
1	  
	  

	  

 
	   

 
 

 
 

 
 

Academic Memoirs*  
Pedro Lains, Instituto de Ciências Sociais, Universidade de Lisboa 

May 16, 2020 
  
I was asked by the Board of the Portuguese Economic and Social History Association to 
present my profile and current research interests. Hoping not to take too much advantage of 
the kind invitation, I took the opportunity to make a brief balance of my career, thinking in 
the interest that it may have for the new generations of researchers of the field. For 
convenience of writing, I follow a personal motto, hoping that it will allow the intended 
generalization. 
Formation 
My professional career was the outcome of chance and learning. For family reasons, I wanted 
to be a university professor early on, a profession that fascinated me for its freedom of 
movement and commitment. From an early age, I was also exposed to contacts with the 
outside world. The combination of these two circumstances led to the preoccupation of 
understanding why Portugal was a less developed country than the ones I happened to know 
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around in Europe. After all, I got to the conclusion that individual behaviour was not that 
different across borders, and that the reasons for the development gap had to be somewhere 
else and needed to be understood. 
I opted to do my undergraduate studies in Economics a bit by chance, and mostly because at 
high school I opted for Mathematics, Geography and English, which limited my choice to 
that degree. I ended up at the Universidade Nova de Lisboa, because it seemed the right 
choice, as the alternatives were either too serious and costly (Católica), or too “revolutionary” 
(ISEG). At Nova, I quickly learned that what we were taught there was not proper 
Economics, but just the right instruments to try to understand something about the subject. I 
remember well, in a class with plenty of graphs and models, the professor stating loud and 
clear that those were just tools that would help us one day to understand something about 
Economics. I liked models, as I was well prepared in Mathematics, thanks to the teachers of 
the high schools I had attended, but I was in quest of something else. 
In fact, too much theory and too little information were not enough to answer the question 
that led me to study and think about my future career. Fortunately, I found a discipline that 
seemed to me the lifeline for so many curves and models, which was Economic History, 
taught by one of the “top 5” professors of all students of the department.  
Early career and PhD 
Economic History and the University career could not be followed at Nova, simply because 
there was no teaching positions.  Therefore, I ended up at Instituto de Ciências Sociais, 
starting with a grant from the Gulbenkian Foundation. I immediately started doing research, 
writing, going to the National Library and collecting data. The 19th century and 
Portugal were obvious themes to study (today it would no longer be so) and I immediately 
started producing texts. Advice for newcomers: reduce to the maximum the written work that 
is not for publishing or for the theses. As I wrote my first paper, I had a first comment from 
my mentor: dear student, this paper is very interesting, but we have this scholarship for 
Oxford and it would be good if you would spend a few months there and then present a 
revised version. That was how I start going out of the country again, for more than a decade.  

When it came to choose the place to do my PhD (at the time, researchers had a very open 
field to choose from), I preferred the sun of Florence and the European University Institute to 
the cloudy skies of Oxford. Moreover, I knew that I could continue to visit this great 
university, full of books and lessons, as well as the LSE library. These were the best years of 
my academic life, rich on all fronts, from the three co-supervisors who guided me, to the 
seminars, the faculty, colleagues and friends, and the environment lived at the heart of 
Europe. I wanted to finish my PhD quickly and followed a strategy, highly recommendable, 
which was writing a dissertation that was as an extension of what I had done previously. 
The question of the dissertation was whether Portugal's greater involvement in the 
international economy had been an important cause of its backwardness or, following the 
positive stance with which I chose to present the question, whether or not Portugal had 
benefited from 19th century globalization and the reasons behind. I concluded that Portugal 
did not benefit from globalization, but for domestic reasons. I also reached the conclusion 
that Portugal remained poor in the 19th century because it came from an unfavourable 
position that participation in the international economy could not have changed in just a few 
decades. I still maintain that version of the explanation, although today I would put it in a 
different way. 
 

 



3	  
	  

	  

