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Afterword

The Amphibious Colonial Empire

Ricardo Roque

Introduction
This volume is an invitation to look at the resilient forms of colonial land rela-
tions. I call them colonial mutants. They do not remain in the past; in fact they 
are neither simply “past” nor “present.” They blend different timelines while 
undertaking several mutations. They are active and cut across different tempor-
alities. Consider, to begin, a minor and apparently innocuous linguistic colonial 
mutant—the term “Lusophone.” This is now one common way of designating 
the spaces that once formed the “Portuguese colonial empire,” the imperial for-
mation that, over almost five centuries, comprised a vast overseas geography in 
Asia, Africa, and the Americas—from India to Mozambique, Angola, Brazil, 
Timor, São Tomé, Guinea-Bissau, and Cabo Verde, and including Portugal it-
self.1 Companion to the idea of lusofonia, it emphasizes a self-centred Portuguese 
geography based on constructs of spiritual, affective, and linguistic commonal-
ity; in doing so, some critics have noted, the term applied to Portugal and its for-
mer colonies perpetuates imperial imaginaries and helps camouflage the violent 
nature of the empire.2 The term “Lusophone” insinuates the presence of these 
legacies in language; it is a discursive mutation that former colonial imaginaries 
have undertaken over time; and, at the same time, one form of (re)naming the 
“empire” that allows us to articulate its resilience in the post-imperial present. 
Yet resilience is also a feature of the imperial past, considering the longevity of 
the Portuguese colonial empire for almost five centuries. In effect, Portugal’s 
dispersive imperial formation became circumstantially distinctive for one 
basic chronological aspect: it began earlier and lasted longer than its European 
counterparts—from an early start in the 1400s to a late termination in 1974–5, 
when a democratic revolution in Portugal put an end to the fascist Estado Novo 
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regime and prompted decolonization. This characteristic makes the Portuguese 
overseas empire and its Lusophone avatar suitable observatories for analyzing 
the complex and pressing issue of colonialism’s land legacies, as the editors of this 
volume propose. Of course, longevity is an effect of complex patterns of historical 
contingencies, never some epiphenomenon of a fabled national essence. Hence 
idioms of Portuguese racial and colonial exceptionalism are flawed constructs of 
nationalist imperial ideology that must be rejected as interpretive lenses through 
which to consider this issue.3 

The essays in this volume further expose the uselessness of these ideologic-
al idioms, addressing the question of resilience of empire against the grain of 
both colonial imaginaries and post-imperial nostalgia. For they encourage us to 
question how, or whether, such an enduring empire might be re-narrated and 
reassessed around the tangible problems of control, governance, and domination 
of land and land-based resources. Bypassing the traps of the Lusophone lexi-
con, the chapters engage in stimulating ways with how human relations to land, 
and the materiality of land itself, might constitute a lasting imprint of Portugal’s 
overseas colonial power on places as distinct as Angola, Mozambique, or Timor-
Leste. To simply call these imprints “legacies,” however, Ann Stoler reminds us, 
hinders an understanding of the varied and complex ways through which im-
perial formations endure; the simple term “legacy,” Stoler criticizes, makes no 
“distinctions between what holds and what lies dormant,”4 and as such it leaves 
unexamined the nuanced ways through which the past is (or is not) reinvested in 
practice. This volume, however, brings to light especially those legacies that hold 
and remain active—because they are recurrently, even if intermittently, reacti-
vated and performed. It is adequate perhaps to conceptually differentiate these 
“active legacies” and call them, as I advanced above, colonial mutants: enduring 
forms of land relations of colonial origin that live on and mutate actively across a 
wide spectrum of activities, materials, and institutions. Past, present, and future 
are not categories that easily apply to these figures that travel in time while meta-
morphosing their original configurations. 

This volume, then, brings together accounts of land relations that are also 
histories of colonial mutations, and it places these narratives in the long duration 
of the Portuguese colonial empire. However, the latter is an imperial formation 
that some do not traditionally consider an empire focused on land. This raises 
the question of whether the Portuguese Empire, traditionally viewed in Portugal 
as primarily seaborne for most of its existence, should be reconsidered in terms 
of land control and domination. In this afterword, I would like to briefly reflect 
on this issue. I first suggest that the volume’s sustained focus on land challen-
ges sea-centric nationalist mythologies and sea/land dualisms ingrained in the 
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history and public memory of Portuguese imperialism. From the outset, land 
was at the core of the Portuguese imperial ventures through trade; it was never a 
purely seafaring and ocean-obsessed enterprise.5 I thus propose the Portuguese 
Empire would be best approached as a shifting amphibious formation, a disper-
sive power-driven ensemble that moved on water as much as it moved on land. 
I then briefly reflect on how Portuguese language and conceptions of “land” 
might help capture this long-term amphibious element. I consider the relevance 
of the conceptual pair terra/sertão as a way to translate the notion of “land” in 
Portuguese colonizing cosmovisions. Finally, I call attention to this volume’s 
contribution to the question of temporal comparison as regards the diversity and 
durability of mutant forms of colonial land relations. 

