports. This brought Portuguese neutrality to an end, but it was insufficient 

since it did not satisfy two other demands: the arrest of all British citizens resident in Portugal 

and the confiscation of their property. As well as this, the orders were given without any great 

efficacy, ‘prohibiting only the exit of a rabble and giving them warning that five soldiers 

were guarding a brig’. 

The blockade of British commerce in Portuguese ports was ineffective, as the data 

concerning the entry and exit of ships show (Macedo 1990: ch.2). As we can see from Table 

1, the entry of ships of all nationalities, including Portuguese, decreased between 1801 and 

1803 and stabilised during the following years. In 1808, the first year of effective blockade, 

the number of ships entering Portuguese ports was practically equal to the number that 

entered in 1803. The exit of ships increased between 1808 and 1811. The greatest effect of 
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the blockade was seen in the momentary contraction of the number of British ships that 

entered, although this contraction was limited to 1808, which was followed by a recovery. In 

fact, between 1801 and 1807, around three-quarters of the ships that entered Portuguese ports 

were British, a proportion that declined to less than one-half in 1808 before increasing again 

to higher values. As for the weight of British ships leaving, there was a slight decline after 

1808, followed by a strong recovery (Macedo 1990: 81). At the Douro Bar, the reduction in 

the number of British ships was greater, with arrivals falling by 27 per cent and departures by 

7 per cent in 1808; however, the recovery that followed was even greater. Effectively, in 

1812—as Table 1 shows—the weight of British ships increased above the levels found at the 

beginning of the century. The greatest proportion of Portuguese external commerce was 

conducted through Lisbon, including trade with the United Kingdom, the size of which 

increased throughout the decade of the Napoleonic Wars: ‘the increase in British influence 

was the truly important element of the continental blockade’ (Macedo 1990: 102). His 

inability to impose the continental blockade in Portugal revealed the difficulties Napoleon 

had in securing control of the country and France’s difficulties in the Atlantic. 

The consequence of the weakness of the continental blockade, in October 1807 

French troops under Junot’s command invaded Portugal. The followed the route of the River 

Tagus and took six weeks to arrive in Lisbon. The French objective was to take control of the 

Port of Lisbon, ‘to seize the ships and occupy the docks’ (Macedo 1990: 46-7). Before the 

invaders entered the capital, Queen Maria I, the prince regent and the remainder of the royal 

family, its court and some hundreds of people left for Brazil under escort from the British 

Royal Navy. The French occupation of 1807 lasted until September 1808, when their army 

was expelled with the aid of around 10,000 British troops under the command of General 

Wellesley—the future Duke of Wellington. The French launched a second invasion in 

February 1809, which lasted until the following May. Portugal was once again assisted by the 

United Kingdom which, victorious, left Lord William Beresford to govern the country, which 

he did until the liberal revolution of 1820. In the meantime, Lisbon’s military defences were 

strengthened. The third and final French attempt to occupy Portugal took place in July 1810, 

and involved an army of 80,000 men. However, this French army was unable to get past the 

line of Torres Vedras that had been constructed by the British. The French army finally 

withdrew in March 1811. 

[Table 1] 
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For Portugal, the French invasions were four years of intermittent war, with the worst 

year being 1807. They were to have very important direct consequences on the national 

economy. The mobilisation of men for war, the occupation by foreign armies and the battles 

all resulted in problems for agriculture, once the effect on the recruitment of agricultural 

workers, the death of these workers, as well as the destruction of harvests and the requisition 

of animals are all taken into account. 

In addition to this, the European wars had important indirect effects, since they led to 

an alteration of the international order that had developed during the 18th century. The state 

of war and political instability of the beginning of the 19th century, within and beyond 

frontiers, resulted in fundamental chances to the framework in which the Portuguese 

economy operated. With the greater competition of contraband imports in Portugal, and with 

the collapse of exports to the colonial markets, important sectors of manufacturing also saw 

their business reduced as a consequence of external competition.1

Following the Vienna Congress of 1814-15, Europe entered a period of peace. 

However, the political instability that had been provoked by the Napoleonic wars, reinforced 

by the revolutionary discourse, caused significant breaches in the absolutist regimes. Portugal 

and Spain were both badly affected by this. 

 It is important to place the 

opening of the ports and Brazil’s independence in the context of this turbulent period in order 

to better understand the possible reach of the effects for the economy and for Portuguese 

industry in particular. 