After the PhD 
Having finished the dissertation and having returned to Portugal, with a one-year passage at 
Carlos III of Madrid, I did what was common at the time and which today would be a mistake 
to do. I arranged funding to translate the dissertation into Portuguese and published it as a 
book. The idea was that we had to give back to our country what it had invested in our 
education. No one told me not to follow that path and it did no cross my mind to propose the 
manuscript for publication in English (although later it was translated into French and 
Spanish). My first articles, some prior to the dissertation, were also published in Portuguese, 
as there was kind of a moral obligation to publish in “Análise Social” ICS’s then highly 
regarded academic journal. 
I kept finding funding to attend international conferences, by application or invitation, and for 
a long time to go such conference was to see friends from a large number of nationalities, and 
different research interests and theoretical beliefs. 
We were in the 1990s, when the European panorama started to be more international, 
becoming more and more pressing to publish in English. The foundation of the European 
Historical Economics Society, in 1992, and of the European Review of Economic History, in 
1995, were instrumental in this process. I was one of the first young PhD students to present a 
paper based on the dissertation at the first congress of the Society. Yet I did not do what I 
should have done, which would be to revise the paper and have it submitted to an Economic 
History journal. No one in Portugal asked for that, very few Portuguese colleagues did it at 
the time, and I did not have the ability to anticipate that that was one of the paths to the 
future. In fact, one day, strangely, the professor I admired the most at EIU told me that it was 
“too early” to send papers to journals.  
The academic life in Lisbon was different, and had different calls. One project that took a 
long time was writing the history of Caixa Geral de Depósitos, a work that took years to be 
accomplished, following the changes in mood of the Board of the institution. I wrote a first 
volume alone, and other two volumes with the help of a great team of research assistants. It 
needs to be said, that this was the first source of funding that freed me from the difficulties of 
structuring projects to apply for Portuguese Science Foundation, although then it 
worked better than today. I am very proud of the colleagues who are committed to design 
such projects and I have even tried a proposal, which was unsuccessful, because it was 
essentially aimed at publishing an edited by book, on the role of agriculture in Europe's 
economic development, since 1870, which in the end was published with Vicente. Let me 
add, that I have joined two projects financed by FCT and my main contribution was to 
encourage the organization of two edited volumes, one on European public finances, edited 
with José Luís, and a second on a millennium of development of Portuguese agriculture, 
edited with Dulce. 
The time spent with Caixa left me with a debt to the University, so much so that I did not rest 
until I produced a reduced and highly revised monograph for publication in an international 
publisher, which I have recently handed over. When I see our academic superiors talking 
about “outreach”, I sometimes wonder if they care about how much time it takes from 
researchers. I would still produce, later on, two institutional histories, one written with a 
team of research assistants, which was not accepted by the company that commissioned it, 
and was published by an independent press. A second work, about the Bank of Portugal, of 
my own writing, run into a wall of incomprehension on the part of the Bank's 
administration on how these works are carried out. I confess that I feel some pride for these 
disagreements. Maybe someday I will finish the latter book, as it will help to give a relevant 
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perspective on the relations between central banks and governments, on the European 
periphery. 
 
