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The Portuguese “May 68”: Politics,
Education and Architecture
Gonçalo Canto Moniz

1. Introduction

1 By 1968,1 Portugal had been living for 42 years under authoritarian regimes, for 35 of

those years under the Estado Novo regime led by António de Oliveira Salazar, a former

law  professor  at  Coimbra  University.2 During  the  1960s  Salazar’s  authority  was

weakened, and in September 1968 he was replaced, ostensibly for health reasons, by

Marcelo Caetano. This transition raised expectations for greater freedom in Portuguese

society,  but  these hopes would only to  be realised by the revolution of  April  1974.

Students at Porto, Lisbon and especially Coimbra Universities played a central role in

opposing the authoritarian regimes, a role which was triggered as much by domestic

political developments (the presidential elections of 1958) as by influences from abroad

(the student protests in Paris in May 1968).

2 This article will  examine the background to the student reform movement, and the

contribution made to it  by the students of  the Escola Superior  de Belas  Artes  do Porto

(ESBAP),  the  leading  Arts  School  in  Portugal.  Groups  from  ESBAP  supported  the

Coimbra students’ demands for university autonomy in 1962, and later, from August

1968 onwards, they linked up with faculty and initiated a movement for reform at the

Arts school itself.  As a result, the architecture department was closed at the end of

1969,  to  be  revived  in  April  1970  with  an  experimental  apparatus  jointly  run  by

lecturers and students.

2. “The beginning of the end”: Contesting the Estado Novo

3 In 1958 General Humberto Delgado arrived from Washington, where he was Aeronautic

Attaché to the Portuguese Embassy, and immediately became the centre of opposition

to the Salazar regime as a candidate for the Presidency of the Republic. His support

stretched across the non-Communist opposition, from Socialists to the Republican

party,  democrats,  liberals,  monarchists  and  Catholics.  His  campaign  was  organised

around the Social-Democrat Directory led by a group of intellectuals and individuals in

the liberal professions, especially lawyers such as António Sergio, Jaime Cortesão and
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Mário  Soares.  Until  then the political  police  (PIDE)  had been able  to  control  social

unrest,3 but Delgado’s candidacy caused large-scale demonstrations in Lisbon and Porto

in support of social and political reforms. 

4 Although Humberto Delgado was defeated in the elections, the summer of 1958 has

been described as the “true beginning of the end of Salazar and his regime,”4 and acts

of resistance by this united opposition movement continued. Many Catholics aligned

with  the  Estado  Novo and  undermined  the  opposition  Catholic  Action  and  Catholic

Youth Associations from within. But a letter addressed by the Bishop of Porto to Salazar

in 1959 (and which led to his exile), opposing social injustice and the lack of freedom,

“signalled an open political effort on the part of Catholic opinion against Salazar.”5 

5 In May 1961 the political opposition released the Programme for Democratization of the

Republic,  which led to the arrest of its high-profile signatories, such as the historian

Jaime Cortesão, the writer Aquilino Ribeiro or the lawyer Mário Soares.6 At the same

time, the Portuguese Communist Party (PCP) renewed its activities under a new leader,

Álvaro  Cunhal,  who  escaped  from  prison  in  1960  and  would  control  the  party  as

secretary-general up to 1992. Cunhal abandoned “peaceful resistance” in favour of a

new resistance strategy encouraged by the idea of a “national rebellion” as reflected in

the mass demonstrations of 1960-62.7 

6 Several incidents during the early 1960s also indicate serious unrest within the armed

forces: the hijacking of the liner Santa Maria in 1960; the attempted coup by General

Botelho Moniz, the Defence Minister, in 1961; and the mutiny at Beja barracks in 1962.

