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Abstract. This article includes some ref lections arising from the first 

and second presentations at Round Table #2 of the International Meeting 

of ‘What If?’ World History. Some authors use Science Fiction to predict 

what the world will become in the future, while other writers use Con-

trafactual History as a metaphorical way to support their political views 

or to mock public figures of the time. Either way, the works discussed re-

f lect, albeit in a disguised fashion, the authors’ wishes and fears concern-

ing the societal changes they are witnessing. The presentations discuss 

Speculative Fiction works by Portuguese authors writing at the start of 

the 20th century, and it may be concluded that both Science Fiction and 

Contrafactual Fiction can be used to infer the ideas f lowing in society at 

the time the author is writing.  
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1. Introduction
Alternative History is a subgenre of Speculative 
Fiction dealing with situations where a key event 
in the History we know did not happen, or its out-
come has been different. This key event is often 
called the divergence point, meaning that, from 
this point onwards, an alternative historical line 
is born, different from the one we know.

‘What If ’ is a short way to refer the same con-
cept, as in the following example: What would 
happen If the Spanish Armada had defeated the 
British forces, leading to the invasion of Britain 
by the Spanish conquerors? It could be men-
tioned that the divergence point in this example 
has been used by several authors, the best well-
known works probably being ‘Pavane’ by K. Rob-
erts [1] and ‘Ruled Britannia’ by H. Turtledove [2].

The Oral Presentation Round Table is intend-
ed to be an alternative to the usual way of con-
ference’s presentation, where instead of a single 
speaker presenting his/her material followed by 
a period of questions there are two, or more, par-
ticipants, delivering shorter presentations, and 
a chair, or moderator, who puts some questions 
to clarify some points and tries to establish links 
among the presentations.

This brief reflection will focus on two pres-
entations that took place at the Oral Presentation 
Round Table #2 of the First International Con-
ference of ‘What If?’ World History (WhatIf ’21)1. 
While none of the works discussed can be strictly 
considered Alternative History, because all of them 
lack an explicit divergence point, they nevertheless 
share that “what could have been” approach, which 
is experienced by the reader as a shift in his/her 
point of view, alternating between what they read 
and their real-life experience [3]. Table 1 condens-
es information about these interventions.

1     Round Table #2 record available at https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=N4bxQfYOQA4

Table 1.  Presentations at WhatIf ’21 Oral Presenta-

tion Round Table #2 – Titles, authors, and affiliations.

What will Lisbon be 
like in 2000? - Mello 
de Matos’ previsions 
in 1906 

For King, Country and 
Lenine. Contrafactual 
fiction in Portuguese 
First Republic

Alice Nogueira Alves Sérgio Neto

FBAUL/CIEBA, Lisbon
Portugal

CEIS20/UC, Coimbra
Portugal

2. Science Fiction and 
Contrafactual Fiction in 
Portugal at the beginning of 
the 20th century
2.1 Melo de Matos and his 
“Lisbon in the year 2000”
 Most of us still remember the commotion that 
was the beginning of the year 2000, including 
trying to convince some friends that the century 
would not change in the first second of January 
1st, and that they would have to wait another year 
to celebrate the 21st century. This mistake was 
avoided by Stanley Kubrick who in 1968 titled his 
masterpiece ‘2001 - A Space Odyssey’ [4]. 

But if the year 2000 already had in our time a 
strong emotional charge, we can imagine what it 
would be for an author writing about the future 
in the late 19th / early 20th century. 

“Lisboa no ano 2000” [5] (Lisbon in the year 
2000) was written by José Maria de Melo de Ma-
tos [1856-1915]. Melo de Matos was an engineer, 
journalist and a prolific writer, and this narrative 
was published in four issues of the magazine Ilus-
tração Portuguesa, in 1906.

His preview of what Lisbon would be like 100 
years later shows the city with the importance it 
had in the 16th century. The port of Lisbon would 
be a hub in maritime transport, a warehouse be-
tween Europe and the New World. The city, with 
the strongly industrialised left bank of the Tagus, 
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der of things, to take over Creation, to modify 
what was thought to remain eternally outside 
and above the human Hand!2). But in parallel 
with this inflamed praise, Robida warns against 
possible accidents in the use of this new energy, 
and his ‘La vie eléctrique’ starts precisely with a 
huge catastrophe in the electrical network. Alice 
Alves considers that Melo de Matos’ predictions 
are also imbued with an ambiguity that alter-
nates between the possible benefits of the new 
emerging technology and the harm attributed to 
everything that is new, and therefore unknown. 
In short, the fear of change.

Another book reflecting these feelings is “Le 
meraviglie del Duemila” (Wonders of the Year 
2000), by Emilio Salgari [9], published in 1907, 
and never translated into English [9], although a 
Portuguese translation – “As Maravilhas do Ano 
2000” – has been published in 1927 [10]. In this 
narrative, two friends were placed in suspended 
animation in 1903 and reanimated in 2003. The 
story ends in Lisbon, where the protagonists are 
fatally affected by the ‘electrical saturation’ in a 
world full of machines.