In 1815, King John decreed the union of the kingdoms of Portugal and Brazil, making 

Rio de Janeiro the capital of this new kingdom. The following year Queen Maria I died, and 

João VI was proclaimed king. In Oporto in 1817 the first revolt against the absence of the 

monarch and of the crown and against the British government of Beresford took place. The 

Council of Oporto, an assembly of malcontents, was established in the city in 1818. Taking 

advantage of Beresford’s trip to Brazil on 24 August 1820, and with the support of the 

Council, there was a military uprising in Oporto. This pronouncement, which became known 

as the liberal revolution, sought primarily to ‘revive the old monarchy of 1807’ (Valente 

1997: 23ff). This was followed by the election of the Cortes in December 1820, which 

                                                 
1 The assessment of the impact of the wars is one of the themes that requires greater quantitative analysis of the 
large amount of information that exists. Jorge Custódio (1983: 62-3) describes in some detail the direct damage 
caused by Junot’s 1807 invasion—the most damaging—based on a report from 1810 that is associated to the 
financial assistance the United Kingdom granted Portugal in return for Portugal’s support. See also Custódio 
(1996). 
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restored the tradition of the Portuguese monarchy, although now interpreted as a liberal 

manifestation. The Cortes demanded the return of the monarchy and, having overcome their 

reluctance in Rio de Janeiro, the royal family left for Lisbon, where they arrived in August 

1821, having left Pedro, the heir to the throne, as regent in Brazil. In September the following 

year, the government of Brazil declared the country’s independence and appointed Pedro as 

emperor. That same year, the Cortes in Lisbon approved a new constitution. Nevertheless, in 

1823 the army responded to the Vila Franca da Xira uprising that sought to restore the 

absolutist order. This pronouncement, which was known as the ‘Vilafrancada’, had a mixed 

result, and Prince Miguel was chosen as commander-in-chief of the army. The following 

year, Miguel led another military coup, the ‘Abrilada’, which was quickly defeated, forcing 

him to seek exile in Austria. The political and military instability culminated in the civil war 

of 1832-34, which ended in a victory for the liberal forces and the gradual return to stability 

that was to be consolidated with the beginning of the Regeneration in 1851. 

 

The effects of the end of imperial preference 

The relative prosperity of Portuguese external commerce during the last decades of 

the 18th century depended largely on the maintenance of imperial preference with Brazil as 

well as Portugal’s continued neutrality in Europe—particularly in relation to the United 

Kingdom, France and the Low Countries. To this favourable conjuncture was added the fact 

that the Portuguese economy was also enjoying a period of some expansion. This is the 

conclusion that can be drawn from an observation of the country’s demographic growth and 

of some of the indirect agricultural, industrial and public financial indicators (Lains, 

forthcoming). These years of prosperity were interrupted with the advent of the Napoleonic 

Wars that affected the country. It is in this context that we must assess the consequences of 

the end of imperial preference with Brazil. Consideration of the events of the first decades of 

the 19th century has led to conclusions different from those drawn by such authors as 

Valentim Alexandre (1986) and Jobson Andrade Arruda (2000), and which place us closer to 

the assessments of authors such as Jorge Borges de Macedo (1982) or, more recently, 

Pedreira (1993, 1994, 1998, 2000) and Haber and Klein (1997).2

                                                 
2 For earlier works on this subject, see Lains (1989; 1991; 2005). See also Alexandre (1989, 1991, 1993, 1998, 
2005). 
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According to Alexandre (1986), the opening of the Brazilian ports in 1808, the 

commercial treaty with the United Kingdom of 1810 and the independence of the colony in 

1822 were bitter blows for the Portuguese economy that resulted in a sharp contraction of the 

exportation of Portuguese manufactured goods to these parts and, which in turn resulted in a 

sharp reduction in Portugal’s industrial production.3

[Figure 1] 

 This interpretation is based in the 

assumption that exports to Brazil represented an important part of the total output of 

Portuguese industry: a supposition that does not withstand the empirical evaluation. In 

addition, Alexandre (1986) bases his conclusion in an incorrect analysis of the evolution of 

the industrial exports curve. The curves published by that author, and which are here 

reproduced in Figure 1, show that the decline in the value of industrial exports began in 

1799—before the Brazilian ports were opened to competition from other countries. 

Moreover, to the contrary of what Alexandre’s analysis contends, we can see a recuperation 

in the value of manufacturing exports from 1808, which was only interrupted in 1818—

before Brazil’s independence, which is another event that is given undue importance 

(Madureira 1997). 

