
In September 2021, scholars from three continents gathered virtually through 
a Newberry Library symposium to share their work on colonial legacies in the 
Luso-Brazilian world. � e event drew on a long tradition at the Newberry, 
inspired by a similar 1969 convening and the related 1973 publication of 
an edited collection, Colonial Roots of Modern Brazil. It also anticipated the 
September 2022 bicentennial of Brazilian independence.

� e essays in this collection stem from the presentations at the symposium. 
Benoni Belli, Consul General of Brazil in Chicago, considers the role of 
diplomacy in Brazilian national identity. Will Hansen brings the focus to the 
Newberry Library with his insights on the Luso-Brazilian collections held there. 
Gabriel Paquette reframes the question of legacies to demonstrate the impact 
of Brazilian independence in Portugal. João Paulo Pimenta highlights decisive 
moments in the history of Brazilian national identity. Following the path of a 
single book as it crossed the Atlantic, Heloisa Murgel Starling traces the impact 
of print and ideas in Brazil. And, as a contributor to both the 1969 convening 
and the 2021 symposium, Kenneth Maxwell shows the interwoven networks of 
intellectuals and ideas in the age of revolutions, spanning across continents and 
the Atlantic. 
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foreword

In September 2021, the Newberry Library hosted a symposium that 
brought together scholars from three continents to share their work on 
colonial legacies in the Luso-Brazilian world. The gathering drew on a 
long tradition, inspired by a similar 1969 convening at the Newberry 
and the related 1973 publication of an edited collection, Colonial Roots 
of Modern Brazil. It also anticipated the September 2022 bicentennial 
of Brazilian independence. We are fortunate that one of the presenters 
from the 1969 symposium, Professor Kenneth Maxwell, joined us in 
2021 to continue the exchange of ideas about Brazilian history that the 
Newberry has fostered for decades.

The Newberry Library is an ideal place to host conversations on 
the legacy of colonialism in the Luso-Brazilian world. The international 
community of scholars that has conducted research in Newberry collec-
tions has advanced new thinking and expanded the field. As Newberry 
Curator of Americana Will Hansen explains in these pages, researchers 
at the Newberry can draw on materials related to Indigenous peoples 
from across the Americas in the Newberry’s Edward E. Ayer Collection, 
as well as Portuguese and Brazilian materials housed in our William B. 
Greenlee Collection.

Since the global pandemic made travel to the Newberry Library 
impractical, participants met virtually in September 2021, allowing for 
a live audience at the Newberry and a Zoom audience around the world. 
The fact that participants from Brazil, the United Kingdom, and the 
United States came together on Zoom attests to the geographic range of 
interest on this topic, from Latin America to Europe to North America 
and back again.

https://i-share-nby.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/01CARLI_NBY/i5mcb2/alma993048518805867
https://i-share-nby.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/01CARLI_NBY/i5mcb2/alma993048518805867
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The symposium and this volume have been made possible through 
the generosity of the Brazilian Foreign Ministry’s Cultural Department 
and the consulate general of Brazil in Chicago, who worked in close 
concert with the Newberry staff. Consul General Benoni Belli champi-
oned this effort; we are grateful for his dedication to partnering with the 
Newberry to advance understanding of Brazilian history. We also would 
like to acknowledge the scholars who participated in the symposium and 
contributed their research to this volume: Kenneth Maxwell and Gabriel 
Paquette (both of whom held fellowships at the Newberry), as well as 
João Paulo Pimenta and Heloisa Starling. Elisa Garcia expertly chaired 
the symposium. And our heartfelt thanks go to Newberry staff members 
Mary Hale and Will Hansen, who supported the symposium and publi-
cation in collaboration with us. All our colleagues at the Newberry hope 
that this volume inspires the next generation of scholars to continue ask-
ing new questions about colonial histories across the Americas.

Daniel Greene,  
President 
Keelin Burke,  
Director of Fellowships and Academic Programs
Newberry Library

greene and burke
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Brazil at 200 
National Identity and the Role of Diplomacy

8

benoni belli

Back in 1969, the Newberry Library, then led by Lawrence W. Towner, 
hosted a meeting of specialists on Brazilian colonial history. The results 
were published in the volume Colonial Roots of Modern Brazil by the 
University of California Press in 1973. It became an instant classic in the 
field, launching the careers of a new generation of scholars. 

As we approach the bicentennial of Brazilian independence in Sep-
tember 2022, the Consulate General of Brazil in Chicago, with the 
fundamental support of the Brazilian Foreign Ministry’s Cultural De-
partment, collaborated with the Newberry to organize a symposium 
inspired by the 1969 event. I am proud of the partnership with the 
Newberry, an institution that strongly supports and inspires research, 
teaching, and learning in the humanities. 

This book contains expanded versions of the papers presented by 
the panelists in the 2021 symposium. This is an important contribution 
to a much-needed debate on Brazil’s trajectory since its independence 
in 1822. As the attitude toward the bicentennial of our independence 
must be one of reflection, the Newberry symposium aimed at providing 
a better understanding of the colonial legacies in our history.
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No doubt, Brazil and its people have good reasons to celebrate their 
history and culture. Looking back to our past, I hope we can be reener-
gized to learn from past mistakes and value the progress made in a num-
ber of areas, bearing in mind the long way ahead to attain development. 
This attitude will enable Brazilians and friends of Brazil to celebrate 
independence not just as a past event but also as continuing process in 
which our best aspirations are still to be realized. In this spirit, I offer 
some food for thought on the notion of independence as a continuing 
process in which diplomacy has played a pivotal role.

B

Contrary to what is usually taught in schools throughout the country, 
Brazil’s independence was not completed with the Ipiranga proclama-
tion back in 1822. That was just the starting point of a process that is 
still ongoing today, one that will continue well into the future. When 
Prince Dom Pedro declared independence from his father and became 
Pedro I, Emperor of Brazil, the event shook the Portuguese empire and 
marked the birth of a new nation. However, Brazil’s independence has 
also been understood as more of a family transaction than a political 
movement per se. Such an analysis stands in contrast with the tradi-
tional path of decolonization in which a genuine national sentiment 
brings about demands of autonomy that ultimately result in a change 
of political power and organization. The relevance of the declaration 
of independence notwithstanding, historians tend to agree that a true 
Brazilian national identity would not consolidate in the country until 
the latter part of the nineteenth century.

As the birth certificate of Brazil, the declaration of independence 
deserves to be commemorated as part of a broader reflection on the 
process of building a sovereign country—a process that continues to 
this day, as it does in so many nations. In hindsight, Brazil ultimately 
managed to forge a national identity, maintain the unity of its territory 
against the fragmentary tendencies of rebellious regions and states, and 
secure a space of autonomy in its own region even though it has never 
attained great power status.
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The two-hundred-year mark of Brazil’s independence is an excellent 
opportunity to look back, provided the exercise is not meant to rein-
force long-discredited national myths such as the “racial democracy” 
claims or the romanticized vision of Indigenous peoples happily assim-
ilated into the mainstream White and Christian society. Instead, what 
the moment requires of all Brazilians is a more nuanced reflection on 
the country’s trajectory, its achievements as well as its many challenges. 
The bicentennial should be an invitation to pause, take a step back, and 
investigate past mistakes as part of a broader assessment of the “Brazilian 
dream” and its components. Such an effort should not be discouraged 
by the current atmosphere of political polarization in this heated era of 
social media. In other words, let us promote a genuine debate of ideas by 
forgetting Twitter for a moment and instead focusing on history. 

Only a pluralistic approach to Brazilian national identity can free 
our minds and enable Brazilians to see the good and the bad, the vir-
tues and the vices, succumbing neither to the jingoistic nationalism so 
typical of authoritarians of all sorts, nor to the overly nihilistic views of 
those who can’t see but a fractured society incapable of healing the open 
wounds of social injustice. Rather than enshrining a monolithic concep-
tion of identity, Brazil needs to grapple with its past and present from 
a pluralistic standpoint. Only in this way can the country draw lessons 
from past missteps and improve the chances of ensuring a better future 
for all. Such an effort requires the kind of generosity and joie de vivre 
stereotypically identified with being Brazilian.

What is the role of diplomacy in this context? Diplomacy played a 
pivotal role in the formation of the state and contributed to the consoli-
dation of a national identity based on a particular way of how Brazilians 
wish to be regarded abroad. Brazilians cherish an image of their country 
as ethnically diverse, culturally vibrant, and a force for tolerance and 
peace in the world. This image does not always reflect the domestic 
reality, of course, but it tells a lot about the nation’s aspirational goals. 
In this sense, diplomacy both reflects and has a major influence on the 
hearts and minds of Brazilians with different backgrounds.

Indeed, diplomacy has been at the center stage since the very be-
ginning of Brazil’s trajectory. Much before the rupture with Portugal, 
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diplomacy was already in the country’s DNA. Alexandre de Gusmão, a 
Brazilian who became the personal secretary to Dom João V of Portugal, 
was responsible for negotiating the 1750 Treaty of Madrid, which se-
cured the South American territory then occupied by the subjects of the 
Portuguese empire. Diplomacy was also key to negotiations with Portu-
gal over the conditions of the separation (even if it also required shed-
ding some blood), obtainment of the recognition of other countries—
including hegemonic England—and, later, the definitive settlement of 
territorial controversies. By the beginning of the twentieth century, the 
country had consolidated its territory mainly by peaceful settlement of 
disputes and arbitration through its diplomatic efforts.