Aiming  to  internationalise  the  resistance,  Captain  Henrique  Galvão  hijacked  the

transatlantic liner Santa Maria in the Caribbean in 1960 and re-named it Santa Liberdade

(Holy Liberty).  The aim was to declare Delgado president,  but his supporters in the

military were disorganised and unable to take advantage of the incident. As a result the

ship was captured by the US military in Brazilian waters. The following year Defence

Minister Moniz, who opposed the colonial wars, was dismissed by Salazar before he

could challenge the president.  The Beja  mutiny (also  connected with supporters  of

Delgado) was more serious, involving high-up members of the military together with

the Communist party, but the attempt came to nothing when the Evora military base

remained loyal to the government. 

7 During the Kennedy administration relations with the United States worsened, to the

extent  that  it  became  “the  most  disturbed  period  of  the  relationship.”8 The  UN

Declaration on Granting Independence to Colonial  Countries and Peoples (1960),  promoting

self  determination  for  the  colonies,  was  also  supported  by  Kennedy as  a  means  to

improve relations with the Third World. The UN Declaration gave extra support to the

nationalist  movements  in  the  Portuguese  colonies  in  Africa  that  were  demanding

independence. For Salazar, war was now inevitable because for him “the future of the

regime became the future of the war.”9 In February 1961 the conflict in Angola began

after the MPLA (Popular Movement for the Liberation of  Angola)  attacked the prison in

Luanda. In December the small colony of Goa was taken by Indian forces. Conflicts soon

erupted elsewhere - 1963 in Guinea-Bissau, 1964 in Mozambique. This ‘long war’ in the

colonies  (1961-1974)  provided the  main  cause  for  social  protest  in  Portugal,  which

began with a mass demonstration on 1 May 1962 and led to the declaration of Student

Day on 24 March 1962 at Lisbon and Coimbra universities. 

8 Internally,  the  regime  responded  to  these  acts  of  defiance  with  severe  repression,

including police violence against protesters. No-one was untouchable, and Humberto
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Delgado was even murdered by the PIDE in 1965. Internationally Salazar was able to

improve relations with Kennedy in the course of negotiations on the American military

base in the Azores, and from 1963-68 Portugal received financial and political support

from  Washington,  London,  Paris  and  Berlin.  Although  the  Scandinavian  countries

criticised Portuguese colonial aggression, the conflicts in Africa became a “discreet war

on the international stage.”10

9 In August 1968, following an accident, Salazar handed over power to Marcelo Caetano.

Caetano had been preparing for this moment since the beginning of the 1950s, first as

President of the Corporative Chamber, then as Minister of the Presidency and finally as

rector of the University of Lisbon. Caetano was called “the left-wing of the regime” and

appeared to offer hope for change, in line with developments elsewhere such as the

Prague Spring and May 1968 in France. However, from 1968-70 Caetano insisted on a

policy of “liberalisation but keeping the war”,11 a stance which then degenerated into

“keeping  the  war  without  liberalising.”12 Caetano  was  able  to  do this  with  the

important  and  opportunistic  support  of  President  Nixon  and  Henry  Kissinger,  for

whom the Portuguese dictatorship “was a Nato ally defending the West and the African

flanks”.13 Following widespread fraud in the elections of 1969 the regime once again

resorted to authoritarianism, arresting and exiling opponents and closing down trade

unions and student associations.

3. “Storming of the Bastille”: Student resistance at Coimbra University

Figure 1 The University City and the Associação Académica de Coimbra, 1961. Photo by Horácio Novais.

10 Salazar  developed  the  fragile  Portuguese  economy  with  a  strong  “public  works

programme,”  including  planning  for  a  New  University  City  for  Coimbra University

(where he had lectured in law). This new urban space was meant to rejuvenate the old

university, founded in the 13th century: “Within the spirit of the Estado Novo, it had to

be patriotic rather than international, corporatist rather than liberal, organic rather
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than democratic.”14 Construction began in 1943 with the demolition of the historic city

centre,  named Alta  de  Coimbra,  and ended only  in  1975 with the  completion of  the

Sciences  Faculty  building.  The  plan  and  architecture,  designed  by  the  architect

Cottinelli  Telmo,15 was  inspired  by  Italian  and  German  fascist  styles  which  best

expressed  the  authoritarian  ideology  of  the  Estado  Novo.  It  was  against  the  values

represented by this architecture that Coimbra students, followed by those in Lisbon

and Porto, triggered the greatest university crisis, on the day of the opening of the

Mathematics building on 17 April 1969.