The export trade in manufactured goods from Portugal to Brazil, as with many other 

countries, was badly affected by the convulsions of the French wars. In the end, Portugal was 

isolated from international trade. During the decade 1796-1806, manufactures represented 

35.6 per cent of all Portuguese exports, and more than 90 per cent of these exports, including 

cotton and linen cloth printing presses, hats and ironwork. In the years 1825-31—

immediately following Brazil’s independence—manufactures had declined to account for 

16.8 per cent of Portuguese exports, a decline that continued slowly until the 1850s, when it 

fell to 4 per cent. The proportion of industrial products only began to increase at the end of 

the century, and only then thanks to exports to protected markets in the country’s African 

colonies.4

                                                 
3 This interpretation is also put forward by Sideri (1978: 173), who says that ‘the Portuguese economy had, at 
the end of the 18th century, shown unquestionable signs that it was attempting to take-off’. See the same 
opinion proferred by Rodrigues and Mendes (1999: 179). The huge difference in Portugal’s level of 
industrialisation compared to the United Kingdom, France and Germany at the turn of the century is very clear 
to many authors. See, for example, Castro (1978: ch.1). Less clear, however, is the truth of the presupposition 
that Portugal was in any condition to closely follow the experiences of these countries. 

 The Brazilian market was also important for Portuguese food exports, including 

wine and flour. As well as this, Lisbon was the compulsory entry port for Brazilian cotton 

and sugar exports to Europe: an obligation that was profitable for the Portuguese merchants 

4 See Pedreira (1993), tables 2 and 12, and (1998: 218). 
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involved in the trade, for the Portuguese state through the customs revenues and for the 

national economy with the receipt of gold through the sale of these goods abroad. 

However, exports of manufactured goods to Brazil only represented a relatively small 

part of Portuguese manufacturing activity. This is a conclusion that is drawn from the correct 

evaluation of the proportion of exports to Brazil as a percentage of national manufacturing 

output. It is only by doing this that it is possible to know the true value of the colonial market 

that was lost. We begin by establishing by how much manufacturing exports to Brazil fell. 

This decline can be calculated as the difference between the average annual value of exports 

during the period 1806-31 and their value during the golden period from 1796-1805. This 

periodisation is acceptable as it takes the discussion of the dates in which there was an 

inflection in the manufactured goods exports. We have used the price of linen as our 

reference to ensure the values are shown in constant prices. The conclusions of this exercise 

are shown in Figure 2, in which can be seen the contraction in the export of manufactured 

goods, which at that time represented an amount of approximately 1,555 contos per annum at 

1830 prices (Lains 1989).5

In order to make the results unfavourable to the argument being defended, we suppose 

that the loss of exports represented the complete loss of the market to Portuguese industry; 

that it, that Portuguese industry could not manage to sell internally any of these products that 

had previously been sold to Brazil. The central question now is to know what 1,555 contos of 

industrial produce represents. When talking of the importance of the loss of the Brazilian 

market, it is implied that the value will not be much different from this. The value of 

Portugal’s industrial production in 1830 is unknown, just as the value of national output is 

unknown. However, some controlled estimates can provide some idea of the importance 

relative to the value of the manufactured goods that stopped being sold in Brazil. Figure 3 

provides some indications of the value of per capita GNP in 1850, and some hypotheses 

about growth between 1830 and 1850. Based in these values, it is possible to conclude that 

the 1,555 contos that were lost with the opening of Brazil’s ports represented 1-2.3 per cent 

of Portugal’s GNP in 1830. This value is with all titles reduced. 

 

Brazilian independence was not accompanied only by a decline in manufactured 

exports. Portugal also exported some foodstuffs  and Portuguese traders were equally 

involved in trade re-exporting tropical produce passing through Lisbon on its way to the ports 

                                                 
5 One conto is 1000 escudos. 
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of northern Europe, and in the sale of some manufactured goods going the other way—

through which they received maritime freight and commissions. The state also benefited from 

the duties charged on all of this trade. According to Jorge Pedreira (1993), this enlarged 

accounting increased the cost of the ‘loss’ of Brazil, calculated between 1796-1806 and 1816-

22, at 6,000 contos in 1827. If we take these values at 1830 GNP rates, then this loss 

represents 3.4-6.7 per cent of Portugal’s GNP in that year (Pedreira 1993: 240ff).6

[Tables 2 & 3] 

 It ought to 

be noted that this estimate takes into consideration each and every loss resulting from 

Brazilian independence. In order to deduce that the colony’s independence was a crucial 

moment for Portuguese ‘sub-development’, to use Alexandre’s words (1986), it is necessary 

to show that this part of the produce was essential in the context of the national economy. 

