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 The main object of this investigation into Portuguese neutrality during the Second 

World War is to understand the reasons that led to the choice of neutrality and 

how the conceptual elements of the Foreign Policy Analyses and the historical events 

relating to the conflict conditioned the decision-making process. Portuguese foreign 

policy decision. Portuguese foreign policy under Salazar followed a set of guidelines 

that were based on norms and intangible elements, which allowed the regime to 

carry out its mission of ensuring its autonomy on the European continent and, 

simultaneously, guaranteeing the security of the colonies located in the rest of the 

world. The Portuguese option for neutrality is conditioned by a vast series of internal 

and external constraints, as well as an ideological coherence that is somewhat 

standardised in relation to previous events, where sometimes a lack of information 

and uncertainty regarding the other parties demolish ideal premises of the Rational 

Actor model. In the Portuguese case, as it was an idiosyncratic dictatorship in which 

the head of government centralised all the main decision-making powers within 

himself. However, he surrounded himself with capable elements and an information 

network, which excelled in bilaterality, to help with the decision-making task. 

Portugal had to position itself in the face of the conflict, and this highlights the 

alliances to which it was linked and which would influence decision-making. Salazar 

was aware that he could not marginalise Spain or ignore the importance of Great 

Britain. 

 

Introduction 

The main purpose of this research is to understand the reasons that led to the Portuguese option for 
neutrality during the Second World War, how the conceptual elements of the Foreign Policy Analysis 
apply to the historical context of the Second World War and how the decision-making process in 
Portuguese foreign policy of the Salazar regime was conditioned. Since all the States coexist with 
each other within the international system (Mendes, 2022), so the Salazar regime had to face its 
external challenges, and one of the most striking crises of Salazar’s foreign policy (Nogueira, 2000) 
is the positioning of Portuguese during World War II, which we will address in this research. 

For all intents and purposes, Salazar had three possible paths to follow. On the one hand, it would 
be natural and expected for Lisbon to opt for a rapprochement with its natural ally, Great Britain, 
since both Portugal and Great Britain, despite their differences and disputes, remained loyal to the 

https://therestjournal.com/
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principles of the alliance for more than five centuries (Pereira, 2012). On the other hand, Portugal 
could have chosen to join the Axis, an alliance composed of Nazi Germany, fascist Italy and imperial 
Japan, where some ideological affinities existed. Perhaps there are certain types of stereotypes in 
relation to dictatorships, which, although they seem convenient in many situations, can be extremely 
misleading (Leite, 1998; Hollis and Smith, 1986). To go down this path is to ignore factors such as 
national culture, geopolitical alignments, and the very origin and evolution of the political regimes 
themselves (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010), as well as the history of Portugal itself (Nogueira, 2000). 
However, the third option based on neutrality at the time of the outbreak of war was the option 
chosen by the political decision-maker, Salazar, as President of the Council of Ministers of Portugal.  

Therefore, we seek to answer the following starting question: What was the reason that led Portugal 
to opt for the decision of neutrality during the Second World War? Parallel to the analysis of these 
issues, we seek to understand all the factors and conditioning factors in the decision-making 
environment that were behind the Portuguese option on neutrality and to understand if the option 
for non-belligerence was the right path was to follow.  

However, we cannot forget the importance of the role of the political decision-maker in the decision-
making process in Portuguese foreign policy, and we will try to understand its influence on this 
option, taking into account the historical context and the factors that influence decision-making, 
within the decision-making environment (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010) which results from an 
analysis of various types of constraints that influenced decision-making,  together with internal and 
external factors and the way they influenced the decision-making process in Portuguese foreign 
policy.  

Using the Rational Actor model, which consists of analysing the decision-making process from the 
point of view that the state is the sole manager of the decision. In this model, the state acts as an 
indivisible and independent organism, which treats the decision as a game of gains and losses and 
rationally chooses the most advantageous option, according to the national interest of the Portuguese 
(Allison, 1971; 1969), regarding the option for neutrality.  

We will also address the role of the political decision-maker, who in this case is António de Oliveira 
Salazar, the head of government in office and the head of the foreign policy executive. We will review 
the various factors that allow us to understand the option taken by the political decision-maker. At 
the same time, we try to explain how Salazar’s personality influenced the Portuguese option for 
neutrality.  

We will also investigate the importance that Francoist Spain had in the decision-making process in 
Portuguese foreign policy, how the Spanish state led by General Francisco Franco influenced the 
Portuguese choice, and the impact of Portuguese influence on Madrid’s decisions. 

And finally, within the scope of the Rational Actor model, we will apply the “Prisoner’s Dilemma” to 
our case study to determine whether the Salazar regime opted well for neutrality during World War 
II. 

The decision-making environment in the face of international and domestic factors 

The decision-making environment in foreign policy of a given State is full of factors that will influence 
the respective process, according to which the political decision-maker will take into account the 
geopolitical and geostrategic positioning of the state, as well as the alliances and international 
commitments to which his state is bound so far,  as well as their vulnerabilities and valences (Júnior 
and Farias, 2021; Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010), taking into account the historical context of the 
decision-making environment in which Salazar’s Portugal is inserted.  
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In the mid-1930s, the European continent was again in convulsion, both because of the fear coming 
from Eastern Europe, provoked by the emergence of Soviet communism after the Russian Revolution 
of 1917, and because of the outbreak of new economic and social crises, triggered by the Great 
Depression of 1929, which contributed to the emergence of new forms of authoritarianism against 
the inability of liberal democracies to act on the problems that plagued the country. Old continent, 
and they were still suffering the consequences of the First World War (Mattoso, 1998). 