With respect to science fiction about the 
future, the oscillation between utopias and 
dystopias reflects in some way the worries and 
feelings of the authors concerning the times in 
which they are living. Although they try to an-
ticipate all the benefits the emerging technolo-
gies will bring to humanity, they are neverthe-
less conscious that these new technologies may 
bring not so good side effects. And sometimes 
the limits are illusory. While everybody will 
consider Orwell’s ‘1984’ [11] a dystopia, is not 
Huxley’s ‘Brave New World’ [12] a dystopia dis-
guised as a utopia?

2     Author’s translation

would also be a platform for air transport. As he 
wrote in the presentation of his book: “We glad-
ly look back at Portugal’s past. With pleasure we 
recall the glorious epochs of our history and even 
sometimes those when the gold of Brazil fed our 
vanities without encouraging either our indus-
try or our agriculture. We admire the heroes of 
our homeland’s history, (…) but we do not dare 
to face head-on what the future may hold for our 
country.(…) We call it Lisbon in the year 2000; 
but, if we progress properly and as we should, in 
96 years we will have surpassed everything we 
fantasise here.”

But Alice Alves shows that some of the ‘wishful 
thinking’ expressed in “Lisbon in the year 2000” 
echo similar ideas put forward by other writers of 
the time. She explicitly mentions Edouard Mazet, 
who in 1884 published in “La Nature” a proposal 
for an innovative metropolitan transport system 
[6], as well as Albert Robida [7], who in “Le Ving-
tième Siècle - La vie eléctrique”, the last volume of 
a futuristic trilogy, published in 1890 [8] presents 
the Telephonoscope, providing remote image 
and sound, showing its application in the field of 
education. This device is not very different from 
Melo de Matos’ Telephotographic.

In the transition between the 19th and 20th 
centuries, electricity as a driving force made 
its triumphant entry into society. In the words 
of Robida [8]: “C’est la conquête définitive de 
l’Électricité, du moteur mystérieux des mondes 
qui a permis à l’homme de changer ce qui pa-
raissait immuable, de toucher à l’antique ordre 
des choses, de reprendre en sous-œuvre la 
Création, de modifier ce que l’on croyait de-
voir rester éternellement en dehors et au-dessus 
de la Main humaine!” (It is the definitive con-
quest of Electricity, the mysterious motor of the 
worlds, which has enabled man to change what 
seemed unchangeable, to touch the ancient or-
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declare that the characters in the play did not 
personify national political figures. Contrary to 
what critics had said, the king of Illyria did not 
personify President Arriaga, just as Raditchef 
was not Afonso Costa, nor was Nikolski inspired 
by Brito Camacho [15].

‘Adão e Eva’, by Jaime Cortesão, deals with a 
communist revolution in Lisbon. Although the 

movement fails, the main character, facing depor-
tation, is described, together with his lover, as the 
new Adam and Eve, beginners of a new society, 
a new Eden. Some kind of utopic messianism, a 
mixture between religion and politics permeates 
the text, which echoes also the (then) recent 1917 
events in Russia. 

‘Saúde e Fraternidade’ (Health and Fraternity) 
is a satirical novel. It picks its name, ironically, 
from a common masonic greeting, and foresees 
days when the same people who wished for the 

“radical republic” end up restoring the monar-
chy... Published in 1923, its subtitle was ‘History 
of political events in Portugal from August 1924 
to November 1926’ [16]. Campos Monteiro is de-
scribed [17] as “Novelist and short story writer (...) 
his books were a success at the bookshops, with 
successive editions. The folhetinesque plot, the 
pathetic situations, the exaggeration of passions, 
are mixed with a retrograde Catholicism and a sa-
tirical intention.” His wishes of change were only 
partially fulfilled: in May 1926, a military coup 
ended the First Republic, but implemented a dic-

2.2 For King, Country and 
Lenine. Contrafactual fiction in 
Portuguese First Republic
Sérgio Neto’s presentation was dedicated to four 
‘contrafactual’ [13] narratives published in Por-
tugal between 1916 and 1924. Table 2 shows the 
authors and titles of their works. 

It was a very complicated period in the life of 
the country. The republican regime had start-
ed in 1910, replacing the almost 800 years old 
monarchy. But the parliamentary republic was 
unstable, with frequent changes in government, 
and there was considerable social and political 
unrest. In 1916 there was a big controversy over 
the participation of Portugal in the First World 
War. The participating Portuguese soldiers were 
ill equipped, and many lost their lives in the 
trenches. In 1919, there was a monarchist rebel-
lion which reinstated the monarchy in the north 
of the country. It lasted for three weeks until it 
was defeated by the republican forces and became 
known by the name ‘Monarquia do Norte’ [14]. 