The production of manufactured goods for export markets is, as a general rule, a more 

dynamic sector, and the fact that there were linen factories in the Minho occupied in the 

commercialisation of their product on the other side of the Atlantic is evidence of a degree of 

industrial dynamism in the region. Some of Europe’s early industrialised zones began in an 

analogous fashion.7 Additionally, it could happen that from the manufacture of goods for sale 

in protected markets that a sufficiently competitive manufacturing sector develops that no 

longer requires protected external markets. Thus we see the series of suppositions required to 

continue defending the concept of the indispensable nature of the trade in manufactured 

goods to Brazil. Moreover, the history of Europe shows that the export sectors of the most 

successful countries adapted themselves quite easily to the alterations that were typical of the 

development of external markets: a matter that becomes even more apparent in the evolution 

of Europe’s external trade during the second half of the 19th century.8

 

 

The development of Portuguese industry: a reinterpretation 

The main question in the debate over the economic consequences of the French 

invasions and the loss of the Brazilian empire are associated with an accurate evaluation of 

the development of Portuguese industry during the first half of the 19th century. The most 

popular interpretation of Portugal’s first industrial steps has largely come down from the 

                                                 
6 The author prefers a figure of 8 per cent. 
7 See Pollard (1994) for more on the role of traditional industry in European industrialisation. 
8 For Portugal, see Lains (1991) and for Britain, see Crafts (1985: 125-40) and Crafts and Harley (2000). 



 9 

analyses of Adrien Balbi (1822) and Acúrsio das Neves (1983 [1820]), both of which were 

written soon after peace had been restored in Europe. According to these authors, Portugal 

benefited from a certain degree of development from Pombal to the Napoleonic wars, while 

the French invasions and the end of imperial preference in Brazil diverted the country from 

the path to industrialisation. This interpretation, however, is based only on information 

relating to the production of textiles in the kingdom and the export of manufactured goods to 

Brazil. However, it reminds us that it is necessary to go back to the last quarter of the 18th 

century in order to comfortably analyse the performance of Portuguese industry during the 

first decades of the 19th century. The information that is available on Portuguese industry at 

this period may be very limited, but it is sufficient to enable us to have some idea about its 

development.9

Crown factories, which were created following the constitution of the Trade 

Commission in 1770, were the main instrument in Pombal’s policy for the development of 

industrial activity. These factories were industrial units that were licensed as Crown 

concessions through the creation of companies or monopoly contracts overseen by the Trade 

Commission. The role of the state in this was extensive, and it intervened both directly and 

indirectly in the establishment of industrial units that were geographically concentrated and 

which operated under the same management. This was the visible face of the country’s 

modernisation, and marked a clear difference relative to industrial production from small 

units working in counter-cycle to the population’s main activity: agriculture. The type of 

manufacture produced in the Crown factories operated was varied, and included textiles, 

glass, ceramics, paper, chemicals (glue, enamels, tannin or cork bark, lime, soap, nitrates for 

explosives, tar and pine resin pitch), milling and distilling, as well as iron and coal.

 

10

                                                 
9 There is information about the development of industrial production in Portugal during the first half of the 
century that has not been sufficiently examined. This information is related to certain industrial sectors in certain 
regions, all of which has to be worked on together. The most recent inventory of industrial sources for this 
period is provided by Madureira (1997). It is also possible to establish output growth standards by using data on 
consumption. See Pedreira (2005). 

 If to 

these we add naval construction and the tobacco industry—which were in one form or 

another subject to contracts—we can conclude that state intervention in industry was almost 

universal. However, Portuguese industry was not limited to Crown factories, and it is also 

necessary to take into consideration the several—albeit smaller—manufacturing 

10 Of the protected units, only the production of hats, linen and silk retained the characteristics of traditional 
production with lower levels of regional concentration. See Madureira (1997: 191-3, 254-5), and Custódio 
(1983: 51). It ought to be noted that factory and domestic industries were not necessarily in competition, as there 
were cycles of parallel development. See Matos (1998: 310-13) and Madureira (1997: 443-4) for details of the 
Portalegre wool industry. 
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establishments spread throughout the country, and which satisfied the demand for industrial 

and consumer goods related to food, clothing, housing and leisure. In order to assess the 

development of national industrial production, it is necessary to keep in mind the emerging 

complexity of the sector, which was no longer limited to the few establishments easily 

detectable by the few official statistics that exist on Crown factories and the export trade. It is 

necessary to note that during this period domestic production was capable of satisfying the 

great majority of the demand for manufactured goods, especially since the value of 

manufactured imports was necessarily reduced. 