Joaquim Nabuco, the first Brazilian ambassador to the United 
States, captured an important trait of the evolving national identity in 
a 1908 lecture: “Brazil has always been aware of its size and it has been 
governed by a prophetic sentiment of its future.”1 For Nabuco, the pro-
phetic sentiment would serve as an incentive to maintain social cohe-
sion and ensure unity of purpose in the search for a more prosperous 
country. In fact, Nabuco is often quoted as saying that jumping does 
not make you taller, an axiom applicable to both individuals and coun-
tries. In the case of Brazil, the resources available could be a blessing, 
but only if tapped into wisely. The future expressed in the prophetic 
feeling mentioned by Nabuco would only make sense, therefore, as a 
goal that requires doing our homework and negotiating our interaction 
with international partners using the tools of what today one would call 
“smart power.”

Emulating the Portuguese diplomatic tradition, knowledge-based 
diplomacy, negotiations, and international law became weapons to de-
fend Brazilian interests from the earliest days of the nation’s trajectory. 
At age two hundred, Brazil needs to reckon with its past and recog-
nize both its numerous accomplishments and the long way ahead to 
achieve Nabuco’s prophetic sentiment of greatness and development.  
The country has world-class companies, it has become an agriculture 

1. Joaquim Nabuco, “The Nationality Sentiment in the History of Brazil,” conference at 
Yale University Hispanic Club, May 15, 1908.
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powerhouse due to research and science, and it serves as a reference in 
a vast array of fields, from renewable energy, to technology start-ups, 
to music and entertainment. At the same time, it suffers from polar-
ization, gender violence, racial discrimination, and extreme inequality. 
Facing these challenges head-on may require a courageous attitude in-
spired by a seasoned notion of national identity.

A comprehensive notion of national identity assumes the weight 
of past injustices—in particular slavery and the violence against the In-
digenous peoples. Nevertheless, it equally draws inspiration from our 
achievements, the vibrant Brazilian culture, and the resilience of our 
people. The nationalism that fits Brazil is the one that perceives the na-
tion as a community in which the common identity is compatible with 
pluralism. This “imagined community”—using the concept of Benedict 
Anderson—is also a powerful idea that drives people, gives them the 
safety of belonging to a distinct group, but without necessarily dimin-
ishing or belittling neighbors and foreigners.

The fact that Brazil has expanded and consolidated its territory 
mostly through negotiations engraved a mark of origin in our national 
sentiment. Peaceful solution of controversies and preference for interna-
tional law and negotiated rules also helped mold the national identity. 
These diplomatic achievements through peaceful means and smart pow-
er set a high-water mark and became an inspiration when it comes to 
assessing the past and building a better future. Maybe this also explains 
the main idea highlighted by writer Stefan Zweig in his book Brazil: A 
Land of the Future. Brazilians should see such a future not as prophecy 
tout court, but as a sort of widely shared national objective whose attain-
ment depends on overcoming inequities, injustices, and other challeng-
es on our bumpy road to development. There is an old joke that Brazil-
ians need to prove wrong: the one that states that Brazil is the country 
of the future “and always will be.”

When thinking over our trajectory, one must not forget that many 
countries thrived and reached high levels of power before eventually 
starting down a path of decadence, frequently triggered by either do-
mestic mistakes or international hubris. In our case, the desired future 
does not seem far-fetched, given the country’s immense resources, the 
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fact that it has been living in peace with neighbors for more than a 
hundred and fifty years, and that it enjoys a long-standing reputation of 
constructive diplomatic behavior. All of which, of course, can be wasted, 
but at least Brazil has the means to solve its own problems. As a former 
American ambassador said in a conference in 2016, Brazil has the exper-
tise to attain development and the best tools to increase its influence on 
world affairs. The actual advancement toward such end, though, will de-
pend on its ability as a society to create the degree of consensus needed 
to tackle its economic, social, and technological challenges. 

Diplomacy has a major role to play in consolidating Brazil’s inde-
pendence, which I conceive of as a continuous process of affirming and 
projecting our interests into the world. To get the genuine recipe of 
Brazilian national identity, we must combine trust in our potential and 
pride over our numerous achievements with a good dose of self-criti-
cism, which is essential to identifying historic mistakes and injustices, 
such as discrimination against vulnerable groups, cronyism, and patri-
monialism. Blend this with pride for a diplomacy that contributed to 
define our borders and helped to project our values on the global stage. 
From this mix, you get a sense of Brazilian national identity, which is al-
ways open to further improvement. As with any other human endeavor, 
if not constantly nurtured, it can be eroded and give way to less virtuous 
conceptions of national identity.

Brazilians are entitled to a diplomacy that should be a tool in the 
construction of the country that the Brazilian people, especially the un-
derprivileged and most vulnerable, desire and deserve. It is important 
not to shy away from the commitment to build a prosperous and gener-
ous country, where each citizen may fully realize his or her potential and 
be part of the continuous and daily construction of our independence. 
Diplomacy has a special place in the national imaginary. In this regard, 
it can also be an inspiration as we take advantage of the two hundred 
years to reaffirm our national identity as profoundly pluralistic, tolerant, 
and democratic. This is a social construct, not a divine commandment, 
and it relies on hard work to fulfill the prophetic sentiment of our fu-
ture, in keeping with the best aspirations we learned to cherish. It is a 
herculean task, indeed, but one that is worth pursuing.
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The Luso-Brazilian  
Collections at the  
Newberry Library

8

will hansen

The Newberry Library holds major collections of rare books, manu-
scripts, pamphlets, and scholarly research materials related to the history 
of the colonial period in Brazil. The collections are particularly important 
for Indigenous peoples and languages of Brazil and include periodicals, 
bibliographies, and collections of primary source documents; maps and 
other geographical descriptions; explorers’ and travelers’ accounts of Bra-
zil and the social life of Brazilians; and Christian missions and religion. 

How did these collections come to reside in Chicago? What might a 
researcher find here? And how are the collections currently developing? 

The Edward E. Ayer Collection

The library’s interest in collecting Luso-Brazilian materials in earnest was 
established with the 1911 donation of the collection of Edward E. Ayer, 
an Illinois native and Chicago resident who served as a trustee of both 
the Newberry Library and the Field Museum. Ayer built a renowned 
collection of books, manuscripts, and maps focused on Indigenous peo-
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ples of the Americas, especially addressing early contacts between these 
peoples and European explorers and colonists. He acquired material 
through booksellers, auction houses, and other sources, primarily in the 
United States and Europe. Ayer also left the library an endowment to 
support further collecting on these topics, which continues to this day. 

The Ayer collection includes many of the important early books on 
European exploration and colonization of Brazil, and the early maps and 
other cartographic materials are extraordinary. Perhaps the most beautiful 
early Portuguese image of Brazil at the Newberry is the unique depiction 
from the portolan world atlas compiled around 1565 in Lisbon by Se-
bastião Lopes. The entire atlas has been digitized and is available online. 

Dutch, French, and Spanish incursions into Brazil are represented 
in the collections as well as the Portuguese presence. Jean de Léry’s 1578 
Histoire d’un voyage fait en la terre de Brésil (History of a Voyage to the 
Land of Brazil), for one remarkable example, recounts the author’s expe-
riences in the ill-fated Huguenot colony in Guanabara Bay and with the 
Tupinambá and other Tupi-speaking peoples after the colony’s collapse. 
In addition to its information about Indigenous culture—including two 
very early transcriptions of Tupinambá chants, among the first published 
records of Indigenous music of the Americas—it includes great detail 
about the plants and animals of Brazil. In addition to the first edition 
of 1578, the library holds at least nine other early editions, abridgments, 
and translations of Léry’s work published before 1640.

There is rich documentation in the collections of Christian missions 
and missionaries in Brazil and of their work with Indigenous peoples 
and languages. Materials about the Jesuit presence in Brazil are par-
ticularly significant; as one example, we have Simão de Vasconcelos’s 
hagiography Vida do Veneravel Padre Joseph de Anchieta da Companhia de 
Jesu (Life of the Venerable Father Joseph of Anchieta of the Society of Jesus), 
printed in Lisbon in 1672, with a remarkable frontispiece showing the 
priest surrounded by docile jaguars and other wildlife. Joseph of Anchi-
eta is a singular figure—now Saint Joseph of Anchieta in the Roman 
Catholic Church—involved with the founding of both Rio de Janeiro 
and São Paulo in the sixteenth century, but his role in the destruction 
of Indigenous Brazilian peoples and cultures should not be overlooked. 

https://collections.carli.illinois.edu/digital/collection/nby_eeayer/id/70490/
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Travelers’ accounts of Brazil are another strength of the collection, 
including some very rare or unique works, many of which include strik-
ing illustrations. Sir Henry Chamberlain, then a lieutenant in the British 
Army, visited his diplomat father in Rio de Janeiro in 1819 and 1820 and 
produced an album of lithographs, Views and Costumes of the City and 
Neighbourhood of Rio de Janeiro. The images are important in that they 
illustrate Brazilian society and families at the time, including enslaved 
people and free people of African descent. Chamberlain’s work points to 
the documentation of slavery, marronage, and Afro-Brazilian identity in 
the collection, as does the work of famous German artist Johann Moritz 
Rugendas, who accompanied Baron von Langsdorff’s expedition in Bra-
zil in the 1820s. Rugendas’s Voyage pittoresque dans le Brésil, published in 
1835, is a landmark of the tropical romantic style in the visual arts and 
is especially noteworthy for its attention to the enslaved Afro-Brazilian 
population. 

The William B. Greenlee Collection

William B. Greenlee studied Luso-Brazilian history in the Ayer col-
lection while building his own collection. After becoming a Newberry 
trustee, he donated his own library of more than ten thousand volumes 
of Portuguese and Brazilian history to the Newberry in 1937 and also 
established an endowment to facilitate the library’s continued collecting 
on these topics. While Greenlee’s collecting was primarily focused on 
a working scholar’s materials for understanding Luso-Brazilian history, 
not on rarities or bibliographic highlights, his collection nevertheless 
includes many rare books from the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, as 
well as more than two hundred manuscripts. 