Several European countries succumbed to totalitarian or authoritarian experiences, even 
degenerated into armed conflicts, with special emphasis on the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) that 
broke out in the Iberian Peninsula and threatened to drag Portugal into the conflict, which motivated 
Salazar to assume the ministerial portfolio of Foreign Affairs (Meneses, 2010). 

After the victory of the nationalist forces over the Spanish Republic, in the context of armed peace in 
Europe, the signing of the Luso-Spanish Treaty of Friendship and Non-Aggression of April 14, 1939, 
which linked Salazarist Portugal and Francoist Spain, was celebrated. The purpose of this Iberian 
Pact was to preserve the neutrality of the Iberian Peninsula in the event of a world conflict because 
Spain sympathised with the Axis powers, while Portugal maintained the link of the old alliance with 
Great Britain (Tíscar, 2014). Alliances are one of the biggest constraints a leader can have when 
making foreign policy decisions (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010). The greatest victory for the 
Portuguese regime, on the threshold of a new world conflict, was “the realisation of Salazar’s idea of 
‘peninsular friendship’ and opening a period of good relationship and political solidarity between the 
two regimes” (Nogueira, 2000: 79). In this way, salazarist Portugal and Francoist Spain formed an 
alliance, the bases of which were based on a pact of non-aggression and mutual consultation between 
the two Iberian states (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010). 

In the run-up to World War II, Francoist Spain joined the Anti-Comintern Pact in 1939, which ended 
up putting Portugal in an unpleasant position. From the perspective of the government in London, 
it was a very bad sign since General Francisco Franco could hardly refuse the Germans the crossing 
of the Pyrenees if the government in Berlin intended to proceed with the military occupation of 
Portugal and Gibraltar, with a view to imposing an effective continental blockade, despite the 
existence of a cordial relationship between the two Iberian dictators (Herz, 2004).  

Despite the apparent Portuguese ideological affinity with the ideologies that characterise the Axis 
alliance, the Portuguese reaction on this matter was peremptory, in which Lisbon refused the 
invitation to join the Anti-Comintern Pact, which revealed the distance Portuguese this type of 
political regime, in which it demonstrates that it follows the logic of primacy by the Luso-British 
Alliance. as shown in the following excerpt from Salazar’s unofficial note (Salazar, 1943: 173-174 
apud Serrão, 2000a: 206): 

“Fortunately the duties of our alliance with England, which we do not wish to exempt 
ourselves from confirming at such a grave moment, do not oblige us to abandon in this 
emergency the situation of neutrality. 

The government will regard it as the highest service or greatest grace of Providence to be 
able to maintain peace for the Portuguese people and hopes that neither the interests of the 
country, nor its dignity, nor its obligations will impose upon it to compromise it. 

But peace cannot be disinterestedness or careless indifference for anyone. It is not in the 
power of any man to escape himself and the nation from the painful consequences of a long 
and extensive war. Being aware that their work and responsibilities have greatly increased, 
the government hopes that the nation will collaborate with them in the resolution of the 
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greatest difficulties and accept in the best possible way the sacrifices that become necessary 
and will seek to be distributed with the possible equity (...).”  

Regarding the Luso-British Alliance, from the Portuguese perspective, its durability was not in 
question since there was a geopolitical basis for its existence (Severiano Teixeira, 2010); Portugal 
needed the alliance as a small power endowed with a large maritime empire to ensure 
communication with its colonies. Britain benefited from the profits of the Portuguese colonies and 
enjoyed the strategic advantages provided both in mainland and insular Portugal, as well as in 
overseas Portugal. Historically, neutrality was a luxury that Portugal could never discard (Nogueira, 
2000). Despite the conflicts and regime changes, the Old Covenant withstood the passage of time 
and remained fundamentally in force at the time of the Second World War (Leite, 1998). 

In this way, we can attest that the Luso-British Alliance and the Iberian Pact constituted the two 
fundamental diplomatic instruments that would govern Portuguese foreign policy (Nogueira, 2000) 
during the Second World War. 

In the context of Foreign Policy Analysis, we find that international factors are always diverse and 
varied and produce many stimuli in the decision-making environment. Foreign policy decisions are 
often strategic, but the behaviour of adversaries and allies affects the decision in an interactive way 
(Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010). 

At the same time, we find that the internal environment is also rich in stimuli, but their quantity and 
influence depend largely on the type of political regime in place. In the case of Portuguese, we are 
talking about a dictatorship that dilutes, in many cases, the ability of social, economic and political 
groups to take part in the decision-making process in Portuguese foreign policy. However, the 
economic domain and public opinion are nonetheless the most important domestic factors that help 
shape the decision-making process (Weeks and Crunkilton, 2017; Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010).  

For a small power like Portugal on the European scene, in addition to the serious political 
implications that could arise from an option for belligerence, it would entail enormous financial costs 
to support an armed conflict. 

However, the role of Portuguese public opinion in the conflict is interesting to address, since in the 
form of acquiescence to the positions of the Government, Portuguese firm support for Great Britain 
in the memory of the Portuguese nation still won affection for England, despite the consequences of 
the British Ultimatum of 1890 (Severiano Teixeira, 1987). As Serrão (2000a: 398) notes, “Public 
opinion remained loyal to the Portuguese-British friendship, seeing it as a safeguard against the 
clouds of war that were gathering on the horizon”. At the same time, there remained, among the 
Portuguese population, the remnant of the Germans’ sense of responsibility for what happened 
during the First World War, except in very restricted elites (Leite, 1998), without forgetting the 
disaster of Portuguese participation in the same conflict (Meneses, 2010). It should also be noted 
that, although it was not a determining factor for the option of neutrality, Portuguese public opinion 
was very important since, during the conflict, Salazar had the support of the population despite the 
restrictions and sacrifices that had to be demanded” (Serrão, 2000a; Serrão, 2000b; Nogueira, 
2000) 

After reviewing the major factors that, in our view, conditioned the decision-making, we will then 
analyse the environment of the decision and the various constraints that lead to its formulation. 

