
The Soviet Union and the Collapse of the
Portuguese Empire in Africa 1961-1975: A
Historical Reckoning
The twilight years of the Portuguese Empire in Africa were marked by an
intricate interplay between the ambitions of an aging empire and the
burgeoning aspirations of African liberation movements. Amidst this
turbulent era, the Soviet Union emerged as a pivotal player, providing
political, military, and ideological support to anti-colonial struggles across
the continent. This article delves into the multifaceted relationship between
the Soviet Union and the collapse of the Portuguese Empire in Africa from
1961 to 1975, shedding light on the complex factors that contributed to the
demise of Portuguese colonialism and the rise of independent African
nations.

The Seeds of Decolonization

The Portuguese Empire in Africa had endured for centuries, but by the mid-
20th century, the winds of change were blowing. African nationalism was on
the rise, fueled by the inequities of colonial rule and the inspiring example
of other African nations that had achieved independence. In 1961, the
outbreak of armed revolts in Angola, Mozambique, and Guinea-Bissau
marked the beginning of a prolonged struggle for liberation.
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The Soviet Union's Role

The Soviet Union viewed the decolonization process in Africa as an
opportunity to expand its influence and weaken Western powers. Moscow
provided significant support to African liberation movements, including
training, weapons, and financial aid. Soviet advisors played a crucial role in
organizing and training guerrilla armies, while Soviet propaganda extolled
the virtues of socialism and condemned the evils of colonialism.

The Angolan Civil War

The Angolan Civil War, which erupted in 1975, became a focal point of
Soviet-Portuguese rivalry. The Soviet Union backed the Popular Movement
for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA),while the United States and China
supported the rival National Union for the Total Independence of Angola
(UNITA). The conflict escalated into a proxy war, with both superpowers
pouring in weapons and advisors. The Soviet Union's intervention proved
decisive, helping the MPLA to secure victory and establish a Marxist
government in Angola.

The Collapse of the Portuguese Empire

By 1975, the Portuguese Empire in Africa was on the verge of collapse.
The armed struggles in Angola, Mozambique, and Guinea-Bissau had
drained Portugal's resources and shattered its morale. In April 1974, a
military coup in Lisbon overthrew the authoritarian regime of Marcello
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Caetano and ushered in a period of political turmoil. The new Portuguese
government recognized the independence of its former African colonies,
marking the end of centuries of colonial rule.
Aftermath and Legacy

The collapse of the Portuguese Empire in Africa had a profound impact on
the continent. The newly independent nations faced numerous challenges,
including economic underdevelopment, ethnic conflicts, and the legacy of
colonialism. The Soviet Union continued to play a significant role in Africa,
providing economic and military support to socialist governments. However,
the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991
marked a watershed moment in Soviet-African relations.

The relationship between the Soviet Union and the collapse of the
Portuguese Empire in Africa was complex and multifaceted. Moscow's
support for African liberation movements played a significant role in
weakening Portuguese colonialism and hastening the process of
decolonization. However, the Soviet Union's own geopolitical ambitions and
the dynamics of the Cold War also shaped the course of events. The
legacy of this era continues to resonate in Africa today, as the continent
grapples with the challenges of post-colonialism and the search for a just
and equitable future.
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