Among those manuscripts is an interesting historical and geographi-
cal description of Minas Gerais, compiled in Minas Gerais around 1779. 
The author (possibly José Joaquim da Rocha, a Portuguese military of-
ficer) charts the development of the area from the sixteenth century to 
the eighteenth and gives details about the climate, geography, nearby 
villages, and army units assigned to the region, along with fifteen tables 
of statistics listing the salaries of various government and ecclesiastical 



12

will hansen

positions in each town. This provides interesting context for the Incon-
fidência Mineira, the independence-focused conspiracy that would be 
discovered in the area a decade later.

The Newberry also holds eleven volumes of the diaries of Luís de 
Albuquerque de Melo Pereira e Cáceres, captain general of the province 
of Mato Grosso from 1772 to 1789. The diaries document his journey 
from Rio de Janeiro to Cuiabá; a trip down the Guaporé to Príncipe da 
Beira; his journey by river to Bahia; an account of a voyage back to Lis-
bon; correspondence; a history of Villa Bella (now the town of Vila Bela 
da Santíssima Trindade, near the border with Bolivia); and more. Selec-
tions were published in Brazil in 2014 as Luís de Albuquerque: Travels 
and Administration in the Captaincy of Mato Grosso (1771–1791), edited 
by Janaína Amado and Leny Caselli Anzai.

There are thousands of sixteenth-to-nineteenth-century Portuguese 
and Brazilian pamphlets in the collection. Many of these are related to 
politics and government, and many more are religious, but there are 
also works of poetry, drama, humor, folklore, and more. One of the 
highlights among the rare and ephemeral materials in the pamphlet col-
lection is a group of three handbills printed in Rio de Janeiro in 1822, 
including two poems or songs titled “Independência ou morrer,” reflect-
ing Dom Pedro’s Cry of Ipiranga (with echoes of the rhetoric of Patrick 
Henry and the United States’ Revolutionary War). 

The Greenlee collection continues to grow, with recent collecting 
chiefly focused on Brazil’s colonial history and early independence and 
the cultural echoes of that history. A few notable examples of additions 
to the collection in the past few years give a sense of the continued vital-
ity of Luso-Brazilian studies at the Newberry. 

Perhaps the most important of these is a very rare copy of the 1682 
first edition of the Jesuit priest and teacher Alexandre de Gusmão’s His-
toria do Predestinado peregrino, e seu irmão Precito (History of the pilgrim 
Predestinado and his brother Precito)—the first published work of fiction 
known to have been written in Brazil. The work was originally pub-
lished in Lisbon, but Gusmão came to Brazil with his family as a teen-
ager in 1644 and stayed until his death in 1724. The book was acquired 
jointly with Loyola University of Chicago and has been digitized and 
made available online. 

https://archive.org/details/greenlee_pq9231_g89_h57_1682
https://archive.org/details/greenlee_pq9231_g89_h57_1682
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A fascinating work with possible connections to Brazilian identity 
and independence, the manuscript for the unpublished play “Viriato” 
dramatizes the life of Viriathus, leader of the Lusitanian people, who 
resisted the Roman conquest of the Iberian Peninsula in the second 
century BC. It was written by the Brazilian João Ferreira da Costa e 
Sampaio, who served as secretary of the public treasury bureau in Rio 
de Janeiro. The date of composition is possibly around 1800, but as yet 
undetermined; further research might reveal more interesting interpre-
tive context for this intriguing work. 

The early press in Brazil is also of interest, and the Newberry has 
acquired some imprints of importance for this history, such as eighteen 
rare issues from 1825 to 1827 of O Censor (later known as O Censor 
Maranhense), an early and short-lived newspaper from Maranhão. On 
the other hand, a more recent phenomenon, the literatura de cordel of 
northeastern Brazil, is also of interest. A collection of 167 examples, 
mostly produced in the 1970s, joined the collection in 2015. These 
pamphlets, produced on cheap paper and highly ephemeral, include 
folklore, satire, poetry, polemic, biography, and other genres—usually 
illustrated with woodcuts and forming a kind of portrait of Brazilian 
popular culture in miniature. They show both the continuity of some 
topics since the colonial period and the development of distinctive, in-
dependent Brazilian culture. 

The Newberry makes these materials available to all researchers to 
help foster understanding of the colonial period and its legacy in Bra-
zil—its rebellions and ruptures, continuities and changes. Beyond the 
strictly Luso-Brazilian collections, other collections at the Newberry 
also facilitate powerful research in unique ways. The world-class col-
lections of maps and works on the history of cartography; collections 
of the intellectual, political, and military histories of the revolutions in 
the United States and France, as well as in the Spanish colonies of the 
Americas; the renowned collections for the histories and cultures of the 
Indigenous peoples across the Americas; the histories of dance—all of 
these increase the utility of the Luso-Brazilian collections. 
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The Impact and Legacies  
of Brazilian Independence  
in Portugal (ca. 1825–1850)

8

gabriel paquette

The bicentenary of Brazilian independence is a propitious moment to 
recognize the enduring legacy of a Newberry Library conference held in 
1969, the papers of which were edited by Dauril Alden and published 
in 1973 as Colonial Roots of Modern Brazil.1 That volume brought to 
light the work of several then junior scholars who would soon become 
luminaries, including Kenneth Maxwell. In 1973, Maxwell published 
his field-defining Conflicts and Conspiracies, but it is his magnificent, 
seminal essay published in the volume that emerged from the Newberry 
conference, titled “The Generation of the 1790s and the Idea of a Luso- 
Brazilian Empire,” that deserves to be reread in this year of commemo-
ration and celebration.2 Maxwell’s essay demonstrated convincingly that 

1. Dauril Alden, ed., Colonial Roots of Modern Brazil: Papers of the Newberry Library Con-
ference (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973).

2. Republished as “The Idea of the Luso-Brazilian Empire,” in Kenneth R. Maxwell, Naked 
Tropics: Essays on Empire and Other Rogues (New York: Routledge, 2003), 109–44; see also 
Kenneth R. Maxwell, Conflicts and Conspiracies: Brazil and Portugal, 1750–1808 (Cambri-
dge: Cambridge University Press, 1973).
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while the late eighteenth century was marked by the first stirrings of 
resistance to Portuguese authority in Brazil, it was perhaps more notable 
for the reinforcement of bonds between American-born and European- 
born subjects and the formation of a transatlantic governing elite, ed-
ucated at the reformed University of Coimbra and imbued with fresh 
ideas about governance and political economy. While other Atlantic 
empires were torn asunder in the Age of Revolutions, the Luso-Brazilian 
empire, at least until 1807, appeared impervious. Maxwell’s precociously 
magisterial essay reconstructed the intellectual milieu and gestured at its 
evolution and durability in the decades before 1820.

Brazil’s independence occurred against the backdrop, then, of a re-
vivified empire, not a decrepit one in the midst of permanent decline. 
It is therefore unsurprising that after Brazil secured its independence, 
its newfound sovereignty did not preclude intensive interactions with 
the ex-metropole, Portugal. Many connections persisted well after for-
mal dominion was declared extinct and recognized in international 
law. International trade, diplomatic treaties, socioeconomic and legal 
structures and institutions, dynastic arrangements, religion and culture, 
ideological solidarity, friendships, kinship ties, and much else survived 
Brazil’s independence.3

Historians have long recognized how the formal achievement of 
independence in Latin America meant neither that the legacies of co-
lonialism had been extirpated nor that the newly won sovereignty was 
unencumbered. Latin America’s colonial inheritance after independence 
was ubiquitous as scholars working in the dependency theory, informal 
empire, and world systems traditions have demonstrated.4 Recently, his-
torians have recognized that many noneconomic connections and rela-
tionships between Europe and Latin America survived the disintegra-

3.  I have explored these themes in Imperial Portugal in the Age of Atlantic Revolutions: The 
Luso-Brazilian World, c. 1770–1850 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).

4. For an early, influential statement, see Stanley J. Stein and Barbara H. Stein, The Colo-
nial Heritage of Latin America: Essays on Economic Dependence in Perspective (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 1970); on the political legacy of absolutism, see A. J. R. Russell-Wood, 
ed., From Colony to Nation: Essays on the Independence of Brazil (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1975).
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tion of the Ibero-Atlantic empires and that many new ones, both overtly 
coercive and less so, were formed (e.g., the circulation of political ideas, 
European immigration schemes).5 Three phenomena—the persistence 
of mutual influence, the repair or thickening of frayed threads, and the 
spinning of new, unprecedented transatlantic webs—combined to make 
plausible the notion of “late Atlantic history,” that is, an Atlantic history 
after the demise of formal empire.6 Traditionally, Atlantic history’s outer 
chronological limit was defined by the separation of the European me-
tropolises from their American dominions, episodes normally consid-
ered part of the Age of Atlantic Revolutions.7 The survival of many links 
and connections, however, makes it plausible to entertain the notion of 
Atlantic history with enlarged temporal boundaries. 