11 The student movement was led by the Student Unions (founded in Coimbra in 1887)

which had opposed the Estado Novo since 1932. Salazar had introduced legislation to

curtail the organisational activities of these associations, but the repressiveness of the

legal controls and police violence against the student demonstrations further mobilised

the opposition which, at two crucial moments in 1962 and in 1969, “opened significant

cracks”16 in the Estado Novo. The “University of the regime”, as Coimbra was called, was

now the centre of the opposition.17

12 Salazar  had  begun  to  regulate  freedom  of  expression  in  1932  by  considering  as

disciplinary offences “actions that represent hostility towards the Executive Power.”18

Then in 1954 he outlawed “associations that act against … the principles that govern

the moral, economic and social order of the Nation.”19 In their place he introduced an

Administrative Commission (AC), appointed to replace the elected executive members

of the unions. In 1956 the Estado Novo tried to put a definitive end to freedom of speech,

but  students  reacted  with  nationwide  demonstrations  and  the  law  was  revoked.20

António Sérgio, an intellectual working on pedagogic issues, joined student protests

and proclaimed that “All the activity of the state authorities directed at student unions

must be rejected as anti-pedagogic,” adding that the goal of youth education should be

“to emancipate men,  training them towards autonomy.”21 This  victory fed into the

support for Humberto Delgado’s election campaign two years later. These two moments

built  a  “student platform ready to take collective action,” very close to the idea of

“student unionism.”22

13 The pivotal moment came on 25 November 1961, during the so-called ‘Storming of the

Bastille’ celebrations of Student Day that had taken place in Coimbra since 1921.23 In

1961  the  Associação  Académica  de  Coimbra (AAC), 24 under  leftist  leadership  since  the

previous year, organised a number of debates with students from all over the country

to discuss association activity around three causes: association autonomy, university

autonomy, and university co-management. 

14 The  Coimbra  group  prepared  the  First  National  Meeting  of  Students  without  PIDE

authorization, and the latter suspended the elected members of the AAC, leading to a

student strike. Lisbon university then decided to celebrate Student Day on 24 March,

but  the  PIDE  also  banned  the  demonstrations  and  reacted  violently  to  student

disobedience. These events not only struck a blow for university autonomy, but also led

to the resignation of the Rector of the University of Lisbon, Marcelo Caetano, who did

not allow the police to enter the campus.25

15 After more than 1000 arrests and expulsions, the National Education Ministry started a

new  legislative  campaign  that  established  direct  control  over  the  universities  and

student organisations due to the events of the previous year at Coimbra and Lisbon.

The decree blocked the transformation of student associations into student unions, and

stated that the Rector should choose two students to sit on the Permanent Commission
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of the Circum-school Organizations, created to control all student organizations and

activities.26 The reason given was that “never before had students of  the Salazarist

university adopted resistance or demanded practices similar to the union model.”27

16 In 1965 the AAC was closed down, its leaders expelled, and all of its activities halted.

Administrative commissions were appointed,  and for a  time there was calm on the

campuses. It was a period of ideological reflection for the opposition, during which a

student movement was organised out of the banned Association, and political debate

shifted to Repúblicas – all-students lodgings – and to cultural groups in the fields of

theatre, cinema and music.