Reassessing Sea-Centric Narratives
The volume’s focus on land legacies matters for several reasons. As Tania Murray 
Li highlights in her foreword, current concerns with land justice following settler 
dispossession and repossession make projects aimed at historicizing land gov-
ernance of pressing urgency and relevance today. This holds true most notably in 
countries where colonial relations to land dominantly fall under the category of 
settler colonialism, marked by the foreigners’ voracious drive to expropriate and 
possess the land, and by extreme violence and destruction of the native peoples 
and societies.6 In the specific context of Portuguese historical imaginaries, how-
ever, the volume’s focus on land matters for one additional reason. It advances a 
land-based counternarrative to the seafaring discourse dominant in Portuguese 
histories and the public imagination.

The sea, not the land, is the quintessential element of the imagination of 
the Portuguese overseas empire that originated in the Age of Discovery in the 
sixteenth century. When thinking of so-called Portuguese expansion from the 
vantage point of the metropole, a set of familiar images come to mind: oceans, 
caravels, sailing ships, navigators, sailors, seafaring knowledge. This romantic 
imagery of a virtuous sea—rather than land—venture of the Portuguese Crown 
was forged from the outset in the 1500s through political discourses, art, and 
literature.7 Consider for example Luís de Camões’s famous verse in the six-
teenth-century epic poem Os Lusíadas: “Across never sailed seas.” Note Camões 
did not write, “Across never walked lands.” Hence this verse is paradigmatic of 
the celebratory imagery of Portugal as an essentially maritime nation-empire 
that lasts until the present day. 

Critical projects aimed at historicizing land relations in Lusophone geog-
raphies are fundamental to counter a memory excess of sea-centred narratives. 
Indeed, by placing the problematic of the colonial government of land at the core 
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of a wide comparative understanding we are encouraged not simply to focus on 
land—we shift focus away from the sea. This shift away from the sea interferes 
with a pervasive narrative of the foundational and perhaps intrinsic nature of 
Portuguese colonial empire as being a sea- rather than a land-oriented colonial 
venture. Sea-centrism is a long-standing feature of a Portuguese national myth-
ology. Any attempt to conceive of Lusophone colonial land legacies, therefore, 
must first confront a long historiographical tradition and a powerful nationalist 
mythology concerning Portuguese imperialism as ultimately a maritime colonial 
venture that is essentially defined by a drive to cross and dominate oceans and 
water, rather than land and soil.

Violent and intrusive settler practices of grabbing the land are hardly ab-
sent from Portuguese colonization. Recent historical scholarship on colonial 
Angola and Mozambique—including work represented in this volume—makes 
abundantly clear that a settler dynamic focused on land appropriation, village 
reordering, and territorial engineering and planning was central in particular 
to the late colonial and capitalist projects of the colonial state and its chartered 
companies in several colonies during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.8 
The complex history of the Portuguese imperial formation cannot be subsumed 
under the concept of a white settler colonialism. Nevertheless, rarely is the very 
identity of Portugal’s colonial empire considered from land-centred perspectives. 
In effect, although it seems undisputed that land control and settler violence were 
part of Portugal’s late imperial venture, there is still some difficulty in placing 
land issues at the heart of Portugal’s early modern empire, that is, the time of 
the so-called Age of Discoveries. This is not to say that historians disregard this 
dimension altogether. In recent years, as noted below, and as several essays in 
this volume demonstrate, new scholarship highlights the significance of territor-
ial dynamics of conquest in early modern Portuguese imperialism in Asia and 
Africa. Yet, that difficulty exists because, I believe, the idea of the Portuguese col-
onial empire has merged with notions of Portuguese national identity that have 
long been dependent on historical imageries of an early modern seafaring past.

The wider dissemination and commemoration of this sea-centric national 
narrative took place during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It became a 
mythology of empire ingrained in the territorial politics of late Portuguese over-
seas expansionism. After Brazil became independent in 1822, sea-centric narra-
tives of the imperial past accompanied the rise of euphoric and bellicose imperial 
nationalism during Portugal’s nineteenth-century constitutional monarchy; it 
continued under the short-lived First Republic (1910–26) and, especially, under 
the hyper-imperial nationalism of the dictatorial regime of the Estado Novo 
(1926/1933–74). Thus the sea-centric narrative of Portugal’s national-imperial 
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past gained momentum when the imperial state was investing in hard-line and 
settler-type forms of conquest, knowledge, governance, and possession of land, 
so well-documented and analyzed by chapters in this volume. The myth of oceans 
and discoveries continued alongside actions of land grabbing. In fact, the two 
processes—growing mythologization of maritime glories, and growing interest 
in effective occupation of land—were historically coincidental and can be seen 
as interdependent. Nineteenth-century sea-centric nationalist myths of self-ag-
grandisement offered inspiration and symbolic legitimacy to new brutal ways 
of extending colonial power to inland zones—often the type of lands that, I hy-
pothesize below, can be classified as sertão. The aquatic myth of Portugal’s golden 
imperial age, in short, became a model image for a rising Portuguese terrestrial 
colonialism anxious to replicate on land the imagined glories of an ancient sea-
faring past. This mythic sea-centrism, however, did not disappear with the end 
of empire; it became an active legacy, a mutant, and it is constantly relived and 
re-enacted by the current Portuguese democratic regime. The revived post-im-
perial nationalism of Portugal’s democratic regime after 1974 is no less inclined 
to commemorate the glories of the early modern seafarers. In effect, in Portugal, 
decolonization and the rise and consolidation of democracy did little to change 
sea-centric colonial imaginaries in the public space, as attested by the overload 
of state-authorized discourses, monuments, and events that continue to reiterate 
ad nauseam the mythic oceanic identity of Portugal. From the commemorations 
of Vasco da Gama in 1898 to the Lisbon world exhibition of 1998 (Expo ’98), 
for instance, the “oceans” remain the core mythic element of the commemora-
tive discourse about Portugal’s Age of Discovery.9 Informed public debate and 
rigorous scholarly analysis and criticism of the oceanic myth of discovery have 
grown in Portugal in recent years, yet these continue to be opposed by viciously 
defensive positions.10 