Late Atlantic history might also confront, I suggest, the problem of 
absence, how the severance of links during the process of emancipation 
had lingering effects on individuals, institutions, and states. Portugal’s 
situation for the two decades following its formal recognition of Brazil’s 
independence in 1825 is an ideal test case. The problem of absence, or 
the whole host of dilemmas generated by the sudden deprivation of a 
centuries-old overseas empire, merits investigation. The legacies of the 
Luso-Brazilian empire’s demise informed the choices and trajectories of 
many leading political figures in Portugal in the first three quarters of 
the nineteenth century, though the repercussions of imperial dismember-
ment were rarely addressed directly. This silence is striking, since almost 
every major Portuguese statesman of the first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury spent time in Brazil, whether as a soldier or administrator: the future 
duke of Terceira served as governor of Pará while the future duke of Sal-
danha fought in the Banda Oriental (now Uruguay). The men, therefore, 
who shaped Portuguese politics after Brazilian independence had been 

5. Matthew Brown and Gabriel Paquette, eds., Connections after Colonialism: Europe and 
Latin America in the 1820s (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2013).

6. Emma Rothschild, “Late Atlantic History,” in Nicholas Canny and Philip Morgan, eds., 
The Oxford Handbook of the Atlantic World 1450–1850 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2011), 634–48.

7. David Armitage and Sanjay Subrahmanyam, eds., The Age of Revolutions in Global Con-
text, c. 1760–1840 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010).
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full-fledged servants of the Luso-Brazilian empire, whether members of 
the “generation of the 1790s” or public. Their experiences in late colonial 
Brazil marked their later trajectories in underappreciated ways. 

The repercussions of Brazil’s independence in Portugal were at 
once myriad and multifaceted.8 This essay necessarily confines itself to 
two ways—constitutionalism and colonialism—in which Portuguese 
politics in the second quarter of the nineteenth century was indelibly 
marked by the abrupt unraveling of the Luso-Brazilian empire. An ex-
amination of the entwined constitutional cultures in Portugal and Brazil 
after 1825 suggests that Brazil’s formal independence masked the per-
sistence of connections within the Luso-Atlantic and the potential for 
its reconstitution.9 Portuguese and Brazilian constitutional history in 
1824–1826 transpired in the shadow of those failed efforts. The writ-
ing of new constitutions might appear to signal divergent historical tra-
jectories, but the unresolved nature of the Portugal-Brazil relationship 
infused the process of constitution making and influenced its outcome. 
Portugal’s 1825 recognition of Brazilian independence was a prelude to 
Dom Pedro’s promulgation of a Carta Constitucional for Portugal in 
1826. It was drawn up in Rio de Janeiro in late April 1826, immediately 
following the death of Dom João VI, which left Dom Pedro undisputed 
heir to the ex-metropole he had so recently and emphatically reject-
ed. His Carta, —and the associated plan to install his Brazilian-born 
daughter, Dona Maria, on the Portuguese throne—met with fierce re-
sistance in Portugal, exacerbating long-standing fissures and, eventually, 
precipitating the civil war (1828–1834). By imposing this constitution 
on Portugal, Dom Pedro clearly foresaw the eventual reunification of 
Brazil and Portugal, and perhaps the revival of the Portuguese Atlantic 
empire.10 

8. A discussion of this theme, upon which this essay draws extensively, may be found in 
Gabriel Paquette, “In the Shadow of Independence: Portugal, Brazil, and Their Mutual In-
fluence after the End of Empire (Late 1820s–Early 1840s),” e-Journal of Portuguese History 
11, no. 2 (2013).

9. On constitutionalism in the wider world in the same period, see Linda Colley, The Gun, 
the Ship, and the Pen: Warfare, Constitutions, and the Making of the Modern World (New York: 
W. W. Norton, 2021).

10. Gabriel Paquette, “The Brazilian Origins of the 1826 Portuguese Constitution,” Euro-
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The 1826 Portuguese constitution remained in force, except for 
brief periods (1828–1834, 1836–1842) and with some modification 
through revisions and additional acts (1852, 1865, 1896, 1907), until 
the fall of the monarchy in 1910. The Carta embodied the spirit of an 
anti-popular, revivified monarchy. It was designed largely to mollify the 
Holy Alliance and appease Brazilians wary of their emperor’s continued 
connection to Portugal. In Europe, however, it came to be viewed both 
as a threat to royal legitimacy and the rallying cry of Portuguese liberals 
and their sympathizers abroad. In Portugal, the Carta emblematized the 
assumptions, aspirations, and fears of those who had not fully absorbed, 
or accepted, the break represented by Brazilian independence. 

With its strong resemblance to Brazil’s 1824 constitution, the Carta 
portended an eventual, if distant, reunion of the crowns. While Dom 
Pedro was motivated primarily by desire to ensure his dynasty’s survival, 
his efforts were embraced by many in Portugal who believed that the 
ex-metropole’s future as a sovereign state was imperiled without robust 
political and economic ties to Brazil. Contemporaries on both sides of 
the Atlantic understood Dom Pedro’s unsubtle design in the same way: 
if Brazil and Portugal shared a constitution and were governed by the 
same dynasty, then their legal integration would be fairly uncompli-
cated. Of course, Dom Pedro could not effectively rule both states si-
multaneously without exciting all sorts of nativist resentment in Brazil 
(for fear of European recolonization efforts remained their obsession 
for more than a decade following independence), so he abdicated the 
Portuguese throne in favor of his seven-year-old daughter.11 

From this perspective, the Portuguese civil war is not the insular 
event it is usually depicted to have been, a struggle between liberalism 
and revanchist (and anachronistic) absolutism. Instead, it may be more 

pean History Quarterly 41, no. 3 (2011): 444–71. On Dom Pedro, more generally, see Isabel 
Lustosa, Dom Pedro I: Um herói sem nenhum caráter (São Paulo: Companhia das Letras, 2006); 
and Neil Macaulay, Dom Pedro: The Struggle for Liberty in Brazil and Portugal, 1798–1834 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1986).

11. For outstanding studies of Brazilian politics ca. 1825–1850, see Roderick Barman, 
Brazil: The Forging of a Nation, 1798–1852 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1988); 
and Jeffrey D. Needell, The Party of Order: The Conservatives, the State, and Slavery in the Bra-
zilian Monarchy, 1831–1871 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2006).
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accurately viewed against the backdrop of decolonization, as an episode 
of late Atlantic history, over which the ambiguous, still indeterminate 
nature of Brazil’s break from Portugal hovered. The civil war, of course, 
erupted when Dom Miguel, Dom Pedro’s younger brother, refused to 
accept the legitimacy of the Carta or the marital arrangement to his 
niece. This rejection led many of the Carta’s supporters, the so-called 
Cartistas, into exile. They coalesced on the Azorean island of Terceira, 
from which they eventually, and improbably, gained control of conti-
nental Portugal and emerged triumphant in 1834, with Dona Maria II 
installed on the throne and the Carta the law of the land. 

Prior to Dom Pedro’s abdication of the Brazilian throne in 1831, 
the pro-Carta regency recognized that its success hinged on his favor-
able disposition toward their cause.12 Vigorous efforts to persuade him 
to travel to the Azores were made from March 1830. Yet Dom Pedro’s 
centrality to the civil war’s outcome would have seemed far-fetched sev-
eral years earlier. After granting his Carta and abdicating the Portuguese 
throne in 1826, the emperor publicly evinced little interest in Portugal’s 
predicament before his brother Dom Miguel’s coup d’état. There were 
various domestic reasons why Dom Pedro distanced himself from Eu-
ropean affairs between 1826 and 1831, including mounting levels of 
Lusophobia in Brazil. For their part, the Carta’s champions expected 
little aid from Dom Pedro or the Brazilian government. A leading fig-
ure argued that, given the “difficult and extraordinary” relations with 
Brazil, Portugal would be served best by “maintaining the status quo”; 
that is, receiving regular payments from Brazil in accordance with the 
terms of the still-secret pecuniary convention that accompanied formal 
recognition of Brazil’s independence in August 1825.13 Even as the civil 
war approached, few, if any, partisans of the Carta expected the succor 
of its framer. 

There were several interconnected reasons why the regency suddenly 
regarded Dom Pedro as a savior, which are difficult to disentangle. The 

12. Arquivos Nacionais/Torre do Tombo (ANTT, Lisbon), MNE, livro 356, Mouzinho de 
Albuquerque to Luiz de Vasconcellos e Sousa, “Circular no. 3,” March 19, 1830.

13. ANTT, MNE, cx. 153, Lavradio to Palmela, September 23, 1826.
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first and most obvious reason was the emperor’s personal and dynastic 
stake in what was transpiring in Portugal, particularly to his daughter, in 
whose name the regency justified its existence and armed struggle. The 
second reason was Dom Pedro’s status as titular head of a sovereign state. 
Unless Dom Pedro recognized the regency as the legitimate government 
of Portugal, to which he was linked by “so many titles and blood,” and 
in which he had “direct interest,” there was little hope that other gov-
ernments would do so.14 A justification for permitting Dom Pedro to 
nominate the members of the regency in 1829 was precisely to secure 
such formal recognition. The third reason for Dom Pedro’s pertinence to 
the emigrado cause was his authorship of the Carta. Dom Pedro’s right 
to compose and impose a constitution, during his brief tenure as king of 
Portugal in 1826, became an essential aspect in the defense of the Carta 
as well as Dona Maria, whose legitimacy was derived directly from it. 

The recognition of Dom Pedro’s Brazilian government was sought 
by liberal exiles for material reasons as well: to obtain the funds needed 
to keep the almost penniless regency afloat. As the fledgling Spanish 
American republics had a decade earlier, the regency plainly understood 
that international recognition was required to obtain a loan from Euro-
pean financiers. With a loan, the regency could buy munitions and raise 
a foreign legion, for the number and resources of the emigrados were too 
meager to mount an invasion of Portugal. Recognition of the regency 
as the legitimate government of Portugal would enable Brazil either to 
bankroll the regency directly or to serve as the guarantor of its debt (and 
debt service). Either way, Brazil would supply the funds owed to Portu-
gal by the terms of the 1825 pecuniary convention of the recognition 
treaty. These funds, of course, were justified officially as compensation 
for public property lost due to Brazil’s independence, but in fact they 
were earmarked to repay the loan taken by Portugal in London in 1823, 
which had underwritten its botched reconquest of Brazil. 