3.1 1968: Joining “World Culture”

17 It would be this generation, influenced by Jorge Amado and António Gramsci, inflamed

by the colonial war in Africa, and inspired by Castro’s regime in Cuba, who would find

other ways of fighting and new ways of thinking about links between the university and

society. To this extent, student movements followed the “cultural” opposition, using

demonstrations,  cartoons,  political  debates,  counter-courses  and  strikes  (“academic

mourning”) as forms of protest. University traditions and codes such as the Praxe were

also contested, and students replaced Capa e Batina with jeans.28 Students consciously

joined the “youth world-culture” connected by the “power of  the imagination,”  by

music, cinema, social attitudes, myths, and of course political ideals.29 The more radical

opposition was undertaken by the PCP which considered that the “politicization of the

May student movement was extreme in its Utopian thinking.”30

18 This  “world-culture”  arrived in  Portugal  through books,  films,  music  concerts,  and

through students’ trips around Europe. Especially after May 68, newspaper and book

publishers tried to inform the populace in spite of the regime’s censorship. Reports by

Henri Lefebvre, Daniel Cohn-Bendit, Jean Joussellin, Edgar Morin and Octávio Paz were

translated  into  Portuguese  and  followed  by  the  interpretations  of  Portuguese

intellectuals such as the sociologist Adérito Sedas Nunes or the historian António José

Saraiva31 (who was living in Paris). This conceptualisation of the struggle influenced

the  political  consciousness  of  student  and  worker  movements  against  “bourgeois

civilization” and the colonial war. In the years before the revolution, this consciousness

was part of the radical environment that permeated the universities and factories.32 

19 On 25 November 1968 thousands of students from Porto and Lisbon met in Coimbra to

commemorate once more the Storming of the Bastille. The stage for this meeting was

the new building of the AAC, situated at the bottom of the hill in University City.33 Its

modern design expressed an open and democratic space, and it soon became the centre

for the opposition,  in resistance to the monumentality of  the University City:  “The

modern proposal for the AAC building corresponds to the modernity of the student

movement”.34 At this general meeting the students, expecting a period of liberalisation

under the newly-instated Marcelo Caetano, made new demands:

20 The immediate dismissal of the Administrative Commission and immediate elections at

AAC,  legalisation of  all  the Pro-Association Commissions and acceptance of  Student

Unions where they still do not exist; participation of students democratically elected to

the governing bodies of the university; participation of Student Associations, as the

only  student  representatives,  in  all  matters  and  instances  where  life,  reforms  and

teaching in general are discussed; amnesty for and reintegration of all  the students

who have been expelled  and arrested;  reintegration of  all  teachers  who have been

dismissed  and  the  abolition  of  all  discriminatory  measures,  whether  pedagogic  or
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scientific,  in the recruiting of  teachers;  the revoking of  all  circum-school  and anti-

association legislation; legalisation of  federal structures and the creation of a National

Union of Portuguese Students; students’ right to free information, as far as the issue

and the process of their activity and position are concerned.35

3.2 1969: “Academic mourning”

21 Elections  for  the  AAC eventually  took  place  in  February  1969,  in  which  the  list  of

Administrative Commission candidates was defeated. A new era had begun. With this

new-found legitimacy, the new President of the AAC, Alberto Martins,36 opposed the

opening of the new Mathematics building by the President of the Republic, Américo

Tomás, on 17 April 1969. But Martins was not allowed to speak, and during the night he

was  arrested  by  the  PIDE.  The  AAC  board  was  then  prevented  from  attending  the

university. In response, on 23 April students declared “academic mourning,” occupied

the university, started a strike against exams, and, with the support of members of

faculty, began holding open general meetings every day to discuss the situation at the

university.37 Looking to bypass the regime’s censorship, students took advantage of the

Portuguese football cup final between Associação Académica de Coimbra and Sport Lisboa e

Benfica to make the situation at  the university public.  In fact,  students already had

public recognition abroad, as shown by the The Times of London in May 1969: 

Recent unrest at the university, the oldest in Portugal, included the suspension of
15 students for allegedly showing lack of respect to President Tomás. Thousands of
students  attended protest  meetings to  demand participation in planning classes
and administration.38

22 However, in October 1969 the police retaliated, making mass arrests and sending the

most  committed  students  to  the  colonial  war.  Students  continued  a  campaign  of

resistance with demonstrations and strikes in the three university cities in the Spring

of 1971,  1972,  and 1973.  Repression was severe since “the political  approach of  the

student  movement  was  now  an  irreversible  fact,”  including  the  development  of

revolutionary groups inside the university.39 By 1973 this forced the new education

minister,  José  Veiga  Simão,  to  introduce  reforms aimed at  “democratic  education,”

“student participation” and opening up schools and universities to the masses. This

went against the grain of the dictatorship’s long-held elitism and the repressive stance

of the PIDE. The resulting climate of ambiguity in Portuguese universities that only

really passed with the revolution the following year. 