This perspective on Portuguese industry is inserted into the enlarged perspective of 

European industry. Even at the end of the 18th and beginning of the 19th centuries, industry 

in several European countries depended very little on international transactions. In effect, the 

international trade in primary industrial resources, as well as with intermediate and 

manufactured goods, formed a relatively small proportion of the industrial output of the 

majority of European countries. There certainly was substantial development in some markets 

connected above all with cotton textiles, coal and iron—especially in the United Kingdom. 

However, even in these cases, the international market was small and, even more importantly, 

consisted of sectors that did not represent an important part the industrial output of countries 

such as Portugal. 

As in other countries and regions of Europe, the most important part of Portugal’s 

industrial output was absolutely dependent upon the condition of the internal market. With 

respect to supply, the favourable conditions depended on the ability of labour to dedicate 

itself to industrial activities and also its ability to drive the effort of industrial investment. 

With respect to demand, the development of the industrial sector depended—evidently—

upon the extent of the demand for manufactured goods, including basic necessities such as 

food, textiles and clothes, and luxury goods. In this sense, it was certainly much more 

important for Portuguese industry to note what was happening in the agricultural sector than 

to be concerned about what was happening abroad or with the political situation. The 

limitations on the information available concerning the development of Crown factories and 

industrial exports has only recently been explicitly recognised, resulting in new 

interpretations that are based on additional information—which is  certainly more difficult to 

collate—about smaller scale domestic industry (Pedreira 2005). 

The concern about directly comparing industrial development is a recent one in the 

national historiography. Following the evolution of external trade and of the Crown factories, 
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some time ago Magalhães Godinho suggested a model that can be used to explain the 

development of industry in Portugal. According to Godinho, manufacturing output grew 

during the last quarter of the 18th century, which was a result of the reduction in the means of 

international payment as a consequence of the sharp fall in Brazilian gold production and the 

contraction of external trade that imposed an ‘urgent promotion of manufactured goods’ by 

the Portuguese state. This ‘promotion’ concentrated on luxury goods and materials of 

‘strategic importance’ (Pedreira 1988a; Castro 1978: 128ff), thus the need to substitute 

imports of luxury (silk, glass) and strategic (naval construction, ropes, ironmongery, wool) 

goods, and to increase the state’s receipts was behind the intervention in this sector that 

resulted in the industrial boom that the growth of Crown factories seem to demonstrate. 

Essentially, these industrial cycles responded to the drop in prices associated with the fall in 

industrial profits (Serrão and Martins 1978: 20; Pedreira 1988a). Portuguese industry, 

according to Godinho, had gone through a favourable period between 1812 and 1826, which 

was followed by a recession until 1835 when a new industrial boom began (Godinho 1955: 

280). However, Pedreira believes that the effect referred to by Godinho was responsible for 

the consumption of industrial goods by the state and by ‘court society’, concluding that the 

impact of the policy of intervention in industry was much smaller (Pedreiro 1988a: 279-80). 

In fact, it is necessary to take into consideration the fact that Portugal’s industrial output was 

not limited to the output of Crown factories. It is impossible to know the actual size of the 

Portuguese industrial sector and, consequently, the significance of the protected industries on 

the total. However, to ensure an accurate analysis of the growth of industrial activity, it is 

necessary to examine what happened to those units of production that were spread throughout 

the country and which served their local markets.11

The number of factories doubled during the period between the surveys of 1813 and 

1822, but Pedreira (1988 a or b) agrees with Macedo (1982) who claims that this was only a 

‘modest recommencement of activities’, adding that while, ‘It did not truly generate a new 

industrialising impulse comparable to that at the end of the 16th and 17th centuries; the 

recomposition went clearly beyond a modest restart of work.’ To corroborate this thesis, 

 

                                                 
11 Information exists concerning the relative importance of the output of Crown factories and of some individual 
domestic industries. According to Matos (1998: 456-62), during the first decades of the 19th century, the 
Portalegre wool factories produced practically the same amount of cloth as was produced by home industry. 
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Pedreira refers to some of the technological innovations that were introduced into some 

factories at this time (Pedreira 1988a: 280-1).12

What can be concluded from the deductions made above is that the first decades of 

the 19th century were unfavourable towards the growth of those industrial sectors in which 

international trade played an important role. With the emergence of problems in the colonial 

markets for industrial output, and with the state’s reduced ability to tax imports, the structure 

of the Portuguese industrial sector had to experience important changes. Given that the 

sectors concerned with external trade were also probably the most advanced than the 

industrial sectors that supplied the domestic market, it is possible that the negative impact of 

the contraction of these industrial activities may have had multiple effects. However, this 

impact will always be limited to the relatively smaller scale of these sectors. In effect, a much 

more important part of Portugal’s industrial sector—that which concerned itself with 

supplying consumer goods for the domestic market—was not directly affected by the 

convulsions of the international markets. 