Historical narratives obsessed with a maritime past thus come with several 
political effects—including the neglect of inconvenient historical truths and the 
production of historical silences. “Facts are not created equal,” Haitian historian 
Michel Rolph-Trouillot wrote: “the production of traces is also the production 
of silences.”11 Occultation and ignorance can be a political effect of an unequal 
focus on certain facts to the detriment of others—say, on “maritime” versus “ter-
restrial” facts. In this light, even if unintentionally, histories of the Portuguese 
Empire that invest repeatedly in the reproduction of traces about the “facts” of 
oceanic expansion and the achievements of “discovery” might contribute to side-
line or even to conceal certain historical realities. They contribute, to begin, as 
some critics recently observed, to a biased romantic and heroic image of the seas.12 
Self-celebratory sea-centrism hides the fact that the seas were the place for the 
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performance of the horrors of Portuguese imperialism tragically documented by 
the massive transatlantic trade of enslaved Africans until the 1800s—and, later 
on, by flows of impoverished Portuguese labour migrants. The so-called sea glor-
ies of Portuguese expansion therefore read as sea horrors instead. In addition, 
I argue, this sea-centric memory excess has resulted in a relative occultation of 
Portuguese forms of land colonialism. Portuguese nationalism is obsessed with 
the image of a glorious past maritime empire. This helps to downplay, or even 
obscure, the forms of inequality and domination of people that were associated 
with both sea and land violence in Portugal’s overseas endeavours since the early 
modern era. It is thus one of the merits of this volume, in contrast, to make these 
hidden facts unreservedly visible.

Historicizing an Amphibian Empire
The sea-centric mythology of Portugal and its colonial empire, a true “hagi-
ography of the seas,”13 is not limited to political discourse and public memory. 
It resonates in historiography. This is obviously the case among a Portuguese 
historiography with nationalist overtones proliferating since the late nineteenth 
century, but this resonance is not limited to nationalist literature. In fact, there 
is an abundant body of historical work on the so-called Portuguese “expansion” 
that follows the sea-centric track. To be fair, much of this more recent work is 
neither hagiographic nor nationalistic; it is critical of Portuguese self-glorifying 
narratives and of the dark dimensions of maritime voyaging and human mo-
bility. Yet, even historiography critical of nationalist imperial mythology—from 
Charles R. Boxer to A. J. R. Russell-Wood,14 to name just two prominent histor-
ians of this critical tradition—is structured around the notion of the “maritime” 
or “seaborne” character of Portugal’s empire from the 1400s to about 1822.15 This 
is an empire defined by oceanic, not terrestrial, identity; an empire that gained 
traction over waves and water rather than woods and dust. This kind of his-
toriographical sea-centrism prospers through a selective focus on the early mod-
ern period as dominantly trade-based and maritime, as if land-bound events and 
orientations were only to become a meaningful trait of later Portuguese imperial 
expansionism in the nineteenth century. The ascription of Portuguese imper-
ialism to the “maritime trade” pigeonhole, turned into unquestioned academic 
common sense, risks analytical reductionism. Historian Patricia Seed provides 
an example of such tendency to category oversimplification when she states, “The 
principal object of overseas possession for the Portuguese was not land, as it was 
for the English, or people, as it was for the Spanish, but trade and commerce.”16