This new arrangement, however, could be operationalized only if 
the regency were recognized, first by Brazil and subsequently by other 

14. ANTT, MNE, livro 356, Mouzinho de Albuquerque to Conde do Sabugal, “Circular 
no. 5,” March 22, 1830.
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European powers, as Portugal’s legitimate government. Throughout the 
year 1830, gaining official diplomatic recognition was the chief aim of 
the regency’s diplomacy. Recognition, one leading regency figure hoped, 
would presage robust relations between Brazil and Portugal. He autho-
rized a Portuguese agent to enter into negotiations in 1830 for a “perma-
nent and reciprocal defensive alliance.”15 Such an alliance would make 
it incumbent upon the Brazilian government to “declare war on the 
usurping government of Portugal,” suspend commerce between Dom 
Miguel’s Portugal and Brazil, and finally, supply the regency with “three 
of four frigates” with which it could “establish its authority throughout 
the Azores and take control of Madeira, whose possession would pro-
vide the Regency with the resources it currently lacks.”16 It was unclear 
why some believed that the Brazilian government would be tempted 
into such an alliance, except out of altruism, or what concessions the 
regency would have to make in order to obtain such favorable terms. 
But the urgency of the situation was unmistakable. “We cannot hope,” 
a leading emigrado concluded, “that a serious movement against Dom 
Miguel will appear in Portugal while the Regency languishes without 
resources and remains isolated due to the blockade of Terceira.”17 

Yet the Brazilian government never formally recognized the regen-
cy, a source of immense disappointment and endless complaint. Dom 
Pedro did little, even in a private capacity, furnishing those stranded 
on Terceira with inadequate material support. Pedro de Sousa Hol-
stein, duke of Palmela, and Vila Flor, subsequently duke of Terceira, 
two leading figures of the regency, expressed their dismay directly to 
Dom Pedro: “Our actions on this island are necessarily passive, for the 
material assistance VM promised has arrived slowly and only in part. 
It scarcely sustains 4,000 men in great hardship.”18 These pleas did not 

15. ANTT, MNE, livro 356, Mouzinho de Albuquerque to Conde do Sabugal, “Circular 
no. 4,” March 22, 1830.

16. Ibid.
17. ANTT, MNE, livro 356, Mouzinho de Albuquerque to Conde do Sabugal, “Circular 

no. 5,” March 22, 1830.
18. ANTT, MR (Regência em Angra do Heroísmo), livro 451, Palmela and Vila Flor to 

Dom Pedro, March 20, 1830. “VM” Luís António de Abreu e Lima.
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win the formal recognition they so desperately desired. Nor did they 
gain material relief, leading another Portuguese emigrado to curse the 
“horrible duplicity,” “bad faith,” and “perfidy” of the Brazilian govern-
ment, which “paralyzes us” and “forces us into violent and desperate 
action.”19 He sarcastically asked Brazil’s emissary to Britain whether the 
Brazilian government, “by depriving the Regency of all means to sustain 
itself,” sought to “oblige [it] to surrender to the Usurper?”20 In private 
correspondence, an exasperated emigrado exclaimed, “It is extraordinary 
that we have never received a single favorable thing from Brazil . . . from 
wicked Brazil come only bad things which muddle matters further.”21 

After arriving in Paris following his abdication in 1831, Dom Pedro 
warmed to the emigrado cause. He joined the regency on Terceira, where 
he eventually maneuvered to place himself at its head. Some emigrados 
were both incredulous and apoplectic: “The Men of 1820 working for 
the ex-Emperor of Brazil to become King of Portugal? Who would have 
predicted it!”22 Even to his staunch supporters, Dom Pedro’s spasmodic 
engagement and long stretches of indifferent lethargy were perplexing, 
his motives far from transparent. Yet the ex-emperor eventually became 
semi-palatable to most emigrado factions, for both strategic as well as 
ideological reasons, so long as he operated within the limits they im-
posed. As two emigrado pamphleteers joked, they supported Dom Pedro 
because “he was a revolutionary in 1820; he gave the Carta to Portugal; 
he is the father of our Queen; and, besides, without him, the cause of 
our puny Regency would never stand a chance of gaining a foothold in 
the patria.”23 Furthermore, the fact that Dom Pedro’s meddling exas-

19. ANTT, MNE, livro 469, Abreu e Lima to Mouzinho de Albuquerque, November 4, 
1830.

20. ANTT, MNE, livro 469, Abreu e Lima to Marquês de Santo Amaro [José Egidio 
Álvares de Almeida, 1767–1832], December 22, 1830.

21. Marquês de Sta. Iria to Condessa de Vila Real, December 31, 1830, in Antónia Ven-
tura, O Exílio, os Açores e o Cerco do Porto: D. Luis de Sousa Coutinho, Primeiro Marquês de Sta. 
Iria, nas Guerras Liberais (Lisbon: Edições Colibri, 2000), 69–70.

22. Biblioteca Pública Municipal do Porto (Porto, Portugal), MSS. 1916, “Carta a Ro-
drigo Pinto Pizarro [por hum Emigrado Portuguez em Paris],” October 31, 1831, fos. 43–44.

23. [Passos, Manuel da Silva]. Segundo Memorial sobre o Estado Presente de Portugal, e como 
não ha Razão nem Força para Tirar a Senhora Dona Maria II sua Coroa (Paris, 1831), 4.
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perated the despised courts of Europe only enhanced his appeal. As one 
of Dom Pedro’s champions remarked, with pleasure and a great deal of 
hyperbole, to one of the ex-emperor’s confidants, “His crimes cannot 
be expiated: he gave two liberal constitutions to two countries in two 
hemispheres, and thus destroyed the misguided Holy Alliance.”24 

It may be enquired why Dom Pedro hesitated and perseverated, 
actions at odds with his much criticized impetuousness at many junc-
tures, both political and personal. There are several explanations, most 
of which relate to the delicate Brazilian political context in which he 
operated, where his continued involvement with Iberian affairs rankled 
the increasingly vocal “nativist” party. Certainly, the precarious and de-
stabilized state of Brazil’s finances left him without expendable resourc-
es. Some of his behavior must be attributed to the steady stream of 
information he received concerning Portuguese affairs from his advisers. 
After the promulgation of the Carta, yet before Dom Miguel’s usurpa-
tion, the letters of Dom Pedro’s envoy to Europe (marquis of Resende) 
caused disquiet. In a December 1827 missive, Resende made it clear 
that “ultraliberals were falsely professing love for VM, draping them-
selves in the Carta for the nefarious end of reestablishing the infernal 
[1822 Constitution],” whereas the “ultraroyalists” were swapping the 
banner of Dom Pedro for that of Dom Miguel. 

But Dom Pedro, who evidently thrived on adulation, received fur-
ther entreaties that aroused his interest in European affairs. In a Jan-
uary 1828 letter from Saldanha, who was in communication with ex-
iled Spanish general and conspirator Espoz y Mina about a federal (or 
confederated) Iberian Peninsula, with Dom Pedro as its constitutional 
monarch, the general insisted that European liberals esteemed him: “Is 
it possible, Senhor,” Saldanha enquired, “that VM does not wish to 
rule fourteen million men, Portuguese and Spaniards, with whose sup-
port you might sustain your authority in America, to the alternative 
of ruling over three million men of every color who nurture in their 

24. Silva Carvalho to Gomes da Silva, June 13, 1831, reproduced in António Vianna, ed., 
Documentos para a História Contemporanea: José da Silva Carvalho e o seu Tempo (Lisbon: Im-
prensa Nacional, 1891), vol. 1, 76.
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hearts the darkest ingratitude?”25 But even Saldanha’s sycophantic ex-
hortation failed to move Dom Pedro, who refused to jeopardize Brazil’s 
de facto geopolitical neutrality. Beyond a smattering of proclamations 
and dispatching diplomats to European courts to drum up support for 
his daughter’s cause, Dom Pedro recused himself from direct action. 
His involvement in the Portuguese civil war emerged less from com-
mitment to his daughter’s cause or liberal ideas than from his hasty 
abdication, which left him casting about aimlessly in Europe, bereft of 
throne and funds. 

His failure to act before 1831, however, should not be mistaken 
for indifference. Dom Pedro allotted much attention to the affairs of 
Portugal, even if he proved stingy in the material relief of the emigrados 
and withheld explicit, formal recognition of their cause. In his private 
correspondence, Dom Pedro lamented the fate of “the greatly compro-
mised Portuguese refugees . . . martyrs of legitimacy and lovers [aman-
tes] of the Carta” whereas his proclamations urged the Portuguese to 
“save the Carta.”26 He sought to answer emigrado pleas for material 
assistance. Barbacena suggested that whatever was allocated could be 
recouped after Dona Maria was installed on the throne by selling Bissau 
to France or else Timor to the United States.27 The minutes of the Bra-
zilian Conselho de Estado reveal an intense and abiding interest in Por-
tuguese affairs but also conflicting views concerning the desirable extent 
of Brazil’s interference. In November 1829, the question arose whether 
the £300,000 still owed to the Portuguese government according to the 
terms of the 1825 pecuniary convention accompanying Brazil’s inde-
pendence should be diverted to support the emigrados in Brazil. Most 
members of the Conselho, a body composed of devout monarchists, 
concurred with the Marquês de Aracati that the emigrados should receive 
the funds still owed, but the Marquês de Paranaguá dissented, claiming 

25. Arquivo do Museu Imperial (AMI, Petrópolis, RJ, Brazil), II-PAN-05.01.1828-Dau.C., 
Saldanha to Dom Pedro, January 5, 1828.