4. The “Experiment”: May 68 at the Architecture School in Porto
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Figure 2 “A Fuga” (The Flight), Architect-teachers leaving ESBAP. Drawing by the students José
Gigante and Francisco Barata, 1969. Archive of Domingos Tavares.

23 Probably the most interesting experiment in democratic education during the Estado

Novo took place at the ESBAP architecture school. This was only possible due to the

relationship between faculty and students carefully built  up by the Director,  Carlos

Ramos.  The  well-known  “Porto  School”  and  its  relevance  for  contemporary

architecture is a product of those critical and intense days of the “Experiment”.

24 In 1958 a reform of architectural education was introduced with a view to replacing the

French Beaux-Arts system that had been imported from Paris by Portuguese scholars.40

A “modern” paradigm was adopted in its place, using interdisciplinarity and a focus on

scientific  and technical  ability.  The new curriculum built  on existing approaches to

architecture which made use of the sociology of Chombart de Lowe and Henri Lefebvre,

focusing on the relationship between architecture and the human habitat.41 From this

point  on,  social  problems  became  the  architecture  students’  problems.  Housing,

schools,  student hostels,  markets,  industries or urban space were now the object of

debate,  research and design in architects’  education:  “What matters  is  to  learn the

specificity of the urban process in its interrelations with the class struggle.”42

25 At the Architecture School in Porto, the new curriculum was introduced around three

streams with distinct but complementary objectives. The first stream was split into two

parts:  a  central  subject  –  Analytical  Architecture  –  where  analytical  studies  of

problematic urban areas were developed through the method of “urban enquiries,” and

a focus on science taught at the Science College (which was not popular among the

students and caused much resentment). The second stream was strongly based on the

practice of architectural design through the subjects of Architectural Composition and

Building.  This  was  complemented  by  a  solid  theoretical  education  in  Theory  and

History of Architecture, where the above-mentioned readings of the sociologists about
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space  and  society  were  merged  with  discussion  on  Enrico  Tedeschi’s  Theory  of

Architecture (1962)  and  the  British  ‘New Towns’. 43 The  third  stream’s  focus  was  on

issues arising from Urban Planning and the application of different levels of design

(from the Urban Project to the Master Plan). 

26 This  approach  therefore  sought  to  unite  analysis  and  practicality,  science  and

humanity, art and technique, and architecture and urbanism. It supplied a generation

of  trainee  architects  and  planners  with  instruments  to  intervene  in  resolving  the

housing situation through, for example, state programmes such as the SAAL which was

introduced immediately after 25 April 1974.44 It also provoked a critical attitude among

the  student  body,  many  of  whom channelled  their  desire  for  change  into  political

organisations and related activities such as film-clubs and associations. 

4.1 ESBAP 1: Building a Student Movement

27 In 1962 students published the first number of the ESBAP bulletin, and it is noteworthy

that many were involved in the demonstrations of  the Storming of  the Bastille  (25

November 1961), the First Student National Meeting (9 March 1962), Student Day (24

March 1962), and in solidarity with the ensuing strike of Coimbra students. 

28 ESBAP  1  published,  on  the  first  page,  an  extract  from  the  Director’s  speech  at  the

opening of the X Exposição Magna in the presence of the Minister for National Education.
45 During  that  ceremony,  students’  high  failure  rates  at  the  Science  College  were

pointed out as being a pedagogic problem which should be solved by a new reform.