The concept that Portugal’s empire was created without a primary focus 
on controlling and occupying large swaths of land, as if in essence interested in 
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maritime trade and commercial transactions and virtually uninterested in ex-
erting domination over territories and peoples, needs revision. In Brazil, most 
obviously, Portuguese expansionism was overtly territorial from the outset.17 
Yet to represent even the early modern empire in Asia as purely maritime and 
commercial, in its essence ocean-centred and “non-territorial,” in opposition to 
land-bound and conquest-oriented overseas empires (such as the Spanish in the 
Americas), can be misleading.18 The Portuguese expansionism in South Asia and 
the drive to conquer and take territory, to conquer lands and take souls, were 
often inextricable processes.19 In his masterly account of the Portuguese Empire 
in Asia, historian Sanjay Subrahmanyam already questioned that concept.20 
Between 1580 and 1640, before and especially after the union of Portuguese 
and Spanish Crowns, Portuguese activities in the Indian Ocean revealed both 
“growing neglect of the maritime vocation” and “growing interest in the land and 
territorial adventurism” across a wide set of locations in Asia and East Africa.21 
Sea and land became concomitant imperial concerns by the late 1500s, as inter-
est in conquering and grabbing Indigenous soil intensified. British historian A. 
J. R. Russell-Wood, whose works influentially shaped the concept of Portugal’s 
seaborne imperial identity, acknowledged late in life that he had come to learn 
“the importance of rejecting a view of the Portuguese Empire exclusively from 
a maritime angle.”22 In an interview shortly before his death in 2019, the late 
Portuguese historian António Manuel Hespanha again called attention to this 
point with his usual wit: “We all know of Portuguese historiography’s attrac-
tion for the ‘gesta marítima’ [maritime deeds]. The series of chronicles about the 
achievements on sea is vaster than those about the history of the Portuguese who 
set feet on land.”23

This volume’s analytical focus on colonial land relations therefore contrib-
utes to destabilizing widely diffused images of the exclusively oceanic identity of 
the Portuguese Empire as an essentially seaborne undertaking. Recent histori-
ography and several chapters in this volume make clear that there were many 
concerns revolving around land occupation, conquest, property rights, land ac-
cess, and land-based exploitation in the early centuries of Portuguese expansion-
ism across a wide range of locations.24 Land, empire, and power were connected 
from the outset. Sailors and navigators were always looking forward to sighting 
land—and to claim and possess it. They performed ceremonies of possession and 
planted padrões to take ownership of land in the name of the king of Portugal. 
They conquered lands and subdued Indigenous rulers; they negotiated treaties 
with local landlords to establish outposts and gain rights of taxation, resource 
extraction, and/or property over land and people, even if they did so through 
the mediation of Indigenous groups. The right to conquest and the principle of 
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territorial occupation also were inherent to early notions of overseas imperial 
legitimacy; it was not exclusive to later forms of imperialist occupation. The legal 
grounds of the Portuguese rulers’ early claims to legitimacy of the conquest and 
possession of overseas lands were certainly complex and varied.25 It seems early 
modern Portuguese imperialists nonetheless followed Roman legal notions of 
sovereignty, Vicente Serrão observes, according to which “the fundamental title 
of acquisition of property, which could be applied to lands as well as territories, 
rested on the principle of occupation (occupatio),” and they used this principle 
“to justify territorial occupation, land ownership and sovereignty rights in over-
seas territories.”26 Indeed, the desire to conquer land, as well as the self-entitle-
ment to appropriate and dispossess Indigenous soil, was rarely absent in many 
early colonizing projects. A variety of legal forms also came into being overseas 
with a view to regulate the outsiders’ eagerness to take the land. The prazos sys-
tem, for example, instituted first in the Northern Province in India and then 
in Mozambique in the seventeenth century, and the Portuguese medieval laws 
of sesmarias transplanted to Brazil, here discussed by José Adalima, Matthias 
Röhrig Assunção, and Carmen Alveal, are emblematic forms of this early col-
onial intrusiveness in Indigenous land property and rights, the marks of which 
remain effective today. However, the intrusions of colonial forms of land govern-
ance did not operate simply by imposition of external norms, nor did they neces-
sarily imply the erasure of pre-existing local systems. Their emergence, and their 
mutations, often involved complex modes of interaction, coexistence, adaptation 
to, and/or incorporation of local forms of land governance—a process eventually 
exemplified by the Portuguese state’s lasting engagement with the Indian gaunk-
ari system of land management (also known as “village communities”) in Goa 
since the early modern period.27

We may thus speak of an ocean- or sea-centric bias that needs historiograph-
ical correction; one that requires balance, for example, through writing land-cen-
tred narratives such as those offered in this volume. This is not to say maritime 
accounts should now simply be discarded and replaced by another, say, land-cen-
tric, narrative of Portugal’s imperial formation. Instead, it is to the complex co-
existence of both aquatic and terrestrial orientations that we need to attend and 
that we need to examine further. Re-narrating Portuguese imperial history be-
yond sea-centric imaginaries, in other words, should start with the concept of the 
structurally amphibian condition of the colonial empire in the long term. There 
were no doubt differences and mutations between early and late imperial forma-
tions, as there were between trade- and settler-oriented colonial ventures. Yet, it 
is difficult to sustain a simplistic dualistic contrast between an early modern em-
pire of seafarers and a late-modern empire of land-grabbers. The very application 
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of the taxonomy of empires around a strict land/sea dichotomy in fact obscures 
the manifold ways through which the Portuguese overseas empire simultan-
eously sought to extract power from and take advantage of both sea and land in 
different regions. It is thus time to think through the amphibious condition of 
the Portuguese colonial empire and to examine the transits between aquatic and 
terrestrial ambient in which colonial power dwelled. It is time to address, finally, 
how the constancy of focus on land within the amphibious empire changed while 
also enduring, as this volume proposes, for several centuries. 