26. See AMI, II-POB.1828.P1.B.do.1-151 (pasta 1), Dom Pedro to Barbacena, December 
23, 1828; and Dom Pedro, “Proclamação á Nação Portuguesa” (1828), in the same folder.

27. Barbacena to Dom Pedro, March 6, 1829, quoted in Manoel de Oliveira Lima, D. 
Miguel no Trono (1828–33) (Coimbra: Imprensa da Universidade de Coimbra, 1933), 72.
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that if it were to “compromise the government in any way,” the funds 
should not be dispensed.28 

Evidently, these funds never reached the emigrados, though the his-
torical record is unclear whether or not they were disbursed following 
Dom Pedro’s abdication. What is most important here, however, is that 
the breakdown of empire was not definitive in the eyes of many Portu-
guese observers of the late 1820s and early 1830s. It could be reversed. 
Portuguese debates about constitutionalism throughout the nineteenth 
century, which came to a head in the civil war, were shaped both by the 
transatlantic empire’s demise and Dom Pedro’s unrealized ambition to 
reunite the two crowns. The political history of nineteenth-century Por-
tugal unfolded in the long shadow of imperial breakdown.

Constitutionalism was not the sole area in which Brazil’s indepen-
dence continued to influence Portugal’s trajectory and to ensure that the 
histories of the two states remained linked well after 1825. By the late 
eighteenth century, more than twenty thousand Africans were sold into 
bondage each year in the port of Rio de Janeiro alone. In the 1820s, as 
Britain sought to coerce and coax various states into abolishing the slave 
trade and slavery itself, the number of enslaved persons entering Bra-
zil rose to almost forty thousand per year, numbers that would remain 
steady throughout the 1830s. Most of these enslaved Africans were tak-
en from Portuguese-controlled enclaves, chiefly those in modern Ango-
la, Mozambique, and Guinea-Bissau. The breakdown of the Portuguese 
empire profoundly affected the transatlantic slave pipeline and yet, para-
doxically, made Portugal and Brazil even more dependent on each other 
than ever before.29   

Already in the eighteenth century, Portuguese policy makers be-
lieved that Portugal’s very existence as an independent state would be 

28. Conselho de Estado (Brazil), session 36, November 30, 1829, in Atas do Conselho de 
Estado, ed. José Honorio Rodrigues (Brasília: Senado Federal, 1973), vol. 2, 95.

29. On the importance of the slave trade to the creation of the Luso-Atlantic world, see L. 
F. de Alencastro, O Trato dos Viventes: Formação do Brasil no Atlântico Sul, Séculos XVI e XVII 
(São Paulo: Companhia das Letras, 2000); Roquinaldo Ferreira, Cross-Cultural Exchange in 
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imperiled without colonies. With a small number of exports besides 
wine, cork, and a few others, it imported most of its grain and ran a 
trade deficit, to say nothing of its small population. Without colonial 
products to reexport and markets to open to larger powers, it had little 
leverage in negotiations and was at the mercy of more powerful states. 
With Brazil’s independence, many in Portugal feared that it was a matter 
of time before Spain swallowed up its smaller neighbor. 

In Portugal, it has been generally assumed that the quarter century 
following Brazil’s independence (officially recognized in 1825) and the 
overhaul of government in Portugal known as the Regeneração in the 
early 1850s was an era of decrepitude, in which the remaining colonial 
possessions were neglected or abandoned. It is more accurate, however, 
to understand the origins of the Portugal’s nineteenth-century empire in 
this same period as a reaction to Brazilian decolonization, in which the 
unfavorable, if not unsustainable, geopolitical position of metropolitan 
Portugal without colonies became the consensus view.30 

To be sure, not all commentators were convinced that Portugal’s 
plight could be overcome through the creation of a new empire to re-
place the old. On the contrary, some prominent liberals averred that the 
advent of the empire from the sixteenth century had contributed deci-
sively to the triumph of absolutism. Alexandre Herculano—journalist, 
historical novelist, politician, and historian—was perhaps the most co-
gent exponent of this view. In 1842, Herculano claimed that “the moral 
virility of the Portuguese nation reached its apogee at the end of the 
fifteenth century and its decline, its decadence as a social body, began 
immediately thereafter.” Whatever achievements the sixteenth century 
boasted, notably rapid expansion in the Indian and Atlantic Oceans, 
Herculano argued, were built on earlier developments: “the sixteenth 
century did nothing more than exploit the heritage of the Middle Ages,” 

30. On the imperial transitions of this period, see Pedro Lains, “Foi a Perda do Impé-
rio Brasileiro um Momento Crucial do Subdesenvolvimento Português?” Penélope 3 (1989): 
92–101; Valentim Alexandre, Os Sentidos do Império: Questão Nacional e Questão Colonial na 
Crise do Antigo Regime Português (Porto: Afrontamento, 1993); and Gabriel Paquette, “After 
Brazil: Portuguese Debates on Empire, c. 1820–1850,” Journal of Colonialism and Colonial 
History 11, no. 2 (2010).
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which he believed deserved the attention of his contemporaries. There-
after, the Portuguese body politic had become “sick, its death expedit-
ed by the fever caused by [overseas] conquests.”31 Herculano’s account 
strongly suggested that nascent liberal institutions in nineteenth-century  
Portugal could be imperiled by new imperial projects. 

Herculano’s contemporary, poet and playwright Almeida Garrett, 
resigned himself to the forfeiture of Brazil’s mineral wealth and the im-
practicality of colonial projects. His approach to Portugal’s plight en-
tailed an inward turn toward domestic politics, economy, and politi-
cal culture. The consolidation of free institutions within Portugal itself 
would contribute to the maintenance of its national sovereignty, which 
in turn would be indispensable to the preservation of free institutions. 
Unlike Herculano, however, Almeida Garrett denounced the “ancient 
constitution” of Portugal, with its jumble of authorities and overlapping 
jurisdictions, as “absurd” and “chaotic,” tending toward “confusion” and 
“disorder.”32 Only by transforming the legal basis of Portuguese society, 
economy, and politics would it be possible to rescue Portugal from its 
current predicament. By replacing the accretions of the ages with a ra-
tional code of new laws, the authors of a preliminary report contended, 
would Portugal’s miseries be alleviated and the long-festering sources of 
its plight demolished.33

Another leading liberal, Mouzinho da Silveira, a close collaborator 
of Almeida Garrett, blamed Portugal’s economic plight on its reliance 
on the “false and fleeting wealth” it had extracted from Brazil.34 Mou-
zinho da Silveira contended that Portugal had switched abruptly from 
being awash in gold to drowning in poverty. The overreliance on colo-
nial extraction had distorted its economy, discouraging the development 

31. Alexandre Herculano, Opúsculos, 5th ed. (Lisbon, n.d.); Tomo V, “Cartas sobre a His-
tória de Portugal” (1842), Carta V, 130–131, 134, 139, 140.

32. Ibid.
33. “Relatório do Código Administrativo de 1832,” in Obras de Almeida Garrett (Porto: 

Lello and Irmão Editores, 1966), vol. 1, 1097.
34. “Minuta de Informação sobre o Comércio Externo Português” (1823–26), in José 

Xavier Mouzinho da Silveira, Obras, ed. Miriam Halpern Pereira et al. (Lisbon: Fundação 
Calouste Gulbenkian, 1989), vol. 1, 982.
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of manufactures while simultaneously permitting the evasion of vexing 
questions concerning domestic taxation and revenue collection. With 
the loss of Brazil, Mouzinho da Silveira argued, “Portugal must pursue 
the path to industry in the manner other European nations have; it must 
buy and sell instead of what it has done up to this point: [re]selling the 
gold of its colonies.”35

Although leading figures like Herculano, Almeida Garrett, and 
Mouzinho da Silveira took a dim view, for various reasons, of Portugal’s 
future as a colonial power, some politicians and commentators in the 
1820s urged lavishing attention on Portugal’s remaining derelict and 
neglected colonies, chiefly Mozambique and Angola. Some hoped to 
convert them into colonies of (free) White settlement, producing tropi-
cal commodities formerly obtained in Brazil. The practical (to say noth-
ing of the moral) problem with this vision was that those colonies had 
been little more than depots for convict labor and entrepôts for the slave 
trade, the latter of which was controlled almost entirely by Brazilian 
slave traders with Brazilian capital. Portuguese schemes for national sur-
vival and regeneration after 1825 were impeded by continued reliance 
on the former colony. Whatever economic vitality Portuguese-claimed 
African territories enjoyed rested upon the profits of the Brazilian slave 
trade. And many feared that Angola and Mozambique would break with 
Portugal and join Brazil in a type of South Atlantic confederation. This 
never came to pass, but Portuguese colonial policy, until the final aboli-
tion, under intense British pressure, of the Brazilian slave trade in 1850, 
hinged on Brazil.36 

As Portugal’s civil war drew to a close, the victorious liberal regime 
began to legislate for Ultramar. The Conselho Ultramarino was abol-
ished in 1833, and support for overseas missions was withdrawn the 
following year. At first, legislation for overseas territories resembled that 
of the Iberian Peninsula. Assimilation, integration, and legal uniformity 

35. “Fragmentos de um Estudo sobre Portugal” (1830), in Mouzinho da Silveira, Obras, 
vol. 1,  564–65.