By applying the Rational Actor model to this case study in Portuguese foreign policy, we find that its 
application implies that the state acts intentionally and is motivated by strictly defined objectives, 
demonstrating its ability to order options and preferences and maximise the usefulness of its choices 
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(Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010; Freire and Vinha, 2017). The great Portuguese motivation in the face 
of a continental conflict is once again a traditional response of Portuguese foreign policy (Severiano 
Teixeira, 2010; Macedo, 1987; Martínez, 1985), based on keeping Portugal away from the problems 
emanating from the centre of Europe, as well as the Luso-British Alliance, if circumstances allow 
(Meneses, 2010; Nogueira, 2000). 

Therefore, the process of ordering preferences takes place. In terms of absolute gains, Portugal could 
have entered the war in favour of Britain, either early or later in the conflict, on the side of the liberal 
democracies, and thus receive dividends from a possible victory, which could translate into monetary 
or gender compensations later on. It could also capitalise on its effort by supporting the Axis forces, 
and in the event of a victory for the totalitarian forces, in addition to the monetary gains, it could 
acquire new colonial territories from one of the defeated powers.  

However, as Freire and Vinha (2011: 23) point out, “decision-makers usually decide when a better 
alternative emerges that seems better than those previously considered (...) Instead of optimisation, 
there is only satisfaction, through a choice that meets the minimum requirements, avoiding riskier 
options.”  

In addition to not guaranteeing the optimisation of political decision-making, this model, with all its 
other virtues, carries various impediments to its implementation. Some are of a human nature, 
deficiency and quantity of information, uncertainties, incapacity of the decision-maker or his own 
belief systems and cognitive process, and time constraints (Freire and Vinha, 2011: 23). rationality 
is not in itself the absolute explanation for any kind of decision. There are other dynamics that cannot 
be ignored, especially standardised processes and the role that the leader plays in the decision-
making process in times of crisis. 

The decision environment reflects, especially in a crisis, a decision with unpredictable consequences 
and is also characterised by lack of time, ambiguity of information, uncertainties, risks and 
motivations (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010). This is proven by time constraints that defy the urgency 
of taking a stand (Allison, 1971; 1969). Several states were forced to take a stand, either on the very 
day of the invasion of Poland or in the days immediately after. In the case of Portugal, it was the day 
after the event, and a decision that satisfied the minimum requirements was necessary to safeguard 
Portugal’s interests (Pereira, 2012). Alongside this, London suggests and rejoices with the 
Portuguese distancing from the conflict (idem). On the other side of the border, even given the 
scarcity of time, there were good indications that Franco would go in the same direction as the 
Portuguese government (Nogueira, 2000). 

Neutrality allowed the Lisbon government to play cautiously, without committing itself to any 
definitiveness, and slightly altering its positions vis-à-vis the belligerent powers throughout the 
conflict, according to circumstances (idem).  

In Foreign Policy Analysis, information is one of the central elements in the foreign policy decision-
making process, but we can see that foreign policy decision-making is full of incomplete and 
inaccurate information (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010). The Salazar regime, at the time of the 
decision to neutralise, was not sure if there would be a secret pact between the great powers for the 
division of their colonies (Rosas, 1996). In this sense, Portugal will rely on its network of diplomatic 
missions and its allies; however, despite the information sent to Lisbon, in many cases, it appears to 
be ambiguous and contradictory.  

Ambiguity is one of the major constraints in the decision-making process. It occurs when there is a 
multiplicity of contradictory information that can dictate different outcomes (Mintz and DeRouen 
Jr, 2010). In any case, ambiguous information is more likely to be ignored (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 
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2010). Even before the beginning of the war, information arrived from various sides that affirmed 
the interest of Great Britain or the USA in occupying Cape Verde, the Azores, or even Madeira, which 
were of great strategic importance to either side in a possible conflict (Serrão, 2000a). This caused 
serious discomfort in Salazar and led the President of the United States of America (USA), Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt, to write to the head of the Portuguese government to reaffirm that the Americans 
had no interest in occupying the islands. Even the Foreign Office itself, on several occasions, had to 
reaffirm that the British had no intention of occupying the Portuguese island territories (Pereira, 
2012). On the other hand, Salazar was no longer so sure about German intentions since, despite 
constant denials, the Portuguese dictator knew that if the fate of the war depended on it, Hitler would 
not hesitate to violate Portuguese sovereignty (Meneses, 2010; Nogueira, 2000). 

One aspect that contributes to the decision-making process in foreign policy is the decision maker’s 
familiarity with the situation, especially since it is a situation similar to one already experienced. 
Familiarity with the problem leads to intuitive decision-making; rather than examining the 
components that affect the decision, the decision-maker jumps to conclusions based on previous 
experiences with similarities (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010: 27). This process can lead to ignoring 
inconsistent information. In the case of the Portuguese, the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) certainly 
weighed on Salazar’s decision in the face of World War II, largely regarding pay-offs and due to the 
prospect of distancing international affairs from the European continent. 

At the same time, Portugal’s unsuccessful participation in the First World War remains present in 
Portuguese memory, the experience of which could not be repeated given the serious monetary and 
human losses (Rosas, 1996). 

In the realm of international politics, political leaders make decisions that affect and are affected by 
the decisions made by other policymakers (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010: 28). Understanding it 
allows us to perceive an interactive strategic decision that is a crucial part of understanding foreign 
policy preferences, process, judgment, and choice. Without prejudice to the Portuguese option for 
neutrality having been issued through a unilateral unofficial note, Great Britain’s opinion on 
Portugal’s position and the non-invocation of defence clauses at the outbreak of war functioned as 
an interactive sequence of decisions that ultimately met Portuguese expectations. The same is true 
of Spain, which we shall develop later. 