How Colonizers Think About Land
The chapters in this volume clearly suggest it is worth considering the varied 
meanings land rights, ownership, and occupation, as well as the notion of “land” 
itself, could take in a wide range of colonial and post-colonial discourses and 
practices, over time and in different spaces. Attention to these shifting meanings 
may also help to grasp the significance of “land” concepts in colonial cosmovi-
sions. Were colonizing practices accompanied by distinctive conceptions of land? 
What specific or distinctive meanings, if any, did the term “land” acquire within 
the activities and world views of Portuguese imperialism? How were certain no-
tions of “land” created, shaped, configured as part of imperial and colonial prax-
is and cosmologies? A satisfactory response to these questions is certainly beyond 
the scope of this afterword. Yet, I think the pursuit of these answers should con-
sider the complex meanings of the term “land” in the Portuguese language, seen 
in connection to the history of Portugal’s amphibian overseas empire. 

The English term “land” is ordinarily translated to Portuguese as terra. This 
literal translation, however, does not cover an important conceptual opposition 
entailed in colonial conceptions of land from a Portuguese perspective. The 
Portuguese terra alone, I argue, does not fully capture the colonial conceptions 
of land. Land as colonial concept was an internally complex notion inherent to 
which were conceptual dualities such as coast versus interior, cultivated versus 
uncultivated, productive versus unproductive, and wild versus domesticated, for 
example. In this regard, I think it is especially interesting to historicize and to 
attend to the differences and changes in the meanings ascribed to the comple-
mentary Portuguese terms terra and sertão. 

In Portuguese colonizing visions “land” is at least a double space, a con-
ceptual pair. It encompasses the idea of coastal, cultivated, productive, civilized, 
and domesticated lands, and the contrasting notion of interior, unproductive, 
uncultivated, and wild and uncivilized bush hinterlands. “Land” as Portuguese 
colonial cosmovision should thus perhaps be translated as an ensemble of com-
plementary conceptual opposites, central to which were (importantly though not 
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exclusively) the terms terra and sertão. My hypothesis is that these connected 
yet contrasting terms became a significant component of Portuguese colonial 
imaginaries of lands over the long duration.28 Of course, this hypothesis must be 
addressed with caution. This duality of terms certainly does not convey a more 
complex plethora of Indigenous concepts; it also does not simply exhaust col-
onial vocabularies, and this volume offers abundant examples of a diversity of 
Portuguese colonial terms and approaches to land (prazos, sesmarias, aldeias, 
and so forth). Yet, I believe these two terms encapsulate a conceptual contrast of 
wider significance in colonial land relations; together, they point to a structural, 
though historically shifting, figure within Portuguese colonial cosmovisions of 
land that need to be taken into consideration. A brief, necessarily exploratory 
inspection of how these two terms appear in two historically representative 
Portuguese-language dictionaries—those compiled by Raphael Bluteau29 and 
Cândido de Figueiredo30—might help illuminate this point.

Terra, the Coast Opposite the Sea
Father Raphael Bluteau’s referential Portuguese dictionary of 1789 begins to ad-
dress the polysemic term terra as the Portuguese name for our planet (Earth) and 
the term for a generator of plant life (“the heaviest of elements that ordinarily 
creates vegetables”).31 Bluteau alludes only in passing to an economic dimension, 
an idea of land as productive factor. Yet, another, perhaps more revealing trace of 
an earlier colonial relation to land, I believe, is to be found in Bluteau’s definition 
of terra as “the coast opposite the sea” (“a costa opondo-se ao mar”) as used in 
the phrase “Quem vai embarcado avista a terra, toma a terra” (The one who is on-
board a ship sees the land, takes the land). Terra is here construed as the object of 
gaze and desire of someone who comes from the sea. 32 It stands for that portion 
of land that existed in relation to the interdependent experiences of navigating 
the sea and possessing the land—see the land, take the land. Portuguese rule in 
many areas was basically confined to the seaside and coast until the nineteenth 
century—even if constant connections existed with the world of the hinterland. 
This structure of colonial occupation could lead to seeing control over coastal 
lands more like a conceptual extension of control over the seas. Thus conceived, 
Bluteau’s notion of terra—a contact zone with water as much as point of entry 
into inner lands—perhaps expressed an early colonial desire to extend the dom-
ination of seas to the domination of lands. By the early twentieth century, how-
ever, terra loses its connotation with seafaring and acquires a more strictly ex-
tractive meaning as the “soil that produces.” The maritime notion of terra as land 
that is touched by the sea seems to fade in favour of a pronounced connotation 
of this term with a strict physical, agricultural, and economic definition. Thus 
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Cândido de Figueiredo in 1913 simply defined terra as the “soil, on which one 
walks. The soft part of the soil, that produces the vegetables.”33 A colonial extract-
ive and settler-oriented notion of terra—a solid part of soil to be walked upon; an 
object of nature to be exploited as a productive factor—apparently supersedes, or 
somehow juxtaposes with, the earlier idea of terra as land sighted and possessed 
by seafarers. 

