
‘The bridges connecting our communities are not broken yet’

Though Portugal does not dispute the
rights of those born in its former
territories in India to Portuguese na-

tionality, its track record in dealing with In-
dian applicants has been controversial. Por-
tuguese lawyer Miguel Reis has handled
hundreds of such cases in the last 20 years
and argues that Portuguese citizenship is
the ‘fundamental right’ of those born in
Goa, Daman and Diu before Dec 19, 1961.
Reis, who is to bring out a book on Por-
tuguese citizenship laws, was in Goa re-
cently where he spoke to Devika Sequeira
of Deccan Herald. Excerpts:
Thousands of Goan applications for Por-
tuguese nationality have been caught up
in a bureaucratic tangle for years. Is the
delay in clearing these by the Portuguese
authorities deliberate?

The Goa case was extremely traumatic
for both Portugal and India. Portugal, then
under the dictator Salazar, was unable to
adapt to new geopolitical realities. As soon
as the Indian Army took over the territories
controlled by the Portuguese government,
Lisbon launched a very negative PR cam-
paign and even set up a government of the
‘Portuguese Indian State in Exile’. Deep
misgivings have remained ever since. 

Although Portuguese, the inhabitants
of Goa, Daman and Diu who remained and
accepted the Indian annexation were mar-
ginalised by Lisbon in contrast with the
ones that left India. Unfortunately, this
marginalisation process is still very much
alive. I would agree there has been a degree
of xenophobia in handling the rights of
Portuguese citizens born and living in India.
But many cases of genuine applicants for
Portuguese nationality have failed due
purely to technical errors. My advice to
them is to get hold of a good lawyer.
Your book says persons born in Goa,
Daman and Diu before Dec 19, 1961 have

a ‘fundamental right’ to Portuguese citi-
zenship. Would you say Portugal has
been discriminatory in handling cases of
applicants from its former colonies in In-
dia as compared to Brazil?

Absolutely. Citizens born in former pos-
sessions in India during the time when
they were considered Portuguese territo-
ries by Portuguese law, are Portuguese by
law. Even in the case of those affected by

the decolonisation process in Angola,
Mozambique, Guinea-Bissau, Cabo Verde
and São Tomé and Principe, if they were
descendants of persons born in Goa,
Daman and Diu, Dradra and Nagar Haveli,
they were granted exactly the same nation-
ality rights given to the descendant of cit-
izens born in Portugal.

Yet it is much more difficult for the child
of a Goan born in Angola or Mozambique
(before their independence) to get Por-
tuguese citizenship, than it is for a child of
a Portuguese born in Brazil. If the applicant
was born in New Delhi or Mumbai it be-
comes even more difficult, though the Por-
tuguese law is very clear that all sons and
grandsons of Portuguese citizens have the
right to acquire Portuguese nationality.
It is believed that thousands of Indians
are using the Portuguese nationality
route to migrate to Europe. There have
also been apprehensions of the misuse of
the Portuguese passport by fake appli-
cants. How serious is this problem?

Such perceptions reflect a shocking dis-

respect for historical facts. This move-
ment of peoples has been on for more
than 500 years. I think the Portuguese in-
culcated the pleasures and challenges of
travelling and working abroad among the
peoples around the Arabian Sea. Our his-
tory is filled with stories of the men and
women from Goa who migrated to places
within the Portuguese Empire and be-
yond. Why should we try to change the
course of history?

In my opinion this is a non-issue. The real
issue — but none dares discuss it — is that
a fruitful economic cooperation that lasted
for more then five centuries, spiced with
cultural and social interaction, was affect-
ed in the last 50 years because the Por-
tuguese dictator Salazar was resistant to
global changes. Is it possible to forget 500
years of common history in just 50 years? 

Our past was based much more on busi-
ness relationships, cultural exchanges and
smart alliances than on military or eco-
nomic conquests. India is part of the 
Portuguese collective memory and even

part of our cuisine and eating habits.
The voyage taken by thousands of Indi-

ans of Portuguese ancestry is like a trip
within, two fatherlands. The India born
Portuguese are as much citizens of Portu-
gal and Europe as I am. And I mean it by
law. It is their right. These citizens have
the lawful right to be both Portuguese and
Indian, and because of that they become
Europeans as well, just like me.
In your view is migration from India ben-
eficial for Portugal?

Portugal would be better advised to
revaluate its strategic thinking towards In-
dia as it did with Brazil. Otherwise a huge
and highly valuable human capital asset
will be lost and Portugal will become poor-
er and weaker.

The bridges connecting our communi-
ties are not broken yet. They have been un-
der stress since the 50s but the founda-
tions are solid. Presently, Portugal is by far
the best way for India to maximise its pres-
ence in Europe. On the other hand India
could become Portugal’s gateway to Asia.
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