In the field of foreign policy, we should not dissociate the risk component from decisions, as they are 
not high-stakes decisions that have an influence on the country’s resources. The amount of risk a 
policymaker is willing to take affects his or her foreign policy decisions, and Salazar was willing to 
take little or no risk. It is important to note that the ability to take risks depends on the personality 
of the policymaker and his satisfaction with the status quo (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010: 28).  

Perhaps, if the decision had not been to remain neutral in line with its Iberian neighbour, Portugal 
ran a serious risk of being annexed by Francoist Spain or taken over by German forces, as planned 
in Operation Félix (Nogueira, 2000; Rosas, 1996). Salazar also feared that if the Americans entered 
the war, their presence would result in an “export of democratic ideals, which endangered the 
corporatist regime Portuguese” (Rosas, 1996: 900). Thus, if the option in the face of war did not fall 
on the defence of a policy of neutrality like that evoked in the Spanish Civil War, in the future we 
could incur “serious risks to our national integrity” (Serrão, 2000a: 126). 

A final factor in the decision-making process that we must take into account is the responsibility of 
the leader in the face of the options taken, as his image could be drastically damaged within the 
regime since the Second World War presented itself as a threat “to Salazar’s power, from this 
internal: not only was there the possibility of growing economic difficulties [...] but, in a conflict 
between Western democracies and National Socialism, it was natural for the political temperature 
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to rise” (Meneses, 2010: 255), which implied a cautious management of the situation in the short 
and long term by the political decision-maker.  

The role of the policymaker in relation to psychological factors and the personality of 
the policymaker 

Constraints are not the only explanatory variables of foreign policy decision-making. Psychological 
factors can have a great impact on the decisions of the political decision-maker; as Freire and Vinha 
(2011: 30) note, “leaders (...) shape the way foreign policy is made and the consequent behaviour of 
States in international politics”, so that the ability to influence the decision-making process comes 
from instrumental rationality, which constitutes a more limited view of procedural rationality, and 
is based on the preferences of individuals since leaders do not completely control a situation,  and its 
influence is severely circumscribed (Júnior and Farias, 2021).  

Thus, personality and personal political preferences do not directly determine foreign policy” (Freire 
and Vinha, 2011: 31). Still, when we are talking about a dictatorship, the impacts of personal 
characteristics greatly affect the decision-making process and, consequently, foreign policy itself, 
especially in times of crisis. It’s hard to say whether the person makes the moment or the moment 
makes the person. But be that as it may, decisions must be made (Colgan and Weeks, 2015; Weeks, 
2014). 

Several psychological factors shape the decision-making process in Portuguese foreign policy during 
World War II. As Meneses (2010: 252) notes, “In the light of his position in relation to the Spanish 
Civil War, it is therefore not surprising that Salazar responded to this new and enormous crisis by 
centralising decision-making powers in his person”. This attitude shows, first, a great deal of 
confidence on the part of the policymaker in his or her abilities and ability to control events. 
Secondly, it shows a certain aversion to the collegial decision-making process, which had already 
been noted by Nogueira (2000). 

Immediate concerns are one of the elements that influence the leader’s decision-making since they 
are upstream in the decision-maker’s mind, according to Jervis (1976). Political decision-makers are 
influenced by the occurrence of events, so clearly, in the moments before the invasion of Poland, 
Salazar’s concerns were, in the first place, related to the outbreak of war, “(...) the general concerns 
about the disturbed political environment in Europe did not allow us to forget that its virtual 
consequences could affect Portugal” (Serrão, 2000: 176). Secondly, on Spain’s possible entry into the 
conflict: “The government (...) it will transform the defence of the maintenance of a politically similar 
regime in Spain into one of the major priorities of foreign policy, accepting the inherent risks” (Rosas, 
1996: 898-899). Finally, there was the fear that Great Britain, given the circumstances, would ally 
itself with the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) to fight Nazi Germany and the Axis powers 
and that this would translate into a communist infiltration in central and peripheral Europe 
(Meneses, 2010), which could extend to Portugal.  

Beliefs are another variable that conditions the attitude of the political decision-maker. Actions can 
be mediated by a mental process that contains a mixture of feelings and beliefs that refer to previous 
experiences and that we can define as old information; at the same time, actions are tempered by 
current perceptions and stimuli (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010).  

The two types of information are associated and help to understand preferences for the course of 
action (Simon, 1957; Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010). Salazar had a set of beliefs that helped him 
decode and face the storms of war (Nogueira, 2000; Meneses, 2010). Salazar believed that the Treaty 
of Versailles would be “the cause” of a new world war (Serrão, 2000: 174; Nogueira, 2000) due to 
the exaggerated scale of the humiliations inflicted on the defeated, especially Germany. In the event 
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of a conflict, Portugal should remain neutral to ensure its survival, thus seeking to ensure that the 
Madrid government remains neutral (Meneses, 2010). Salazar perceived that the British would cut 
off his maritime access to the colonies if Lisbon chose to align itself with Nazi Germany (Nogueira, 
2000; Mattoso, 1998), whose regime Salazar saw as follows (Salazar, 1937, apud Meneses, 2010: 
261):  

“I consider it a disgrace for Europe that (...) Nazism imposed itself everywhere with the 
virulence and rigidity of some of its principles. For those who have a moral notion of 
civilisation, it will be a frank setback.”  