 

Based upon the same model in which the fluctuations of industrial output are inferred 

from fluctuations in external trade and internal prices, Godinho (1955) defends the existence 

of greater industrial growth following the liberal victory in 1834. This interpretation is also 

supported by Macedo, according to whom there had been ‘increased [industrial] growth from 

the middle of the 1830s’ (Macedo 1982: 281). Once again, the historians follow the 

interpretation of contemporary authors: in this case Oliveira Marreca, who referred to a 

‘factory growth’ during these years. In fact, there are some strong indications of the 

recuperation of industrial activity that illustrate some differences with the previous decades. 

Supporting the idea of industrial progress during this period, Justino (1988, 1989) points to 

the rapid growth of cotton thread imports from 1834 and of woven cotton from 1842. He 

further notes that steam-engines were introduced into factories after 1835: between 1835 and 

1852, the number of steam-engines thus employed rose to 70, with a total power output of 

983 horsepower (hp) (Justino 1989: 127-8; Custódio 1983).13

                                                 
12 For Custódio (1983: 38), the years 1807 and 1808 represented the beginning of a period of ‘unfavourable 
circumstances’, and 1810 the ‘difficult competition with Britain’. See also Alexandre (1986). However, the 
change in the level of exports to Brazil took place at the end of the 18th century. See Lains (1991) and Pedreira 
(2000). 

 As in the countries from which 

13 The use of steam as a power source in Portugal was first tried in the maritime connections between Lisbon 
and Oporto at the beginning of the 1820s; however, they only became regular from 1837. Steam is said to have 
been introduced in Portuguese industry in 1835; however, recent studies have shown that it appeared earlier. 
Steam was introduced into Brazil in the 1810s (Rodrigues and Mendes 1999: 186-7). Steam energy installed in 
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the steam-engines were imported, in Portugal they were used principally in foundries, cotton 

mills, milling and in the manufacture of paper: that is, the sectors that were more receptive to 

innovations with respect to the motive force used, but where alternative energy sources 

continued to predominate. Advances in these matters remained slow for many years: so much 

so that in 1881 there were only 328 steam-engines in the country, with a total output of little 

more than 7000 hp. 

The idea that industrial progress began to be apparent from 1835 is supported by 

Serrão’s ‘industrialisation curve’ that is based on the number of industrial establishments 

created in Lisbon and Oporto (Serrão 1980). Although it is certainly only a partial indicator, 

given that it does not provide levels of output or of employment, it is nevertheless significant 

when taken into consideration jointly with the other information at our disposal. Between 

1801 and 1813, an average of three establishments were created per year; between 1814 and 

1825, this increased to 13, increasing slightly to 19 each year between 1826 and 1834, before 

the rate more than doubled between 1835 and 1845 to reach a rate of 46 industrial units 

established each year. Thus, 506 of the 863 factories that existed in the two cities in 1845 had 

been established in the preceding ten years (Godinho 1955: 245-6; Serrão 1980: 79-81). 

Some of the ‘factories’ that had been founded since the beginning of the century had 

disappeared in the meantime, particularly during the period of the French invasions; however, 

despite this, the growth shown here reveals the strong possibility that the acceleration in the 

creation of industrial units dating from the mid-1830s. 