Ramada Curto’s play describes Illyria as an 
imaginary country, where “a plot was interwo-
ven with the political events that were unfolding 
there, following a revolution whose result was 
the deposition of a tyrant”. The public consid-
ered that this play condemned Portugal’s entry 
into the war. Years later, in 1953, in the preface 
to a new edition, Ramada Curto was forced to 

Table 2.  Books discussed by Sérgio Neto.

Author Title of work Type
Year of 
publication

Ramada Curto Os Redentores da Ilíria (Redeemers of Illyria)  Play 1916

Jaime Cortesão Adão e Eva (Adam and Eve)  Play 1921

Campos Monteiro       Saúde e Fraternidade (Health and Fraternity)  Satiric novel 1923

Armando Boaventura  Sem Rei nem Roque (In disarray)  Satiric novel 1924
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3.2 Connections with other 
speculative works coming 
from a reader/writer point of 
view

In 2013, a retro futurist anthology, which bor-
rows the title from Mello de Matos book, was pub-
lished in Lisbon, organized by João Barreiros [18]. 
In this book, the various authors try to recreate 
‘a Lisbon as it was imagined, a hundred years ago, 
by writers, journalists, scientists and thinkers’. In 
short, ‘a Lisbon that never existed’ [19]. Imagining 
that they were writing a century before, Robida’s 
work was an influence in the contributors writ-
ing and electricity is obviously a strong ‘character’ 
in many of the stories in the book.

This invocation of the Adam and Eve’s myth 
brings to memory ‘The Eternal Adam’ (French: 
L’Éternel Adam), a short novelette by Jules Verne, 
recounting the progressive fall of a group of 
survivors into barbarism following an apoca-
lypse. The eternal repetition suggested by Verne’s 
novelette (starting with the title) mirrors some 
eastern religions, that consider the world going 
along an eternal return path. The French origi-
nal is available in the Web [20], and a Portuguese 
translation was the opening of the mythical issue 
#100 of Colecção Argonauta: ‘De Júlio Verne aos 
Astronautas’ [21].

As mentioned above, one of the (many) events 
which caused troubles during the 1st Republic 
was the ‘Monarquia do Norte’, a monarchist coup 
which lasted three weeks. This period of the Por-
tuguese History was used as the divergence point 
(What would have happened if the ‘Monarquia do 
Norte’ had lasted, not 3 weeks, but 3 years?) for 
the anthology ‘Winepunk Ano 1 – A Guera das 
Pipas’, published in Lisbon in 2019 [22].

On a personal note, the present author was 
a contributor of ‘Lisboa no ano 2000’, with the 
short story Energia das Almas (Energy of the Souls) 
and ‘Winepunk ano 1 – A Guerra das Pipas’, with 

tatorship that lasted until 1974.
‘Sem Rei nem Roque’ is another satirical novel. 

Armando Boaventura creates an imaginary au-
thor writing an imaginary History of Portugal in 
1993. It uses as characters real figures from pol-
itics and describes the monarchy restauration in 
1926. It is curious that both novels place the end of 
the Republic in the year it really happened. 

So, in the words of Sergio Neto, the works 
analysed oscillate between fantasy, satire and 
counterfactual, the characters tend to be mod-
elled after real public figures, and revolution 
and uprising are the most used concepts. All the 
works reflect, in a way, the troubled situation 
that the country was going through at the time 
they were written.

3. Reflecting as an 
intervenient: how being a 
speculative writer fosters 
moderation
3.1 Some common points and 
differences among the five 
works
All the books describe societies which do not exist. 
But while ‘Lisboa no ano 2000’ imagines its exist-
ence far into the future, the two theatre plays are 
dramatic narratives with no explicit date, and the 
action in the two satirical novels covers the near 
future (published in 1923 and 1924, in both the 
action ends in 1926).

Concerning the ‘spirit’ underlying the books, 
‘Lisboa no ano 2000’ is openly optimistic, paint-
ing the city as one of the most powerful in the 
world. In contrast, both theatre plays depict a 
dramatic tone, ending with just a hint of hope. 
The satirical novels use humour as the main 
instrument, leading the readers to smile when 
comparing the situations described to the real 
situation they were living in.
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4. Conclusion
The Oral Presentation Round Table #2 of Wha-
tIf ’21 included two presentations on science 
fiction and contrafactual fiction works written 
in Portugal in the beginning of the twentieth 
century. While the first book is basically an op-
timistic narrative, the four contrafactual works 
reflect the fears existing in the Portuguese soci-
ety at large, the troubled political and social life 
at that time and the controversy about the coun-
try participation in the First World War. This 
kind of speculative fiction proves very relevant 
to study the ideas permeating society at the time 
they are produced.
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