This set of beliefs, combined with analogies and learning, allows the decision-maker to use the 
shortcut of remembering similar situations experienced by him or history and learning from them, 
reflecting this in the decision-making process (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010). It should be noted that 
the option for neutrality in the face of European conflicts is a constant in the Portuguese foreign 
policy of the Estado Novo; thus, the preference for it at the gates of an armed conflict on the European 
continent is somewhat standardised (Severiano Teixeira, 2010). In addition, Portugal managed to 
maintain a good level of social, political and institutional cohesion so as not to have to rush into any 
decision-making to go to war, as a way of forgetting internal upheavals, as was the case with 
Portugal’s entry into the First World War, during the period of the First Portuguese Republic (Pinto, 
2016; Meneses, 2000; Nogueira, 2000).  

Cognitive decision-maker dissonance means that decision-makers either devalue some information 
that shows signs of inconsistencies with previous images or beliefs or else pay too much attention to 
information consistent with those images or beliefs (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010). At this point, we 
have not been able to demonstrate that Salazar devalued the information of the Portuguese services 
or embassies on behalf of his beliefs. What is known is that the dictator was obstinate with the idea 
of neutrality and that he would keep it at all costs unless his ally England formalised his request 
officially or one of the colonies (especially the largest), islands, or mainland Portugal suffered some 
attack. Salazar himself made an incomplete analysis of the situation in Europe between 1939 and 
1945, based on a model of realpolitik, “which assumed that states and their leaders acted according 
to reasonable and quantifiable considerations” (Meneses, 2010: 250).  

Although images and beliefs influenced the decision-making process of Portuguese foreign policy, 
“when a new war broke out in Europe in 1939, Salazar sought to inform himself about Portuguese 
diplomatic activity during the First World War” (Meneses, 2010: 251). This small detail reveals 
anything but carelessness about the need to obtain information to conduct its policy, avoiding past 
mistakes. Despite some preconceived ideas about the nature of the conflict and its actors, Salazar 
never stopped seeking information, either through direct contact with other diplomats such as Pedro 
Theotónio Pereira or Veiga Simões or experienced senior civil servants such as Luís Teixeira de 
Sampaio, the then secretary-general of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and his right-hand man when 
he assumed the duties of Minister of Foreign Affairs (Nogueira, 2000). 

However, Salazar was concerned with understanding the consequences for Portugal of the various 
scenarios on the table. If Nazi Germany emerged victorious from the conflict, there was no certainty 
about the position that Portugal would occupy in the imagination of Adolf Hitler; in the event of a 
British victory, Salazar believed that the status quo would Portuguese be maintained in the 
establishment of the new world order. 

We tried to prove the role that certain psychological factors can play in the decision-making process 
and, at the same time, to demonstrate how they conditioned the option for neutrality. However, we 
believe that the role of the leader is not limited exclusively to a set of premises but to the basis of all 
this, that is, his own personality (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010). 
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Salazar sought to rise to the occasion by showing the behaviour of a strong dictator (Pinto, 2000) 
that is: Salazar came from a particular but well-defined political milieu; he had a vision of the world 
and society; he directed the entire institutional design of the regime, in fact, “the use of a scale of 
centralisation of decision-making in extensive terms,  however, it fully justifies the expression’ strong 
dictator’ to characterise Salazar’s exercise of power” (Pinto, 2000: 2). 

His own societal and civilisational visions helped him, throughout his career and during the Second 
World War, to understand the positioning of the spheres of power, to perceive where he should move 
and to fit Portuguese interests into the international environment (Pinto, 2013). It is possible to 
understand from his origins and ideas that he was a protector of morals, traditions and anti-
materialism. He was a “moral dictator” (Meneses, 2010: 205), and this condition, in part, was an 
approach to regimes whose bases were not based on the same premises. 

In a way, these personal traits, combined with certain positive results of his policies, won him the 
support of a good part of the social strata, especially at critical moments in the life of the country. We 
cannot accurately assess the degree of the genuineness of this “politics of truth” nor whether it was 
practised “always” that it was necessary (Meneses, 2010: 209): 

 “When Salazar arrived at the executive, humility and modesty were the defining traits of 
his self-portrait. These traits (...) were maintained for a long time, being (...) enriched by 
other elements: constancy of ideas, spirit of sacrifice and absence of political ambition. It 
was also insisted on (...) «politics of truth», according to which the country was informed 
of what it needed to know when it needed to know”. 

Despite these simple traits, he did not neglect his surroundings and was very aware of the country’s 
interests on the international stage. He was a well-travelled person, although he had visited Belgium 
when he was young and Seville on a state visit (Nogueira, 2000) with little empirical perception of 
the outside world, but this did not make him conduct Portuguese foreign policy based on images or 
beliefs, since Salazar followed international politics and the movement of ideas closely (Pinto, 2016; 
2013). The Portuguese dictator gave much importance to international politics to try to anticipate 
the movements of the great powers on the international chessboard. This characteristic allowed him 
to read and understand the events and phenomena of the 1920s and 1930s, which helped him to 
define Portugal’s positions, especially in the antechamber and at the outbreak of war. His extreme 
self-discipline was marked by meticulous attention to detail that seemed unwavering (Teixeira, 
2008).  

In addition, in the conduct of his policies, Salazar demonstrates a certain “cynical pragmatism, above 
all to distance himself from fascism, which would guide him until the end of his life” (Meneses, 2010: 
193) and which would manifest itself when it was time to make concessions, where so far they reveal 
how Salazar adopted tactics to prepare the country for the post-war era (Teixeira,  2008), which 
revealed his great calculus and ability to predict events. 