Pedreira also argues that throughout the 1840s there was a growth in both the number 

and in the activities of the large industrial establishments that came to ‘command the 

industrial fabric’s metabolism’. Thus idea is, in turn, corroborated by the successive 

installation of new large textile factories in Lisbon, Torres Novas and Alenquer, as well as 

the opening of a tobacco factory in Xabregas, which was associated with large increases in 

the import of both cotton thread and cloth, which adds certainty to the suggestion that this 

type of industrial production was clearly growing. Despite being concerned with industrial 

sectors with particular characteristics, and which represent a necessarily limited section of the 

manufacture of consumer goods in Portugal, it is only with difficulty that one could argue 

these signs of industrial growth do not represent a positive move for all Portuguese industrial 

                                                                                                                                                        
Portugal remained extremely low when compared to more advanced European countries. In the United Kingdom 
in 1838, for example, there were approximately 10,000 steam-engines with a total energy output of 100,000 hp.  
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production.14

Another indication of the growth of Portuguese industry is related to the increase in 

the number of industrial units in Lisbon and Oporto with more than ten workers. This data is 

shown in Table 4, in which can also be seen that the increase in the number of workers and of 

industrial units in both cities was greater after 1829-30 relative to the period between 1814-15 

and 1829-30. The small increase in the number of workers counted is due to the fact that 

there had been a contraction in Lisbon during this period, in contrast to what happened in 

Oporto, where there was a significant increase in the number of workers and industrial units. 

Lisbon lost most with the end of the Brazil trade monopoly. With respect to the number of 

industrial workers throughout the country, there is information for the 1820s and the years 

1845 and 1852. This shows that the number of industrial workers employed in units of ten or 

more increased from a total of 7257 during the 1820s, to 12,874 in 1845 and 15,897 in 1852 

(Castro 1978: 27-8; Custódio 1983: 44, 52). Table 5 shows the evolution of the industrial 

population structure during the 19th century, enabling us to see some of important 

consistencies, such as with textiles, which retained its dominant position for the entire 

century. 

 Moreover, as Pedreira has also noted, and in which he is supported by Justino’s 

assessment (1988, 1989), which is based in national output figures, even Portuguese 

agriculture was seeing signs of growth (Lains 1995: ch.2). 

[Tables 4 & 5] 

 

Concluding remarks 

While it is relatively easy to draw conclusions about the formation of short-term 

adverse conditions for the Portuguese economy, it is difficult to determine the actual impact 

these adversities had on the country’s economic and industrial development. Since there is 

insufficient quantitative information on national output, and since the historians are yet to 

take their first steps in the indirect quantification of economic activity, it is difficult to draw 

any conclusions about the economic effects of the end of the Brazilian empire and the 

military and political instability of the first half of the 19th century. Despite the lack of 

information, however, the hypothesis that the path of Portugal’s industrialisation was 

                                                 
14 With respect to the significance of the larger industrial units in the country’s total industrial output, we have 
some indications from the 1820s that suggest there were a total of 11,810 industrial workets in the country. The 
proportion of workers employed in the larger factories was 61 per cent of all industrial workers. 
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radically altered by the end of the trade monopoly with Brazil, to such an extent that the 

opportunity to follow in the industrialising footsteps of other European nations was lost, 

seems false. This interpretation is one that is largely accepted and is stated in the writings of 

some contemporary authors who lived through the events—which reveals the large impact. 

However, it is an interpretation that fails to take into account some important aspects of the 

Portuguese economy that we have sought to reveal here. In addition to this, and from a 

medium- and long-term perspective, the effects of the ending of imperial preference and of 

the military and political disturbances of the period 1807-34 were less negative than they 

must have appeared to contemporary observers as well as to the many historians who have 

followed their analyses closely. The climate of instability particularly affected that part of the 

Portuguese economy that was most exposed to external contacts, and at that time, this was a 

necessarily small part in Portugal and Europe. If we take this into account, it becomes less 

likely that the manifest backwardness of the industrialisation of Portugal’s economy during 

the 19th century was mainly the result of the agitation at the beginning of the century. From 

the mid-1830s, Portuguese industry experienced a period of relative expansion, a conclusion 

that is supported by less contested quantitative data. This tenuous industrial boom was part of 

a confirmed tendency that had its origins in the second half of the 18th century, and which the 

difficult years of the early 19th century had only temporarily interrupted. Portuguese industry 

thereafter came to experience a period of increased prosperity from 1850, continuing to 

provide for the needs of the domestic market. 
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Table 1: Portuguese port movements (ships) 
A. General movements* 
  ENTRIES EXITS 

  Total British Others 
British/total 

(%) Total British Others 
British/total 

(%) 
1801 508 395 113 77.8 363 182 181 50.1 
1802 415 373 42 89.9 353 246 107 69.7 
1803 364 282 82 77.5 280 220 60 78.6 
1804 372 241 131 64.8 314 197 117 62.7 
1805 401 274 127 68.3 307 204 103 66.4 
1806 468 354 114 75.6 332 210 122 63.3 
1807 390 305 85 78.2 398 216 182 54.3 
1808 358 165 193 46.1 390 231 159 59.2 
1809 540 474 66 87.8 576 444 132 77.1 
1810 627 536 91 85.5 642 466 176 72.6 
1811 433 385 48 88.9 651 537 114 82.5 
1814 551 428 123 77.7 436 296 140 67.9 
* Portuguese ships not included 
 