Alexandre Alves Costa, a 4th year student, authored an article on the participation of

ESBAP students at the Storming of the Bastille: “we think such participation [in student

meetings] would be extremely advantageous for all  of us.  Defending true university

comradeship, we could learn a lot in Coimbra, defending a true university culture for

our own benefit. As young people we could learn to act in an authentic and healthy

way.”46 ESBAP 1 also included a short text by Arnaldo Araújo, professor of Theory and

History of Architecture, written when he was a student in 1954 for the bulletin of the

old Student Association of ESBAP: “To associate is to share, to give and to receive, to

think, to feel and to act. To associate is to be aware.”47 From the Lisbon Architecture

School (ESBAL) came further encouragement for students’ associative activity: “Every

student should acknowledge that academic life is community life which, while ensuring

certain  benefits,  also  imposes  specific  obligations.”48 Finally,  appealing to  students’

political  awareness  and  to  their  capacity  for  action,  in  “The  youth  crisis  at  the

University” Carlos Morais referred to “the trio crisis-youth-university,” emphasising

the mission of the university and the role of students in its construction.49

29 In 1964 the students set out the statutes of the ESBAP Student Association, profiting

from  the  liberal  atmosphere  allowed  by  Director  Carlos  Ramos.  Ramos  carefully

mediated with the students to avoid conflict, under the watchful eye of the PIDE. The

statutes were a way to consolidate the student organisation, and at a general assembly

on  15  April  1964  the  students  elected  an  Association  Commission  which,  with  the

authorisation and support of Ramos, analysed the statutes and submitted them for the

appreciation of the Minister for National Education.50

4.2 ESBAP 2: Building a New Didactic Form

30 In June 1968 the ESBAP Student Association (still  being created) published a second

bulletin. The first article was entitled “Without a free youth there is no responsible

youth,”51 and  the  bulletin  included  a  section  on  “International  Student  Events”  to

“inform every student of what is going on with our foreign colleagues.” It added: “All
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these movements that are spreading through a large part of the world … have some

analogies.”52 ESBAP 2 included information on the events at the Universities of Turin

and Rome,53 and the crisis of May 68 in France was covered in an interview with a

student  recently  returned from Paris.54 In  Italy  students  demanded that  “students’

education should be the centre around which all the University didactic structures are

organized,” leading necessarily to “a completely new didactic experience based on this

principle.”55 As  a  result,  organic  forms of  knowledge would be  created:  “a  counter

course … that consists of a deep and conscious maturity of choice from the students.”

This new didactic form had already been articulated by architecture students in 1964

when they closed down all nine Italian architecture schools, as reported at the time in

the magazine Casabella.56 

31 On events in Paris, ESBAP 2 interviewed Carlos Araújo, who described how “in these last

few weeks, young people have been demonstrating almost every day, demanding an

end to the Vietnam War, political freedom in countries with totalitarian regimes, etc.,

etc., all of which was supported by the population and without any interference from

the police.”57 In the university “an obvious fact was the union between teachers and

students, since all of them demanded the reform of an education system which was not

meeting  their  legitimate  expectations.”58  Students  rejected  the  teaching  system,

demanding  in  its  place  student  self-management  and  “the  democratisation  of

education” and refusing “the life-style” of  French society.  According to Araújo,  the

students took the crowds with them, from workers to the common citizen, and French

youth as a whole “became aware of its value and claimed its position.”59 ESBAP 2 was

probably one of the first  student newspapers to discuss the events in France,  since

censorship restricted the reporting of the mainstream media. 