This difference in meaning of course begs the question of whether this shift 
in the meaning of terra/land reflects changes in the imperial projects, or muta-
tions within the broader Portuguese colonial cosmovisions of land. In any case, 
differences notwithstanding, it is significant that both dictionaries suggest the 
Portuguese term terra alone does not fully cover the range of meanings that the 
idea of “land” could take in Portuguese colonial activity overseas. In reality, a 
reading of both Bluteau and Figueiredo suggest that in order to convey the other 
part of land beyond the coast—land that is remote, wild, barely populated by 
humans, uncultivated, uncontrolled, unproductive—a companion term at least 
is required: the noun sertão.

Sertão, the Backlands
The use of the Portuguese term sertão is not exclusive to overseas lands. It could 
sometimes refer to certain rural areas perceived to be wild or ungoverned in 
Portugal itself. Thus, compared to African, Asian, and American interior lands, 
certain Portuguese forested areas and interior landscapes could be caught up in 
colonizing cosmovisions of land as sertão that demanded cultivation, control, 
civilization. Nevertheless, it seems clear the term gained stronger and wider cur-
rency in the context of the colonization of overseas possessions from an early 
date; it eventually became widespread across Portugal’s overseas colonies, most 
noticeably in Brazil, Angola, and Mozambique. There, it became the common 
term to refer to the alterity of inner spaces opposite to the coastal areas where 
colonial settlements were first established. Bluteau’s definition makes clear the 
term terra did not mean all land. It conveyed only a certain part of land—the sea-
front, the coast. In fact this eighteenth-century notion of terra as primarily the 
seacoast was incomplete without the complementary and contrasting concept of 
sertão. Sertão, Bluteau asserted, is “the interior, the heart of lands, it is opposed 
to the maritime, and to the coast. . . . Sertão is taken by bush [mato] far from the 
coast.”34 The term expressed the alterity of inner lands as regards the coast (terra, 
properly called) and apparently this meaning was preserved more or less intact 
in subsequent centuries. In fact, in the same vein of Bluteau, Figueiredo in 1913 
defined sertão as an “uncultured place, distant from settlements [povoações] or 
from cultivated lands. Forest in the interior of a continent or far from the coast.”35 
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Hence sertão conveyed the idea of an ultimate colonial other space, the kind of 
heterotopian spaces (such as deserts, mountains, or forests) associated with per-
ceived interiority, wilderness, and remoteness, the idea of which both repelled 
and attracted colonizers.36  

The significance of sertão as a Portuguese-language colonial category applied 
to other land spaces, a driving force to possess, occupy, cultivate, civilize, did not 
pass without notice to perceptive observers such as French anthropologist Claude 
Lévi-Strauss. In 1955, Lévi-Strauss referred to the local meaning and importance 
of this term. In a passage of his Tristes Tropiques—the famous memoir of his time 
in Brazil in the 1930s (Portugal’s former colony and an independent country 
since 1822)—he distinguished the meanings of mato and sertão while admitting 
it was insufficient to translate the Portuguese term sertão as just brousse (a French 
term meaning “bush”) because, he added,

the word has a slightly different connotation. Mato relates objec-
tively to the bush as an element in the landscape which contrasts 
with the forest. Sertão, on the other hand, has a subjective signif-
icance: landscape, in this case, is considered in relation to human 
beings, and sertão means “the bush,” as opposed to land that is 
inhabited and cultivated—a region, that is to say, where man has 
not yet contrived to set up his home. French Colonial slang has an 
equivalent in the word “bled.”37

Lévi-Strauss sees sertão as the Portuguese term for the type of landscape that 
stands in a specific “relation to human beings”—or one could say instead in a 
specific colonial relation. In this passage, I believe Lévi-Strauss captures—perhaps 
inadvertently; he makes no further reference to the local history of the term—the 
distinctive specificity of the notion of sertão in Luso-Brazilian praxis as a col-
onial mode of relating to Indigenous lands as wild and uncultured entities to be 
possessed, conquered, occupied, cultivated, civilized by settlers. Lévi-Strauss’s 
description is evocative of the relationship that first the Portuguese settlements, 
and, after 1822, the Brazilian coastal states, maintained with the otherness of 
the vast interior backlands of Brazil. These were settler-colonial imaginaries of 
Brazil as a nation created out of heroic movements of frontier occupation and 
conquest of the sertão epitomized, for instance, in Euclides da Cunha’s epic novel 
Os Sertões of 1902. In the Luso-Brazilian colonizer’s eyes, Lévi-Strauss suggested, 
sertão were empty and wild lands requiring actions of conquest, settlement, and 
cultivation by colonial men. This perception entitled settlers to selfishly (dis)pos-
sess, occupy, and extract Indigenous land property and resources, by violence if 
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needed. The term sertão encompasses a colonial mode of conceiving of, and re-
lating to, land that is by no means exceptional to Portuguese-speaking contexts. 
The heterotopia of sertão is suited to wider comparisons; it features in colonial 
activities elsewhere. Indeed, Lévi-Strauss notes, sertão went by different names 
in different colonial imaginaries and languages. Hence the French anthropolo-
gist ends with a quick note of comparison, proposing a French translation of the 
Portuguese term sertão: the “French colonial slang” word bled. The French word 
bled—a derivation from the Arab balad (for country, settlement)—originated in 
the colonization of North Africa, and it was the term used there by French set-
tlers to designate “the interior of lands, the countryside.”38 