By understanding the leadership style, we can understand why certain positions are taken and why 
certain alternative courses of action are not taken (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010). There are three 
broad dimensions that help us characterise the type of leader: sensitivity to political constraints, 
openness to information, and motivation to act. It helps us determine whether a leader is goal-
oriented or context-oriented, as goal-oriented leaders are more susceptible to taking more violent 
steps, or context-oriented leaders are more risk-averse and take more careful steps (Mintz and 
DeRouen Jr, 2010), as is the case with Salazar (Nogueira, 2000). In other words, the former are more 
active, the latter more reactive.  
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We should not deviate from the purpose of this work, which is why, regarding Salazar’s actions in 
foreign policy and, more specifically, his choice of neutrality, we can consider him, based on his 
personal characteristics and way of conducting politics, as a context-oriented leader. Although the 
dictator is not Portuguese, flexible to other opinions and solutions, and is unlikely to change his 
position or ideology, there are facts that demonstrate his adaptability to various contexts, internal or 
external, as was the case during the Second World War. In addition to this, there are other factors, 
such as their ability to consult and discuss, as evidenced by their need to listen to the ambassadors 
deployed in European countries during the conflict (Nogueira, 2000), even if it does not give them 
much room for manoeuvre to make decisions.  

Authoritarian leaders face few political constraints when it comes to the foreign policy decision-
making process (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010). This view may be true of the internal sphere. 
However, the international environment is rich in stimuli and constraints, especially in times of 
serious political crisis or when, being a small power, one is allied with a great power with a regime 
very different from ours.  

Context-oriented leaders strive to work within the confines of constraints. Working within 
constraints entails coalition building, empathy, sensitivity to coalition constituents, and 
commitment (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010). If we carefully analyse the historical facts, we see that 
the President of the Council will move away from multilateral solutions, but Salazar is a man of law; 
he gives great priority to respect for norms and laws, regardless of their democratic value or not, 
always acting in line with them in the international system.  

In addition, it will strive to build and maintain alliances, seek to preserve empathy between its 
partners, whether historical or of the moment (Pinto, 2016; 2013) and be attentive to their fears and 
concerns without leaving the position of neutrality and will remain loyal to the commitments made 
before and during the war.  

The leader’s willingness to accept new information is another factor to consider, as context-oriented 
leaders actively seek information (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010). As mentioned above, Salazar 
sought as much information as possible and confronted it with his beliefs to obtain a vision as close 
as possible to the reality of the international panorama.  

Context-oriented leaders are more sensitive to the political context (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010). 
There is a concern to understand the various results of their policies, and they seek to make long-
term readings of them, as well as of the positions taken by other leaders. To this end, they seek the 
opinion of others and attach great importance to a vast network of information. Salazar gave great 
importance to bilateral relations (Nogueira, 2000). 

In this way, and in view of everything described above, we believe that there are two categories that 
can characterise Salazar’s leadership style as strategic and opportunistic (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 
2010) if we consider that the attitude of neutrality was planned in the face of the events that the 
President of the Council of Ministers predicted would happen since he was perfectly aware of the 
structural constraints and domestic constraints that surround him and actively seeks to new 
information, in order to take advantage of the positions of the other actors in order to favour their 
position and preferences. The ability to negotiate is a key component of this style. This kind of 
leadership will in no way risk alienating important players in international chess (Mintz and 
DeRouen Jr, 2010). 

 



Portuguese Neutrality during World War II - A Case Study of Portuguese Foreign Policy Analysis  

 

the rest | volume 14 | number 2 | 2024 

 

 

175 

The importance of Francoist Spain in the decision-making process in Portuguese 
foreign policy 

The end of the Spanish Civil War brought with it the signing of the Iberian Pact, which was strategic 
for the Lisbon government (Tíscar, 2014), as Salazar notes (Salazar, 1943: 147-248 apud Serrão, 
2000: 196): 

“Portugal and Spain are forced to live side by side on the Peninsula: good or bad 
neighbourliness favours us or harms us both. Many times in eight centuries of life, Portugal 
fought against Spain (...) to maintain or consolidate its independence; He also often fought 
alongside him against others. This trait is characteristic and sums up in itself the history of 
peninsular relations: two (...) independent states, Two nations in fraternal solidarity. I 
don’t know why, but freedom and independence from Spain seem to be postulates of 
Portuguese life. (…) We helped Spanish nationalism and civilisation as much as we could, 
(...) confronting everywhere the incomprehension and blindness of Europe (where national 
Spain had so few friendships); (…) From the outset, we were what we should have been – 
faithful friends of Spain, in the heart of the peninsula”.  

At the outbreak of the war, Salazar’s concern was to ensure Spain’s neutrality (Meneses, 2010; 
Nogueira, 2000). In the initial phase of the world conflict, Franco was tempted to align himself with 
the Axis, which would cause serious problems for Portugal since “the historical dilemma posed to 
Generalissimo Franco, to take advantage of the results obtained in the Civil War and ally himself 
with the Axis powers, was to a large extent nullified by the success of Portuguese diplomacy,  
especially from Ambassador Pedro Teotónio Pereira, in maintaining the neutrality of the Iberian 
Peninsula” (Serrão, 2000a: 391). 

In this period, despite the similarity of the regimes, the relationship between the two Iberian 
countries was not always stable, with moments of high tension (Mattoso, 1998), because of the force 
that a more radical wing of the Franco regime exerted on Franco himself and that was against 
Portugal, because it saw Portugal as a historical error that had no right to exist (Meneses, 2010).  