36. Leslie Bethell, The Abolition of the Brazilian Slave Trade: Britain, Brazil and the Slave 
Trade Question 1807–1869 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970).
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were its ostensible goals.37 The liberal reformers’ guiding principle was 
that the distinction between metropolitan Portugal and Ultramar was 
artificial and harmful. They sought to apply constitutional guarantees 
(and civil and criminal codes) to every part of the Portuguese monarchy. 
The meaning of citizenship was to be undifferentiated across geograph-
ical space. The period witnessed some of the most egregious abuses and 
the reform of institutions that tended to magnify the disparity between 
Portugal and Ultramar. The authority delegated to governors-general, 
for example, was modified to limit them to military and administrative 
affairs, stripping them of judicial authority.38 New conselhos do gov-
erno were created, with the intention of curbing gubernatorial abuses 
of power and mollifying local elites clamoring for a modicum of self- 
government. The colonies sent deputies to the Cortes, even if represen-
tation was calculated on different basis than it was in Portugal and thus 
was not proportional.

In the late 1830s, some Portuguese political and economic writers, 
publicists, and public officials began to consider in earnest the notion 
of harnessing empire to confront the domestic crisis facing Portugal, 
to alleviate its economic plight while renewing a sense of national pur-
pose. Before the September Revolution of 1836, Sá da Bandeira, then 
secretary of state for naval and colonial affairs, sought to devise a more 
systematic approach to colonial affairs.39 Among his first acts was the 
authorization of a monthly periodical, aptly entitled Memorial Ultra-
marino e Marítimo. In the legislation sanctioning its publication, the  
 

37. Ana Cristina Nogueira da Silva, “Uma Justiça ‘Liberal’ para o Ultramar? Direito e 
Organização Judiciaria nas Provincias Ultramarinas Portuguesas do Século XIX,” Revista do 
Ministério Público 27, no. 105 (2006): 186–87.

38. The extent to which governors were deprived of their old powers and privileges is 
unclear. Numerous petitions denouncing the comportment of governors after 1835 exist. 
A 1839 petition from Cape Verde maligned the “despotism and violence” of the governor, 
whose “arbitrary and extravagant conduct inspires horror.” See John Hay Library, Brown 
University (Providence, RI), MSS 93.5, box 4, folder 2, “Memorandum d’inhabitantes de 
CV aos Deputados,” January 30, 1839.

39. Following the September Revolution of 1836, Sá da Bandeira was promoted to presi-
dent of the Council of Ministers while Manuel Lopes Vieira de Castro became minister for 
naval and colonial affairs.
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government declared that “it is of the greatest importance to make the 
public as well acquainted as possible with the colonies . . . far too little 
is known about them and this lack of familiarity, undoubtedly, is one of 
the chief reasons why our colonies have fallen into such a state of dec-
adence.”40 These grand plans amounted to very little, however, as only 
one issue of the Memorial was ever published. 

That single issue, however, reveals the government’s conception of 
colonial reform as a means to resuscitate Portugal’s economic and politi-
cal fortunes.41 It contains the text of Sá da Bandeira’s widely disseminat-
ed February 1836 parliamentary speech, in which he argued that “the 
poor state in which the colonies are found is not due solely to bad gov-
ernment, but to the fact that [Portugal] had devoted its attention almost 
exclusively to Brazil.” It had therefore failed to exploit the “gold mines, 
copper, iron and precious stones” of Portugal’s African possessions. Sá da 
Bandeira argued that “in Africa, we can produce the same commodities 
that we formerly cultivated in Brazil. Cape Verde, Guinea, Angola, and 
Mozambique have the most fertile soil in which rice, cotton, coffee, and 
cacao can be grown; in a word, all of the so-called colonial commodi-
ties can be grown there.”42 In each province, he imagined, a botanical 
garden would be founded whose purpose would be to acclimatize plants 
from other parts of the world to the soil, selecting the most “useful.” To 
the end of creating a colony of European settlement, the government 
should subsidize the transport of Azorean and Portuguese families, pro-
viding them with lands either unclaimed, uncultivated, or which had 
fallen into disuse; finally, he proposed eliminating the distinction, for 
customs purposes, between colonial and peninsular commodities and 
manufactures to further ease and encourage their circulation through 
out the empire. 43 Increased European settlement was presented as a 

40. Quoted in Pedro Fragoso de Matos, “Oficiais da Armada na Academia das Ciências de 
Lisboa,” Anais do Clube Militar Naval 111 (1981): 268. 

41. Memorial Ultramarino, e Marítimo: Publicação Mensal, Redigida pela Secretaria d’Estado 
dos Negocios da Marinha e do Ultramar, no. 1 (March 1836). A copy of this document is held 
at the National Library in Lisbon.

42. Ibid., 11.
43. Arquivo Histórico Militar (Lisbon, Portugal), DIV/3/18/07/13/04, [Sá da Bandeira], 

“Projecto da Lei para Promover a Prosperidade das Provincias Ultramarinas,” 1835.
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key feature in all colonial development proposals in this period. It was a 
common goal of various Portuguese administrations between 1836 and 
1851.44 

In this sense, Portuguese imperial schemes, and national regener-
ation efforts more generally, in the 1830s and 1840s occurred in the 
shadow of Brazilian decolonization. Though in many respects Brazil’s 
relevance to Portuguese politics faded in the 1840s, the persistence of 
the slave trade—both Brazil’s dependence on it and Portuguese Africa’s 
economic orientation toward it—meant that the histories of Portugal 
and Brazil would remain entwined until nearly midcentury. Abolition of 
the slave trade in 1850, then, much more than independence in 1822–
1825, was the act that severed Brazil and Portugal from each other.

Many more examples, episodes, and anecdotes could be offered, 
but the test cases of constitutionalism and colonial policy in Portugal 
after Brazil’s independence suggest the extent to which historians should 
reassess the boundaries separating colonial from national history and to 
appreciate the legacies which colonialism left not only in the successor 
states, like Brazil, but in the metropole, in European states, like Portu-
gal. In general terms, the end of the Luso-Brazilian empire suggests that 
terms such as independence, decolonization, and Age of Revolutions can 
obscure as much as they illuminate, which is why paying attention to 
connections after colonialism is a worthwhile enterprise. 

These examples, episodes, and anecdotes strongly suggest the con-
clusion that the boundary separating colonial and national history, 
traditionally based upon international law (that is, official diplomatic 
recognition) is somewhat arbitrary and unsatisfactory. Reunification 
and reconquest schemes, however far-fetched in theory and unrealized 
in practice, percolated widely in the Luso-Brazilian world and exert-
ed significant influence on what are often thought to be postcolonial 
or national politics. Thus, the line between colony and nation (or, in 
Portugal’s case, between imperial and postimperial power) was more 
blurry and more imprecise than is generally acknowledged. Nineteenth- 

44. W. G. Clarence-Smith, Slaves, Peasants and Capitalists in Southern Angola, 1840–1956 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979).
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century Portugal, at least during the quarter century after 1825, should 
be viewed afresh in light of the persistence of connections with Brazil, 
which impacted Portugal’s purportedly post-Brazilian history, in multi-
ple areas, from constitutionalism to colonialism.
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Decisive Moments in the History  
of Brazilian National Identity

8

joão paulo pimenta

Presentation of the Problem

Collective identities are historically constructed forms of identification 
of the other and of oneself which extrapolate the individual sphere. In 
this condition they function as important tools for social reproduction, 
stabilization, and organization. The study of the history of collective 
identities thus reveals some of the structural dimensions of a society; 
at the same time, it is capable of capturing the dynamics and transfor-
mations of the society. Since collective identities are always a reason for 
tension and dispute, they are never perfectly stable.1

The aim of this paper is to present a panoramic view of the history 
of political identities in Brazil in the change from a colonial world to a 
national one, more particularly the history of the emergence of a Brazil-
ian national identity which did not exist before the nineteenth century, 
but which could only exist because it originated in previous collective 

1. Anthony D. Smith, Myths and Memories of the Nation (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1999); Rogers Brubaker, Ethnicity without Groups (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 2004).
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identities duly transformed by the process of independence of Brazil. 
This process is the origin of the basic structure on which Brazilian na-
tional identity continues, among many variations, to be constructed 
today.

Colonial Identities

The Portuguese empire and the monarchy associated with it involved a 
simultaneous plurality of regions, populations, languages, economies, 
and social and political-administrative structures. Between the fifteenth 
and eighteenth centuries this plurality corresponded to various collec-
tive identities subordinated to a main one: the Portuguese nation. More-
over, being Portuguese was defined mainly by two criteria: being a subject 
of the king of Portugal and being Christian. In addition to these two 
criteria, Portuguese identity involved numerous variations. In essence 
it was more than a political identity: it was a monarchical identity that 
encompassed not only political conceptions and policies but also the 
totality of the social body—enslaved people were not part of it. 

Throughout its existence, the Portuguese empire changed its ap-
pearance somewhat, including the collective identities existing in it. 
However, the identity of the Christian subject never ceased to exist. 
Rather to the contrary it became a stable base for the other identity 
changes, as well as providing parameters of action and for the represen-
tation of the world in accordance with the logics of empire.

The Portuguese nation that defined the identity of the Christian 
subject was something very different from the modern nations of the 
world today. Its point of maximum reference was the king and not the 
subjects. It was not a sovereign nation, simply because sovereignty re-
sided in the king and this was the raison d’être of society. As shown by 
a traditional metaphor of European monarchies from the same period, 
the king was the head of the social body, while his subjects, divided into 
different groups which were not confused with each other, were the 
members of this body.