32 In late August 1968, heavily influenced by the news from Czechoslovakia concerning

the Soviet invasion, the lecturers of the Architecture Course of ESBAP assembled for a

political meeting. In a letter to the minister they explained “the discouragement and

the exhaustion that have been felt in this school”, including the attending of classes

both at the School and at the University, and in the recruiting of lecturers.60 Faculty

members asked for a revision of their contracts and the creation of a working group to

promote an improved pedagogic approach,61 faced as they were with the imminent

“extinction of the School … in a period of a lack of [professional] values and a crisis of

conscience, with the resulting national impact on the young masses.”62 Students took

advantage of these demands by the faculty and proposed that “classes in this course

should  be  replaced  by  school  meetings.”63 This  went  ahead,  with  either  general

meetings or smaller panels taking place almost every day between 17 October and 3

December. On 2 November, at one of these meetings, a petition was signed asking for

the “transfer of the subjects taught at the Porto Sciences College to the School … access

to  the  3rd year  without  having  passed  three  subjects  and  the  utmost  freedom  for

trainees.” On 16 November, this petition was personally handed to the Minister for

National Education, who suggested that it should be discussed during a meeting at the

ESBAP three days later.

33 Students,  teachers and the minister took part in this meeting at  the Aula Magna in

ESBAP.  The  students  presented  the  same  petition  again,  emphasising  the  need  for

functional autonomy and supporting their faculty in their claim for the lecturing body

to be reviewed. The lecturers, in agreement with their students, reinforced the “three

most  relevant  aspects  –  career,  economic  problems  and  research”  and  asked  for
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“permanent experimentation” and financial support for the Architecture Study Centre.

The minister,  an expert  in handling conflicts,  made a speech about the role  of  the

school  in  society,  stating  that  “more  important  than  teaching  at  school  is  the

communal learning of the population” and about the importance of the school as part

of  the university,  exalting the “true university” climate that  was felt  at  ESBAP.  He

finished the meeting without making any commitments.

34 For the rest  of  the academic year,  faculty and students deliberated on the existing

situation and prospects for the future. On the one hand, during the various general

meetings,  students  produced  further  declarations  with  demands  addressed  to  the

minister and criticism of police repression at Porto University in March 1969. On the

other hand, after countless meetings from May 1969 onwards, the faculty took a firm

attitude and declared their non-availability to teach during the 1969-70 academic year.

The comments of many of them are revealing: Fernando Távora felt “disenchantment”;

Arnaldo Araújo “does not find a convincing or,  at least,  encouraging perspective to

continue at the School”; Álvaro Siza, “considering it advantageous for some teachers to

have a liberal profession, thinks that, under the present conditions, it is impossible to

reconcile these two aspects, which for him are essential.” Octávio Lixa Filgueiras stated

he was unwilling to continue, “so it is legitimate to claim to know the meaning of this

collective,  albeit  unorganised,  need  to  leave.”64 At  the  end  of  1969  the  ESBAP

Architecture Course was closed down: “There are no teachers,  there are no classes,

there  are  no  under-graduates”.65 Students  directed  a  new  petition  to  the  minister

requesting “functional autonomy,” and they informed the press about the breakdown

of education at the School.

35 In January 1970 the Porto District Governor mediated discussions between the faculty

and the new Minister for National Education, Veiga Simão. Eventually, lecturers agreed

to return to work, since “a School has to be based on the principle of teamwork, in

which criticism will constitute the rule of a process of creativity.” On 4 April 1970 the

Minister  authorised  an  “Experimental  Regime”  until  July,  awarding  functional

autonomy to the Architecture Course at ESBAP. On 18 April the newspaper Diário de

Notícias headed its first page with “Teachers and students manage (on an experimental

basis)  the  Fine  Arts  School  in  Porto”  and  published  an  interview  reporting  the

“unusual” pedagogic activities taking place there.66

36 The  Architecture  Course  became  the  responsibility  of  a  Coordinating  Committee,

consisting of three teachers and three students.67 The Committee reduced the number

of  subjects  (which  had  prevented  “the  existence  of  a  backbone”),68 abolished  the

absentee  system,  and  introduced  a  three-part  study  plan:  A  –  Architecture,  B  –

Mathematics,  C  –  Parallel  Subjects.  Group A covered,  under the heading “School  of

Architecture”, the areas of composition, building, structures and urban planning, and

was a group exercise involving cooperation between faculty and students. 