B. Movements at the Douro Bar 

 ENTRIES EXITS 

  Total British Others 
British/total 

(%) Total British Others 
British/total 

(%) 
1801 357 142 215 39.8 430 102 328 23.7 
1806 327 150 177 45.9 251 74 177 29.5 
1807 337 149 188 44.2 347 95 252 27.4 
1808 263 72 191 27.4 258 17 241 6.6 
1809 295 212 83 71.9 262 44 218 16.8 
1810 233 154 79 66.1 230 35 195 15.2 
1811 472 258 214 54.7 310 172 138 55.5 
1812 391 197 194 50.4 349 228 121 65.3 
Source: Macedo (1990: 73-4) 
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Source: Alexandre (1986: 44) 
 
 
 
 
Table 2: What was the loss of Brazil to the industrial market in relation to Portugal’s 
GDP in 1830? (1830 prices) 
1. Portuguese industrial exports to Brazil, 1796-1805 2625 contos 

2. Portuguese industrial exports to Brazil, 1806-1831 1070 contos 

3. Loss of Brazilian market for Portuguese industrial produce 1555 contos 

4. Minimum value of Portuguese GNP in 1830 66 900 contos 

5. Maximum value of Portuguese GNP in 1830 155 400 contos 

6. Loss of Brazilian market for industrial produce (minimum GNP) 2.30 per cent 

7. Loss of Brazilian market for industrial produce (maximum GNP)  1.00 per cent 
Source: Lains (1991: 156-8) 
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Table 3: What was Portugal’s GNP in 1830? (1830 prices) 

  Per capita GNP Population Total GNP (contos) 
  Minimum Maximum (000s) Minimum Maximum 

1850  30$000 38$000 3471 104 130 132 939 
 (a) 22$300 25$400  66 900 85 200 

1830* (b) 30$000 38$300 3000 90 000 114 900 
 (c) 40$600 51$800  121 800 155 400 

* Values derived from the following assumptions about the rate of annual growth from 1830 to 1850: (a) +1.5 
per cent; (b) no growth; (c) -1.5 per cent. 
Source: Lains (1991: 158) 
 
 
 
Table 4: Population and industrial units in Portugal, 1814-52 

 Industrial population Industrial units 
 Units with more than ten workers Units with more than ten workers 
 

Lisbon 

O
porto 

Lisbon and 
O

porto 

C
ountry 

Total 

Lisbon 

O
porto 

Lisbon and 
O

porto 

C
ountry 

Total 

1814-15 1283 735 2018 7257* 11 810* 45 37 82 258* 1569* 1829-30 909 1369 2278 36 72 108 
1845 2641 2881 5522 12 874  62 91 153 Nd 863 
1852 5012 5017 10 029 15 897  73 172 245 386  
* 1820. Values relative to units surveyed 
Sources: For Lisbon and Oporto (Justino 1989: 148). For the country (Justino 1989: 84; Pedreira 1993: 70; 
Lains 1990: 36) 
 

 

 

Table 5: Composition of industrial work, 1815-1910 

 Pedreira 
(1994) 

Lains 
(1995) 

Lains 
(1995) 

Rodrigues 
and Mendes 

(1999) 

Lains 
(1995) 

Lains 
(1995) 

 1815-25 1845 1852 1896 1910* 1910** 
Cotton 31.3 31.4 35.4 25.5 33.7 27.1 
Woollens 12.3 24.5 26.3 19.4 16.6 15.6 
Linen 1.6 2.2 2.7  4.3 3.6 
Hats 9.9   3.7   
Leather 13.9   1.9   
Food 2.9 5.4 5.3 3.7 7.3 6.1 
Cork  0.8 1.2 9.5 7.4 8.9 
Tobacco  4.3 9.4 10.4 6.6 4.5 
Metals 10.0 7.0 5.8 6.2 6.1 12.2 
Paper 3.9 9.8 7.6 3.2 2.7 2.8 
Ceramics 14.3 14.7 6.7 5.9 4.1 5.3 
Soaps   0.5 0.5 1.2 1.0 
Tinned fish    10.1 9.9 12.9 
Totals 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
 
 