Lévi-Strauss’s insight also might be extended to Anglophone contexts. A 
brief reflection about English translations of the term sertão—which includes 
the terms “bush,” “backlands,” as well as “hinterland” or “outback”—is suggest-
ive of comparable colonial connotations. “Outback,” for example, common in 
Australian settler usage since the 1800s to refer to the “backcountry” and in-
terior regions, pairs well with the land concept of sertão, similarly conveying 
colonial ideals of adventure and possession of wild nature and interior spaces. 
Moreover, this galaxy of land concepts, colonial in essence, seems to be a perfect 
companion to that kind of naturalist thought that, in anthropologist Phillippe 
Descola’s views, conceives of “nature” as a purely inanimate ontological domain 
and as such suitable to colonizing acts of settlement, cultivation, and land ex-
tractivism.39 Of course, those spaces classified as sertão, outback, or bled in real-
ity did not simply fit the naturalist image of wild and unpeopled nature. Dense 
forests, arid deserts, or steep mountains in Africa, Brazil, or Australia were and 
are deeply connected to the long-standing Indigenous human communities who 
have inhabited and animated these spaces in complex cultural ways. These are 
colonial land concepts that conveniently erase this obvious fact; they set the stage 
for predatory activities.

Comparisons Across Time
Concepts of land, just like empire itself, persisted, but also mutated. A valuable 
and also challenging proposal of this volume is the focus on these mutations in 
the longue durée of the Portuguese Empire as well as after the formal end of the 
empire. They need to be historicised also in relation to the present. This frame-
work involves exploring comparisons and crossings in space, a consideration of 
colonial land legacies in different places that were former colonies of Portugal. 
But also, I think more importantly and innovatively, it calls for a comparison 
in time. This approach urges us to think beyond rather static historiographical 
periodizations and consider not only continuity and change but also the cyclical 



COLONIAL LAND LEGACIES IN THE PORTUGUESE-SPEAKING WORLD274

and recursive nature of themes across time and space. This focus on temporal 
comparisons reminds us that one must not overemphasize the notion of a tem-
poral dichotomy between past and present, as if at some point in time forms 
of land relations and concepts simply gave way to another. Problematizing the 
notion of a definite break between past and present land relations and concep-
tions is precisely the aim of the editors of this volume. The complex forms of land 
relations that accompanied the Portuguese amphibian imperial formation are 
also not something that magically disappeared with the end of formal colonial 
rule. They have an active life in the present. Nor do these forms remain constant. 
They change. They endure. 

Changing meanings and relations to land, and the need to understand 
them comparatively through time and space, draw our attention to the plurality 
and durability of colonial forms of relating to land that existed and continue to 
exist throughout the so-called Lusophone world. It is clear from the chapters 
presented in this volume that colonial governmentality of land appears under 
different figures and forms, both in the colonial era and after the end of empire. 
We are not simply talking about a white settler takeover of Indigenous lands, 
but a complex layering of forms of land possession and dispossession; where the 
authority and power to apportion, allocate, alienate, or reclaim and occupy land 
becomes entangled and enmeshed in relations between colonizers and colonized. 
The chapters in this volume show well this diversity of forms across time and 
space. For example, we find that colonial state legal or normative orders sought 
to regulate ownership, access, and use of land by enforcing norms and practices 
of external origin. We also find some mutual borrowing: colonizers tentatively 
imitating local uses, invoking “customary” authority or drawing on “custom-
ary” claims to benefit from the land—but also vice versa, as when customary 
indigenous authorities reuse or repurpose colonial legacies to their own ends.40 
We find the state or the Crown distributing its own sovereignty to others through 
land concessions.41 We have squatters and peasantry forming from descendants 
of slaves whose histories are entwined with the land through layers of colonial 
engagement.42 Land dispossession was clearly a strategy of an extractive settler 
colonialism, but it did not occur without resistance from local populations in 
the form of displacement,43 squatting, negotiation, and conflict.44 Thus we see 
also Indigenous peoples resisting, opposing, and giving shape to colonial con-
structs and experiences relating to land. In sum, a plurality of actors intervenes 
in the making and unmaking of colonial land relations over time. The result is 
an image of the “colonial” that is not limited to the European who stakes a claim 
to land—it is an image composed of a more complex ensemble of actors. This 
means attention should be paid to the manifold ways through which colonial 
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land legacies mutate not simply as the outcome of the actions and plans of the 
European colonizer—but also, and importantly, as the result of being opposed 
and/or appropriated and re-signified by a variety of Indigenous actors.

