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The Chinese people have always been characterized by great mobility. In the nineteenth 

century many were those who sought their fortune outside Imperial China. In the 

Portuguese case, the process was slower since Portugal was traditionally seen as a 

crossing point for other stops rather than a final destination. However, this trend began 

to change from the 1970s onwards. Nowadays, reality shows that this community is 

changing again, because of the transformations of its own country. As such, more and 

more students and investors who are holders of the Visa Gold, see in Portugal the way 

to improve their academic careers and an entry into the European Union. 

 

Introductory note 

The 21st century promises to be, for better or worse reasons, China's century. Its 

assertion from the external point of view will have profound consequences for the way 

the international order will be organized in the coming decades. With this evolution, the 

profile of the Chinese immigrant is also changing progressively on a world scale. Citing 

the example of the United States, one of the earliest records of Chinese in this country, 

dates from 1784, upon the arrival of a ship with Chinese sailors. From 1850 onwards, 

many of the Chinese who settled there were attracted by the "gold fever" in California. 

Until the 1870s, a good part of this community served as cheap labor in the construction 

of railways on the Pacific coast (LOC, 2017). Currently, the Chinese who go to the United 

States have higher qualifications. They seek to pursue their academic career, do business 

or constitute a family outside their country. By 2013, China has overtaken Mexico as the 

main immigrant source country (Lee, 2015For many Americans, this and other Asian 

communities are seen as examples of work and dedication to be followed by others. 

                                                      
1  The translation of this article was funded by national funds through FCT - Fundação para a Ciência e 

a Tecnologia - as part of OBSERVARE project with the reference UID/CPO/04155/2013, with the aim of 
publishing Janus.net. Text translated by Cristina Félix and reviewed by Carolina Peralta. 
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Portugal will not escape this trend and may receive an increasing number of Chinese 

immigrants in the coming years. However, this migration phenomenon is not uniform at 

all, having undergone several fluctuations over more than 100 years of history. Thus, to 

understand the real impact of the Chinese diaspora in today's Portuguese society, it is 

crucial to know how everything began and what is the current situation of a community 

that still seems mysterious to the eyes of many Portuguese. 

 

The 70's of the 20th century 

The example of the United States has some similarities with the one that we have in 

Portugal today, although the social and economic circumstances dictate the existence of 

some differences. To begin with, it is not clear when the first Chinese arrived in Portugal, 

although records from the Civil Government Archives of Oporto show the existence of a 

Chinese community since the 1920s of the 20th century (Matias, 2010: 79). These 

individuals came from Zhejiang province and specialized in street vending (Mortágua, 

2011: 294). In the next 50 years there is little to register for the Chinese community in 

Portugal. This would change with the end of the Portuguese colonies in Africa. The 

decolonization of Mozambique, for example, led to the withdrawal of 26 Chinese families 

from the territory. Contrary to what is often pointed out by the Chinese community in 

our country, these individuals did not experience any integration difficulties when they 

arrived in Portugal. They were Portuguese-speaking people with professional experience 

in different sectors, being an integral part of the Mozambican colonial society. However, 

the change of status quo in Mozambique led to the departure of some of these individuals. 

As Matias (2010: 84 and 85) points out, the Chinese who settled on the East African 

coast left their country in search of better living conditions. As early as 1960, the Chinese 

population amounted to over 660 million people (National Bureau of Statistics, 2014). 
With the aggravating effects of the Great Leap Forward (Dikötter, 2010: 333, Mason, 

2012) and later the Cultural Revolution, many Chineses were forced to seek places that 

would guarantee them the necessary stability, to have a comfortable and quiet life. The 

independence of Mozambique brought a highly troubled period to the new African state, 

which led to the withdrawal of 26 families to Portugal. Arriving in European territory, 

many ended up being integrated without major difficulties. We can not forget, as Matias 

(2010: 88) points out, that the fact that these individuals had a vast knowledge of our 

culture and language, allowed their integration process to be almost perfect. 

Timor-Leste, another old Portuguese colony, also had a very significant Chinese 

community. The invasion of the territory by the Indonesian government of Suharto in 

1975, dictated the flight of this community to other stops. However, many of those who 

came to Portugal used our country as a point of passage to other destinations. These 

individuals, however, had an equal migratory trajectory: leaving Cantão, they settled in 

an old Portuguese colony and later passed through Portugal (Mortágua, 2011: 296). 

 

From the 80's of the 20th century to the 21st century 

With the end of the troubled 1970s in Portugal, Chinese immigration gained new impetus 

from the 1980s. Once again, the departure of many Chinese from their country was due 

to the search for better living conditions. While Deng Xiaoping's reforms in the late 1970s 

led to a substantial improvement in living conditions in the People's Republic of China 
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(PRC), they also exposed Chinese citizens to new realities and environments they had 

never known. In a sense, those who left their country were drawn to the development 

provided by the capitalist states of the Western world. Added to this is the growing 

circulation of information which, little by little, allowed many people to risk emigrating 

because they had more knowledge about the diaspora (Gaspar, 2015: 2). 