While the Salazar regime saw in Serrano Suñer as the engine of Spanish imperial interventionism, 
Suñer, in turn, saw Portuguese diplomacy as “an obstacle to overcome” (Meneses, 2010: 283). 
However, the radical current would not succeed, and after the meeting between the two Iberian 
leaders in Seville in 1941, Suñer’s animosity to Salazar gave way to respect and great admiration, 
leading the former to later write (Suñer, 1947: 268 apud Meneses, 2010: 287):  

“There, at this edge of Europe, one of the most refined politicians of our time lives and 
quietly develops his energies and talent. A remarkable man who has all the rigour of an 
authentic professor and all the passion of a mystic. And then – more intimately – one feels 
the sympathy of his humanity nuanced with the qualities of irony very characteristic of a 
man of timid manners, but with an immense moral value”  

In relations with Francoist Spain, the difficulties did not lie solely with Serrano Suñer. General 
Francisco Franco was not totally trustworthy; he had his own interests at stake that were not entirely 
clear (Nogueira, 2000; Serrão, 2000); however, Spanish public opinion, as the war progressed, 
became increasingly anti-German due to “much-needed food leaving Spain for Germany” (Meneses, 
2010: 283). Franco blamed the Allies for the poverty to which they were subjecting the Spanish 
people and criticised Britain for its association with the USSR, “although he did not reveal any 
particular hostility against London. He was determined to preserve Spanish neutrality” (Meneses, 
2010: 286). This detail greatly benefited Portuguese interests, as they saw Spanish neutrality assured 
and could continue to play on both boards without the other players turning their backs, thus 
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allowing, in case of great need, Spain to collide with Portugal in favour of Great Britain against the 
Axis. But they were essentially agreed: neutrality was indispensable. 

The issue of neutrality was almost as vital to Spain as it was to Portugal and territorial integrity 
Portuguese it was something that Spain would be willing to protect, even if “Portugal was forced to 
cede sovereignty over part of its territory” (Meneses, 2010: 288). Franco had promised Salazar all 
the help he needed to defend Portugal and that “Germany should also come to Portugal’s rescue”. 
Franco also hoped for Portuguese aid in the event of an attack on Spain (Meneses, 2010: 289). 

Salazar, despite all the pressure and misunderstandings, believed that the two Iberian states agreed 
on the course to follow during the rest of the conflict, collaborating with each other to preserve a 
neutrality that, albeit for different reasons, was what best served the interests of both (Salazar, 1943: 
319-320 apud Meneses, 2010: 290): 

“The position of neutrality assumed by Portugal always deserved the agreement and 
approval of the British government, which could not ignore, nor can it contest, the 
advantages that came from it, especially in relation to Spain, whose non-participation in 
the war was only possible due to Portugal’s non-participation in the conflict. More than 
once in written messages or verbal statements, our policy was thanked by the British 
Government.”  

Although it is “difficult to assess the real impact that Salazar’s actions had on Franco’s mind” 
(Meneses, 2010: 280), for all intents and purposes, peninsular neutrality would not exist without the 
belief of General Francisco Franco, without the perseverance of Salazar and without the will of the 
two states (Nogueira, 2000). 

The survival of Salazar’s regime in the international system 

We have already seen that both sides have influenced each other. As there was interaction between 
its parts, and the decisions were mutually affected, we can consider the decision for neutrality an 
interactive strategic decision, being able to attest to it with a variant of the “Prisoner’s Dilemma” and 
draw some conclusions.  

The “Prisoner’s Dilemma” is an example of a one-shot decision and takes place in an environment of 
incomplete information, where each player seeks to avoid the worst possible outcome. In this case, 
we will use a variant of the model, knowing in advance what the position of the other will be. This 
simulation, based on International Relations Game Theory (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010), is a 
variant of the “Prisoner’s Dilemma”. The scale used varies between -5 and 2, and the following 
meaning is attributed to the values: -5 is equivalent to the most negative result that any of the 
participants can obtain; -1 reveals the outcome of a choice that will result in a negative pay-off; 1 
exposes a possible gain from the option taken; 2 represents the optimal outcome that both sides can 
achieve. 

We will try to demonstrate that, in the event of the existence of information, the actors will 
undoubtedly choose the option that guarantees them the best pay-off, which is to cooperate. We will 
also try to gauge who would be most harmed in other scenarios. Pay-offs will be arbitrary numbers 
that demonstrate to common sense the usefulness of each outcome (Mintz and DeRouen Jr, 2010). 
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Graph 1: The Prisoner's Dilemma applied to the case study 

  Spain 

Respect Alliance Doesn’t respect alliance 

Portugal 
Neutral 2,2 -1,5 

Non-Neutral 1,2 -5,-1 

 

Graphic Number 1 illustrates, on the Portuguese side, the decision to remain neutral or not in the 
armed conflict. On the Spanish side, whether they choose to respect the alliance with Portugal or not. 
We find that both countries gain maximum advantages if they choose to cooperate with each other. 
In other words, if both Iberian states distance themselves from the world conflict and ensure their 
peninsular neutrality, they can prevent either of the belligerent sides from dragging the other into 
war, as well as save on the human, social, economic and political cost that the conflict would require 
from both states, especially with the consequences of the First World War and the Spanish Civil War 
still recent in the memories of their respective societies. It is the best option for each of the parties. 

In the second case, if Portugal had not remained neutral in the conflict and Spain still chose to respect 
the Iberian Alliance, both countries could benefit from the same gains, even if they were not the 
maximum. Portugal, taking a belligerent part in the conflict, would hardly have chosen the Axis side. 
Firstly because of the Luso-British Alliance, since Salazar was very apprehensive about the intentions 
and attitudes of the German regime and lastly because he knew that severing relations with the 
British would jeopardise Portuguese sovereignty in the colonies, which was manifestly against the 
national interest. This scenario would depend a lot on the ability to convince General Francisco 
Franco, who was sympathetic to the Axis, to form a coalition with Great Britain, which was clearly 
unlikely given the existing allied blockade of Spain (Pereira, 2012) and the fact that, historically, 
Madrid sided with continental forces in European affairs, not forgetting all the help provided to 
Spanish nationalists by Germany and Italy during the Spanish Civil War. Although this perspective 
shows a scenario of gains, these are not so high because, at the beginning of the conflict, we could 
not guarantee an Allied victory, and, in case of defeat, it would have had disastrous consequences for 
Portuguese survival. 