The problem of these interrelations that shape the mutant colonial order of 
land needs finally to attend to the question of durability. There is, in many cases, 
a strong sense of institutional continuities between colonial and post-colonial 
land relations. Although decolonization and independence were followed by a 
rhetoric of discontinuity and change, ultimately they did not represent a pro-
found transformation or end of colonial land relations, as several of the chap-
ters in this volume attest. For example, in the case of Mozambique, FRELIMO 
(Frente de Libertação de Moçambique, or Liberation Front of Mozambique) 
identified agriculture as the base of its economic policy. Land was nationalized 
and converted into state farms and companies.45 Yet, at the same time this ap-
proach added new layers of state control to the pre-existing colonial chartered 
companies, which maintained most of their areas of intervention and privileges 
untouched. In addition, national independent states have continued modes of 
land governance that are colonial in origin—think of “concessions,” “planta-
tions,” even the recognition of limited “customary” rights. Similarly, Indigenous 
peoples and systems have also incorporated traits and mechanisms that one may 
see as “colonial” in origin as they seek recognition from or benefits in formal land 
administrative systems, in some cases engaging with them creatively and giving 
them new meaning on their own terms.46

Conclusion
The passage of the long-lasting Portuguese colonial empire left numerous durable 
marks. But the grand narrative of an early empire, driven by sailors and caravels, 
no longer holds. The sea-centred mythology of empire is a strong and active “col-
onial legacy” in its own terms, a colonial mutant itself, which must be countered 
and balanced by land-centred accounts such as the ones presented in this volume. 
Yet a straightforward opposition between an early modern seaborne and a late 
modern land-bound Portuguese overseas imperialism is a misleading analytic, 
because it obscures the conjunction between the aquatic and terrestrial voracity 
of Portuguese colonial expansionism. The debate over the Portuguese Empire 
as “seaborne versus landbound” should thus give way to a heuristic focused on 
historicizing the amphibious dynamic of Portuguese imperial formations.

Significant colonial durability, this volume reveals, is perceptible in how dif-
ferent colonial-era and post-colonial governments and companies regulate land 
relations; it is perceptible also in how people actually live with and relate to these 
former colonial land relations as active legacies, or as I propose to call them, as 
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colonial mutants. Colonial forms of land relations take resilient manifestations 
in the present order and lives of many African, Asian, and Latin American coun-
tries that once were under Portuguese colonial rule. The theme of “legacies” cen-
tral to this volume evokes this resilience, exploring colonial land relations as tem-
poral crossings and enduring performances. I began this afterword by suggesting 
this resilience might be approached as a sequence of mutations. The hypothesis 
is that of the strong mutant character of many of the plural and durable colonial 
forms of relating to land, of governing land, and of accessing or using land. Taken 
together, then, the essays in this volume show that historicizing Lusophone land 
relations based on solid archival and ethnographic research is critical for re-nar-
rating the Portuguese colonial empire beyond sea-centric mythologies, and re-
covering its amphibious complexities. Furthermore, finally, this volume is an 
important demonstration that histories of colonialism are deeply entangled with 
contemporary lives in multiple places. The question of the legacies of colonialism 
cannot reduce to a matter of “judgmental assessments,” and as such be excluded 
from historical scholarship.47 This volume bears proof to the contrary: non-judg-
mental and rigorous historical analysis of colonial legacies is possible—indeed 
it is necessary. Histories of empire and colonialism often are also histories of 
the present. More than shedding light on a presumably distant imperialist past, 
therefore, the fine historical and anthropological essays collected herein make 
clear that the project of historicizing the mutant lives of colonialism is vital for 
shedding light on contemporary realities. 
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From the intersection between land, imperial politics, legal discourses, 
and social practices spanning several centuries, an intricate, profoundly 
intriguing, and inspiring patchwork emerges which, in this form, has no 
equal in the existing literature. Colonial Land Legacies in the Portuguese-
Speaking World is likely to set the agenda for scholars of the Lusophone 
world and beyond for years to come.

—Zoltán Biedermann, University College London

Colonial Land Legacies in the Portuguese-Speaking World presents a 
comparative exploration of the enduring impacts of Portuguese colonial land 
governance in Portugal and across five former Portuguese colonies: Brazil, 
Angola, Mozambique, Flores, and Portuguese Timor. Through ethnographic, 
historical, and legal analyses, the book investigates how colonial land policies 
and interventions were not simply implemented and forgotten or supplanted 
but have shaped contemporary land access, governance, and socio-economic 
structures in profound ways.

Portuguese colonialism was shaped by shifting political and economic 
priorities. From trading routes to plantation economies and extractive 
industries, land became central to Portuguese colonial interests. Colonial Land 
Legacies in the Portuguese-Speaking World is a critical and comparative analysis 
of colonial land governance and its afterlives. It highlights how these legacies 
continue to shape contemporary struggles over land, making it essential to 
address them in the pursuit of more equitable land governance. Through its 
case studies, the book contributes to broader discussions on the relationships 
between land, power, and colonialism, offering insights into the ongoing 
challenges of land policy and practice in post-colonial contexts.

Susanna Barnes is a socio-cultural anthropologist at the University of 
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