Collaboration with newspapers and television 
Still in the 1990s, I was invited to write in newspapers, but that never took much of my time, 
and it was helpful to think about the modern economy.  I used another method here, namely, 
to write in such a way that the texts could have some length of duration in time, and some of 
them later came out in two books. My participation with the press and on television continued 
during the period of intervention of the troika, as I recognised the policy errors that were 
being followed, which were contrary to the lessons Economic History teaches us about crisis 
management, as the one that affected the world and the Europe of the euro, since 2008. I tried 
to make up for lost time to the university, and published an article based on those reflections, 
which came out in a leading Political Science journal of which, to be frank, I am very proud 
of. In this field of studies of the modern times, I have also produced an edited volume on the 
Portuguese economy, and an article of comparison between Portugal and the supposed Irish 
miracle of the last decades of the 20th century. Thanks to Economic History, which teaches us 
that there are no economic miracles, that article has not gone out of date. 
Journals  
Going back, in 1996-1997, I spent a year at Brown University. As I returned to Portugal, I 
redesigned the focus of my publications, and aimed at balancing publications in 
Portuguese and English. I started with a first work for a special volume of a Spanish journal, 
in English. Then made an effort to publish in top journals in the field of Economic History. I 
was successful with the first two attempts, which came out in 2003. The difference between 
the two experiences was somewhat marked by chance and I realized that there was a degree 
of randomness in the success of the submissions. Surely, all difficulties in this field are 
largely our responsibility, and we must recognize our limitations, but there are other factors 
besides pure merit. 
Then I faced unexpected difficulties, which I tried to overcome for a few years, but which 
would eventually led me to have virtually abandoned writing articles to submit for 
publication. Despite our own limitations, it is undoubtedly more difficult to publish about 
peripheral countries than about central countries. For small counties, the authors have to reply 
to the question, why this country? There was a paper, however, that would end up in a second 
order journal that I am sure would have deserved another path, had it not been about 
Portugal. Paradoxically or not, it turned out to be one of my most cited texts. 
There has been some change, with the aforementioned creation of the 
European Review of Economic History, but also because the British Economic History 
Review is opening up to the rest of Europe. Still, I have had too many refusals. Interestingly, 
as an exception that confirms the rule, the article recently published in a highly classified 
Political Science journal was  accepted within a very positive interest o n the case of 
Portugal. Our area is particularly difficult, in the field of journals, and this is not always 
considered. 
Break 
I have to mention here that I had a period of falling productivity, due to health problems. I 
never gave up and always continued to work - following the maximum according to which it 
is better to wait for inspiration sitting on front of the computer. In this period of lower 
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productivity, I produced two or three publications that I frankly do not appreciate, but some 
others that did not come out that badly. 
Books 
In recent years, I proceeded with a different type of projects, namely the coordination of 
edited volumes, concerning relevant topics in European Economic History. It happens that 
the questions I have now in my mind do not fit into articles, as they extend to problems that 
are difficult to work in general syntheses or with general economic models. The first book in 
this new path is entitled História Económica de Portugal, 1142-2010, written at six 
hands with Leonor and Susana. We made a great effort of coordination, in search for 
consistent focus of analysis. The co-authors had greater responsibility for the periods they 
knew of best, which was in my case the modern period. In my text, I used earlier writings, 
easily recognizable by whom has read them, which was a legitimate choice, as I was 
putting together ideas that had been developed independently and were now presented in a 
broader and hopefully coherent context. We also had from the beginning the aim of 
publishing the volume in an international publisher, what came to happen. We managed 
to have manuscript evaluated in Portuguese, as there is already an important group of 
international researchers who know the language. It is a remarkable fact that may be 
reproduced it in other circumstances. The book was first translated by a professional, and we 
the authors took a long time to review it, as we had to consider the change in audience.  I 
must say however that I have no preference for either version. 
The second book in the long-term studies is on the Portuguese agricultural sector 
in the second millennium, co-edited with Dulce. Our main aim was to provide the appropriate 
framework of the "good old economic history" for the new data on the evolution of 
Portugal’s agricultural product over a long period of time. The project provided a better 
understanding of a world with which I had had little contact with, namely, that of 
the interpretations on the evolution of the Portuguese economy made by historians without a 
formal quantitative leaning. We asked the colleagues to think about how much the 
historical information they had could be integrated into a general long-term framework and 
provide results on the contours of the changes in Portuguese agriculture that could be 
integrated with the new quantitative findings. The project started as others in which I became 
involved with an evaluation meeting of the feeling on the feasibility of the project. On the 
one hand, there was confidence that it could be accomplished, but, on the other hand, there 
were some doubts about the ability to integrate the historiographies of the different periods. I 
think we were all well surprised with the result, regardless of its absolute merit. I should add 
that the international publisher very well received the project, showing to what extent the 
Portuguese economic history is on the international agenda. 
A third long-term project follows directly from the two mentioned above and is highly 
ambition. It is an economic history of the Iberian Peninsula from the year 711 to the present 
times, divided in three parts, and with the participation of about 70 economic historians from 
Spain, Portugal and other places. The project was accepted by a major international publisher 
and is currently at a very advanced stage. However, it is too early to write more about it. 
From all these projects on the long duration I have drawn a simple but relevant conclusion. It 
is the idea that, in the dichotomy between continuities and discontinuities in the economic 
development of nations in the long run, the former prevail very clearly. This conclusion is of 
crucial relevance to the discussions regarding the role of “mentalities” and institutions in 
economic development. In a way, I return to the intuition resulting from the experience of 
international openness with which I started my career. 



6	  
	  

	  

In the near future, I hope to be able to write a monograph based on the collection of papers, 
similar to one I published almost 20 years ago. I confess that I have had some difficulty in 
finding publishers in Portugal that are interested in my work, which, strangely or not, have 
been a little more accepted abroad. 
I should also mention my teaching experience, which was highly diverse and enriching, the 
experience with the four or five institutional positions I held, and that of the scientific 
meetings that I helped to organize, but that does not fit here now. 
Balance 
The professional experience I have outlined here was largely depended on the ability to make 
choices and it is necessary to take into account the fundamentals of such ability. Firstly, there 
is certainly advantage on having contractual stability, which necessarily needs to be obtained 
after achieving a number of required academic goals. Secondly, there was the possibility of 
choosing the means of publication. Thirdly, the independence from excessively bureaucratic 
sources of financing also needs to be recognized. Finally, it is necessary to take into account 
the freedom to choose the topics that most interest each researcher. Having said that, some 
inferences may be drawn from such experience on the present situation. 
As such, we have to think seriously in need of creating more stable career paths, promoting 
tenure track position, certainly with high levels of requirements. We also need to stop 
promoting articles at the expense of books. They are not mutually exclusive, but it is up to 
each researcher, in dialogue with colleagues, to know what is most consistent with the 
research they carry on. Financing should be made less bureaucratic and less concerned with 
the links to the outside world, which eventually develop naturally when the work is of high 
quality. Moreover, the freedom to choose the topics to be studied should be promoted, in 
dialogue with colleagues and departments. 
This general impression of how the system should evolve in Portugal largely reflects what 
happens in the best of the world and European Economic 
History departments. It also serves as a guide the fact that our discipline has better chances in 
the History area of the European Research Council, which values both books and articles, and 
where the discussion of proposals is essentially based on the true scientific and universal 
interest of the projects research. 
References 
I chose not to mention the works referred to in the text, which may be found at Google 
Scholar, which I make an effort to keep updated. 
	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
* This text was originally thought and written for a Portuguese audience. This is a slightly revised and 
abridged translation based on Google Translator. 