The wave of Chinese immigration that came to Portugal during the 1980s came mainly 

from Zhejiang province (Qingtian and Wenzhou port cities) and from Fujian. Many of 

these individuals (mostly men) went through a process of re-immigration, that is, they 

were in other European countries (eg, France or Holland) before arriving at Portuguese 

Lands (Mortágua, 2011: 297). It was this great migratory movement that brought with 

it one of the most enduring stereotypes of our society: the Chinese small merchant. It 

was in this period that the first Chinese restaurants and shops began to emerge, symbols 

of a community intrinsically linked to commerce (Mortágua, 2011: 297). Even today we 

have access to Chinese product stores in any part of our country. In the beginning, many 

of these businesses competed with others, belonging to Portuguese. The main 

consequence of this situation is the creation of one of the most enduring stereotypes 

related to the Chinese community: "Chinese shops" (alongside large stores) have 

destroyed traditional commerce. The fact that stores are exempt from paying taxes in 

the first five years of existence (Matias, 2010: 137), a perception that helps to create 

prejudices among the Portuguese population vis-à-vis the Chinese community. 

The construction of this kind of prejudice is often a consequence of a very low level of 

integration of the Chinese population. Notwithstanding this situation, the Portuguese also 

have responsibilities in the low acceptance of these individuals. There is, in fact, a great 

lack of knowledge and even indifference to what the Chinese are. The fascination that 

some feel for China is due to their culture which, in our eyes, is seen as being exotic or 

mystical. As for the Chinese community, its closed nature makes much of the existing 

contact with the Portuguese being summarized by commercial transactions associated 

with their establishments (Matias, 2010: 156). Thus, "the increase in the number of 

Chinese who study Portuguese and who cross half a world to continue their studies in 

Portugal, will cause this image to be gradually diluted. In addition, these individuals will 

greatly contribute to the eradication of cultural barriers between the two peoples, 

something that will bear fruit that goes beyond merely commercial aspects."2 

In addition, the Chinese community has undergone major changes over the last decades. 

However, its progressive increase has been its most striking aspect. According to 

statistics released by the Foreigners and Borders Service (SEF), there were more than 

22,000 Chinese living in Portugal in 2016 (SEF, 2016: 11). This increase is mainly due 

to the incessant search for better living conditions outside Chinese territory. As such, it 

is not a new or unexpected motive, as it has been strongly credited in the different waves 

of Chinese emigration. The example of individuals from Zhejiang Province who settled in 

Oporto and in Lisbon testifies this fact, as they sought to escape the atrocities committed 

by Japan in Chinese territory. As we saw earlier, the 1980s were marked by the arrival 

of Chinese from Wenzhou who found their livelihood in street vending. Being the family 

character one of the characteristics of this diaspora, the transition to the area of 

restoration and retail was quickly made. 

                                                      
2 Pestana (2017). 
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Although the tendency for this community to grow and to not have chinatowns in Portugal 

as elsewhere in Europe or in the United States, there is a great concentration in Lisbon, 

especially in the Martim Moniz area (Gaspar, 2015: 4 and 5). As such, it is possible to 

conclude that on the part of the Chinese community there is a clear tendency for the 

maintenance of a status quo in which the contact with the Portuguese population sums 

up to the minimum indispensable, probably, as a way of preserving their traditions and 

traditions. 

The profile of the Chinese immigrant in Portugal has been gradually changing. At this 

time, college students and those with Gold Visas are at the forefront of this new wave of 

immigration from the Middle Kingdom. At present, there is an increasing interest in 

studying Portuguese because of relations between China and Portuguese-speaking 

countries. As such, the number of universities teaching Portuguese rose from only 6 to 

37 in less than two decades. This trend means that in a brief time the number of Chinese 

higher education institutions with Portuguese courses may reach 50. (Gaudêncio 2017). 

Through various agreements and protocols, Chinese universities have been giving their 

students the possibility to study abroad for periods of up to one year. For Portuguese 

learners, these are unique opportunities to improve their level of language and also to 

know a different academic reality from the one they have in China. It should also be 

remembered that Portugal is in a situation (up to now) privileged from the point of view 

of security, which is joined by being a Member State of the European Union. All these 

factors make our country a prominent destination for many Chinese students who want 

to finish their studies abroad (Pestana, 2017). 

In October 2012, the Golden Visa program came into effect with the promise of attracting 

more foreign investment. By the end of 2013, the first year the program was available, 

Chinese citizens had already invested 229 million euros under this program (Cerqueira, 

2017). This is an easy way for Portugal to obtain investment, especially in the real estate 

sector. For those who enter Portugal through this program, it is an uncomplicated way 

to travel in the Schengen Area. Up to November 2017, 3,575 Golden Visas were awarded 

to Chinese citizens, which reached approximately 3,380 million euros (Ribeiro, 2017). 

As I mentioned: 

 

"These two groups are the mirror of a society that has been 

changing rapidly. Not only has the Chinese upper class has been 

growing, but it has also sought to invest in places where living and 

security conditions guarantee an investment without aggravated 

risks. Portugal, as already mentioned, has all these characteristics”3. 

 

Of particular importance (also because of media), the country has not yet been subjected 

to any terrorist attacks since the rise of the Islamic State unlike other EU members 

(Pestana, 2017). 

 

Conclusion 

                                                      
3 Pestana (2017).  
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The path taken by the Chinese community in Portugal since the beginning of the 20th 

century has been marked by constant fluctuations and periods of low migratory intensity. 

When these movements occurred, it was due to the greater instability of the places where 

the Chinese lived: the PRC, since its founding, experienced periods of great social and 

political unrest, and the former Portuguese colonies (such as Mozambique and Timor-

Leste) are no exception. Thus, the Chinese diaspora has always been forced to move, 

seeking the best possible living conditions. In Portugal, the Chinese encountered trade 

opportunities in the 1970s and 1980s that helped them settle down. Today, this 

community is in a new process of transformation with students and investors heading 

this new wave of immigration. It is up to the Portuguese State to create the conditions 

necessary for these individuals to be above all an added value for the country, promoting 

a more cohesive and effective integration process. 
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