37 The Experimental Regime ended on 29 July 1970. An evaluation report was written, and

a  future  plan,  entitled  “Project  for  the  basis  of  the  re-  organisation  proposal  for

1970-71,” laid the focus on developing a student’s personality and critical awareness,

and  developing autonomy  and  responsibility  through  teamwork,  joint  school

management, and students’ control over their own education. Courses should have an

identical structure from the 1st to the 6th year, with only four subjects: Drawing, Urban

Planning,  Building,  and Theory.  These  were  organised in  “departments  directed by

architecture  teachers,  with  expert  assistance,  gathering  together  some  areas  now
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scattered among different subjects.”69 Students would be grouped in curricular years

and  could  also  organise  work  groups  with  students  from  different  years,  to  be

evaluated by commissions of faculty and students.

38 These  changes  represented  a  return  to  the  basic  study  of  architecture  and,  as  the

document claimed, to the tradition of the Architecture Course that existed prior to the

1957 reforms.70 In this way the School was no longer using a teaching model based on

the French model (where in 1968 Architecture was taken out of the École des Beaux Arts),

but aimed “to renew itself based on its own traditions.”71 The experimental regime

remained in place until 1974, but it was undermined by the Ministry, which gradually

shifted responsibility for School management back to the Director.

Figure 3 Requiem for an Experiment, 1971-72. Archive of José Gigante.

39 Students  understood  that  the  Experiment  was  dead,  and  ‘buried’  it  with  theatrical

happening known as the “Requiem for an Experiment.” It became a lasting symbol of a

democratic school, a “school for people” that inspired the creation of the Faculty of

Architecture at Porto University after 1974.

5. Legacy: The Democratic University
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Figure 4 Faculty of Architecture at Porto University (1986-1992), designed by Álvaro Siza.

40 With the coming of  democracy in 1974 (and eventual  membership of  the European

Union  in  1986),  the  university  system  has  gradually  been  opened  up  for  the  mass

enrolment of students. State universities spread throughout Portugal with European

funds,  the  polytechnic  system  developed  technical  education,  and  the  private

universities opened their classrooms to every student who was able to pay.  

41 Such rapid quantitative development brought many problems for the maintenance of

qualitative standards in the education system, and the adaptations required by the

Bologna Process (the EU’s directive to harmonise curricula and education methods in

all  universities  by  the  end  of  2010)  are  causing  major  difficulties.  The  Associação

Académica de Coimbra is still protesting against “the destruction of State universities,”

although the  last major  student  struggle  was  in  the  1990s  against  the  payment  of

tuition fees. Today, in the government and in the opposition, we can find some of the

activists from 1962 and 1969; the leader of the parliamentary group of the Socialist

Party is the student who showed “lack of respect to President Tomás” in April 1969.

42 The Porto Architecture School is now within the university system and is one of thirty

Portuguese  architecture  schools;  the  current  Director  is  the  student  who drew the

oppositional cartoons in 1969. The School building, with a courtyard open to the city as

a metaphor for the democratic process, is an icon of Portuguese architecture designed

by Álvaro Siza, one of the leading teachers of the 1969 protests.

43 Has the spirit of protest survived? For those involved, it has never gone away. In 1983

Alexandre Alves Costa, twenty one years after editing ESBAP 1, declared this in a debate

entitled University Youth and the Future: 

The reason for the struggles of the past is rooted in the present of the men who
fought them, and that present,  in spite of different historical conditions,  is  also
ours.72
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15. José Cottinelli Telmo (1897-1948) was one of the most important modernist

architects and film directors. In the 1940s he had been supportive of the nationalist

ideals of the Estado Novo.
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17. Álvaro Garrido, “A Universidade e o Estado Novo”, Revista Crítica de Ciências Sociais

81 (2008), 141 (especially the discussion about the idea of a fascist university).

18. Decree-Law no. 21,160 of 1 April 1932, art 2.

The Portuguese “May 68”: Politics, Education and Architecture

European journal of American studies, 3-2 | 2008

13
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