If Portugal chose to remain neutral, and Spain did not respect the Iberian Pact, Portugal ran the risk 
of being invaded by Spain, which was more likely to violate Article 2 of the treaty and allow itself to 
assist a foreign power such as Germany in invading Portugal. In this way, Lisbon would run the risk 
of falling, and Spain would either remain neutral but without the strength of a bloc, or it would 
become belligerent by accepting the costs and risks inherent in the war, which is why we consider 
that it maintains a positive pay-off, unlike Portugal.  

If Portugal did not remain neutral and Spain did not respect the Iberian Pact, this would mean that 
both countries were on opposite belligerent sides, since Salazar, for the reasons mentioned above, 
would most likely choose to align himself with Great Britain, leaving Francoist Spain to get closer to 
the Axis led by Nazi Germany. This option would achieve the worst-case scenario for the Iberian 
neighbours, with Portugal obtaining a more negative pay-off than Spain, as it ran the risk of being 
invaded, either by Francoist Spain or by Nazi Germany, and the military power differential between 
the Portuguese and either of the two invaders was very large. Still, the pay-off that Spain would 
obtain would be negative since it would entail the costs of participating in the war and, if the result 
was not as expected, it would run a serious risk of being dismembered and occupied at the end of the 
conflict by the Allies. 

In short, everything depended on the risk that Francoist Spain would be willing to take, which shows 
that Portugal depended more on Spanish positions in relation to the world conflict about its survival 
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as a sovereign state than Spain depended on Portugal. Perhaps General Francisco Franco knew that 
any option other than cooperating with Salazar could have negative consequences for Spain’s 
continuity as a sovereign state due to the unpredictability of the war. 

Conclusion 

We find that we are facing a one-shot decision, and Salazar's choice of neutrality obeys a set of 
previously established premises, which result from a combination of various types of factors, whether 
internal or external. In other words, it meant the primacy of the national interest Portuguese, to 
avoid losses of sovereignty, since a possible Portuguese entry into the conflict in which it had no 
disputed interests since the harmful consequences of Portuguese participation in the First World 
War were still very present in the memory of Portuguese society. Neutrality was the best solution to 
the new crisis. We also found that neutrality would not only benefit Portugal but also help to satisfy 
its old ally England, as well as Nazi Germany and the Axis powers, in order to ensure stability in the 
Iberian Peninsula. 

However, it was the external factors that most conditioned the Portuguese option during the Second 
World War since “Portuguese neutrality depends above all on the strategies of the great powers” 
(Rosas, 1996: 900). We see that, despite the constraints that the great powers represented, it was in 
Lisbon’s interest to remain neutral and, therefore, it did everything to maintain this status. First, he 
sought to compromise Francoist Spain and reinforced the idea that he would only enter the war if 
his sovereignty was threatened or if Great Britain invoked the alliance in a clear way, forcing Portugal 
to come to his aid.  

We should not at all underestimate the role of Salazar and the competence of Portuguese diplomacy 
in defending the national interest. The question of Portuguese neutrality is seen from two major 
perspectives: the traditional perspective of Salazar as a statesman, where the option of neutrality, its 
maintenance and its success were due to Salazar’s diplomatic action. Another perspective seeks to 
go beyond the dictator Portuguese and observes Portuguese neutrality through other factors, such as 
the Spanish domestic situation and, above all, the strategic evolution of the conflict and the war 
objectives of the belligerent powers” (Nogueira, 2000). Thus, the strategic neutralisation of the 
Iberian Peninsula is the prolongation of the neutralisation of the western European coast, whose 
interest was convergent to Portugal, Spain, Great Britain and Germany (idem).  

However, it should be noted that if the political decision-maker had been someone else, the 
consequences for Portugal could have been different. Salazar fell into the good graces of both sides 
of the dispute and surrounded himself with diplomats of excellence who allowed him to conduct his 
policies. Another leader, other than Salazar, could have made other choices, and the pay-offs of those 
same ones might not have been so advantageous. 

Portugal, like any power on the European continent, was under the control of foreign interests, and 
neutrality suited all interested parties. However, as we have proven, the policy of neutrality is a 
premise of the Portuguese foreign policy of the Estado Novo, which, in addition to defending it from 
the outset, could otherwise reap serious outcomes sought throughout the conflict to remain neutral, 
benefiting from this prior prerogative, since the Spanish Civil War. In addition, the personality of 
the policymaker and psychological factors played an important role in defining and, particularly, 
maintaining neutrality.  

The way in which Salazar and his diplomacy moved the pieces on the various boards and the fact that 
they made the information they collected an added value achieved great results for the Portuguese 
regime, “as on many other occasions over many centuries of the Anglo-Portuguese alliance, the 
British and Portuguese interests are identical on this vital issue” (Meneses,  2010: 266), so identical 
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that Great Britain could not afford to risk losing an Atlantic ally in Portugal (Serrão, 2000b), which 
contributed to Salazar having employed all his political acumen in a very calculated way in order to 
maintain control of foreign policy and war concessions (Teixeira, 2008).  

In addition to this eclectic perspective, we understand that Portugal was more conditioned by the 
Spanish position, in terms of survival as a sovereign state than its neighbour, despite the awareness 
of General Francisco Franco that any option that did not involve cooperating with Salazar could bring 
negative consequences for itself and for Spain due to the unpredictability of the war (Tiscar, 2014). 
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