Portuguese Brazil was never a full social or political unit. Rather, 
throughout its history it was a quite heterogeneous set of territories, 
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of which some were only loosely connected with the others, though all 
were connected with Lisbon and the king.2 In the sphere of identity, 
there was neither a Brazilian identity nor a Brazilian nation. Rather there 
were forms of being Portuguese characteristic of Brazil: the Portuguese 
from Pernambuco, the Pernambucano; from São Paulo, the Paulista; 
from Bahia, Bahinense, and so on. However, these words were not the 
only ones used to express these identities, nor were the dominant ones. 
A Pernambucano could be called a “Portuguese from Pernambuco,” a 
“son of Pernambuco,” “filho da terra” (son of the land in English), or 
something similar and the same occurred with other identities.3

Of course, this was for collective identities of a Portuguese type. 
There were many others that could have been submitted to this matrix 
but had a diverse origin. Indigenous persons converted to Christiani-
ty and who had become Portuguese subjects could be Portuguese and,  
at the same time, remain linked to their original ethno-cultural origin. 
The same principle of identity plurality was valid for Afro-descendent 
populations if they were not enslaved.

Between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries, there were no rivals 
to Portuguese identity. It was as stable as the empire itself. Only when 
the cohesion of the empire was at risk was it necessary to defend it or 
theoretically elaborate it. During the Iberian Union (1580–1640), when 
the Portuguese empire was part of the Spanish empire, it was common 
to refer to Portuguese as also being, at the same time, Spanish. During 
the frequent invasions of Brazil by the French or Dutch, everyone who 
took arms against the foreign invaders was Portuguese. When there were 

2. Charles Boxer, The Portuguese Seaborne Empire, 1415–1825 (London: Hutchinson, 
1969); Vitorino Magalhães Godinho, Os descobrimentos e a economia mundial (Lisbon: Pre-
sença, 1981–1983).

3. István Jancsó and João Paulo Pimenta, “Peças de um mosaico (ou apontamentos para o 
estudo da emergência da identidade nacional brasileira),” in Viagem incompleta: A experiên-
cia brasileira (1500-2000), ed. C. G. Mota (São Paulo: Senac, 2000); Marco A. Pamplona, 
“Nación—Brasil,” in Diccionario político y social del mundo iberoamericano: La era de las re-
voluciones, 1750-1850, Iberconceptos-I, ed. Javier Fernández Sebastián (Madrid: Fundación 
Carolina, Sociedad Estatal de Conmemoraciones Culturales, Centro de Estudios Políticos 
y Constitucionales, 2009); João Paulo Pimenta, “Portugueses, americanos, brasileiros: Iden-
tidades políticas na crise do Antigo Regime luso-americano,” Almanack Braziliense 3 (May 
2006).
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internal disputes among the Portuguese—for example, in the War of the 
Emboabas (1706–1709) or the Mascate War (1709–1711)—identity 
games stressed the distinction between the Portuguese according to their 
places of origin or professional occupations or both. 

Internal disputes among the Portuguese were recurrent in the histo-
ry of the empire and offered good pretexts not only for the mobilization 
of specific modalities of Portuguese identity but also for their politici-
zation. A particular way of being Portuguese referred to the defense of 
a project or form of political action different from other Portuguese. 
However, no matter how frequent, wide-ranging, or violent these epi-
sodes of contestation in which political identities could be politicized, 
they never threatened the identity of the Portuguese Christian subject. 
This occurred due to the nature of these contestations: they arose out 
of the daily motives of colonial life, such as the supply crises typical of 
an agricultural exporting society, delays in army pay, local disputes for 
power or for the control of labor, excessive tax demands, and so on. 
However, they never demanded the end of the monarchy, caused a rup-
ture with the metropole, or contested the legitimacy of the royal power. 
Invariably they turned on royal administrators of colonial territories and 
considered that the king was being betrayed by evil agents. On these 
occasions not only was Portuguese identity preserved, but actually it 
was reinforced.4

This began to change at the end of the eighteenth century, when 
contestation movements, despite originating in the same more or less 
daily reasons as always, showed some new components. The novelties 
were related to the ideological-political, conceptual, and linguistic con-
tent of the Age of Revolutions, as well as the possibility of the polit-
ical involvement of a wide-ranging social spectrum uncommon until 
then. In Brazil the two most important movements of this types were 
the Inconfidência Mineira (1788–1789) and the Inconfidência Baiana 
(1798). Neither was successful—the former did not even reach fruition, 

4. Luciano Figueiredo, “O império em apuros: notas para o estudo das alterações ultrama-
rinas e das práticas políticas no Império colonial português, séculos XVII e XVIII,” in Diá-
logos oceânicos: Minas Gerais e as novas abordagens para uma história do Império ultramarino 
português, ed. J. Furtado (Belo Horizonte: Edufmg, 2001).
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being discovered and dismantled first—or foresaw the independence of 
the whole of Brazil, much less the creation of a new nation. Howev-
er, in both the breaking away of their respective captaincies—Minas 
Gerais and Bahia—from the metropole and the formation of a repub-
lic were spoken of and royal power contested, more clearly in Bahia. 
Moreover, the innovative nature of their political conceptions, includ-
ing ideas about the future, awoke attention and created fear among royal 
authorities. Some of the most important of those involved were publicly 
executed, in an exemplary punishment aimed at discouraging other Por-
tuguese from following the same example.5

At the end of eighteenth century, political contestation movements 
were also becoming different because they were clearly capable of cre-
ating uncommon games of identity: they were politicizing traditional 
colonial identities and in this way potentially threatening the unity of 
Portuguese identity. In eighteenth-century Minas Gerais, as shown in an 
innovative study, the inhabitants of the Minas Gerais referred to them-
selves, and were referred to by other Portuguese, as “residents of this 
Minas,” “Sons of Minas,” “those from Minas,” “men from Minas,” “peo-
ple from Minas,” and other similar expressions (the word used today for 
people from Minas Gerais, Mineiros, was only used at the time for those 
involved in mining). However, in the context of the 1788–1789 move-
ment, these expressions were associated with “national” and “American,” 
and using them established tensions and oppositions with others such 
as “Europeans,” “sons of Portugal,” branquinhos do reino (Whites from 
the kingdom, as Portugal was known), “Portuguese,” and “those from 
Portugal.” The result was the association of the traditional (Portuguese) 
colonial identity from Minas Gerais with a political project that tended 
to break away from the very condition of being Portuguese.6 

The king of Portugal—who at that time was actually a queen, 
Maria I—would not accept these associations. In a royal letter from 

5. Kenneth Maxwell, Conflicts and Conspiracies: Brazil and Portugal, 1750–1808 (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1973); István Jancsó, Na Bahia, contra o Império: História 
do ensaio de sedição de 1789 (São Paulo: Hucitec/EdUFBA, 1996).

6. Roberta G. Stumpf, Filhos das minas, americanos e portugueses: Identidades coletivas na 
capitania das Minas Gerais (1763–1792) (São Paulo: Hucitec/FAPESP, 2010), 116, 196–99.
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1790 condemning the movement, she referred to the “horrible attempt 
against my sovereignty and supreme authority, which some malevolent 
people, unworthy of the name Portuguese, inhabitants of the captaincy 
of Minas Gerais, possessed of the spirit of infidelity conspired treacher-
ously.”7 Those who were not simply Portuguese were “malevolent.”

In the case of the Inconfidência Baiana, the politicization of another 
traditional colonial identity would be even more evident. The pamphlets 
that appeared in Salvador called on “citizens” to carry out a “revolution,” 
win their “freedom” against the despotism of the king and his ministers, 
and in so doing follow the case of other “nations” that had taken France 
as an example. The pamphlets also used the expression “Bahinense Peo-
ple,” at times explicitly politicized: “the Republican Bahinense People.”8

One of the principal statesmen of the Portuguese empire at the end 
of the eighteenth century, Rodrigo de Sousa Coutinho, felt the need to 
draft an open defense of Portuguese identity as an instrument of cohe-
sion and not of rupture. In a celebrated text from 1797 or 1798—we do 
not know if was before or after the Inconfidência Baiana—he wrote that 
“the provinces of the [Portuguese] monarchy” shall always be all united 
to the same administrative system, all established to contribute to the 
mutual and reciprocal defense of the monarchy, all subject to the same 
uses and customs; and this is the inviolable sacrosanct principle of uni-
ty, the first foundation of the monarchy, which must be preserved with 
the greatest envy, so that the Portuguese born in the four parts of the 
world shall deem themselves only Portuguese, and will only remember 
the glory and grandeur of the monarchy to which they have the fortune 
to belong, recognizing and feeling the fortunate effects of the reunion 
of a single whole composed of such different parts which separated can 
never be equally happy.9

7. Stumpf, 178.
8. Kátia M. de Queirós Mattoso, Presença francesa nomovimento democrático baiano de 

1798 (Salvador: Itapuã, 1969), 148, 152; Jancsó, Na Bahia, chap. 3.
9. Rodrigo de Sousa Coutinho, “Memória sobre o melhoramento dos domínios de Sua 

Majestade na América,” in Textos políticos, econômicos e financeiros, 1783–1811 tomo III (Lis-
bon: Banco de Portugal, 1993), 49; Gabriel Paquette, Imperial Portugal in the Age of Atlantic 
Revolutions, c. 1770–1850 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013); Nívia Pombo, 
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The political contestation movements at the end of the eighteenth 
century were defeated and their principles widely rejected in almost the 
whole empire in the years immediately afterward; however, the politi-
cization of identities was long-lasting. Not because the same identities 
would reemerge in the future with the same characteristics, but because 
the global conjuncture involving the Portuguese empire and the specific 
circumstances related to the insertion of Brazil in this context offered 
new opportunities for the politicization of old Portuguese identities, as 
well as the emergence of new political identities, including non-Portu-
guese ones. The path was being opened.

Collective Identities in the Independence of Brazil

The crisis which struck the Portuguese empire in 1807, forcing the Por-
tuguese court to move to Brazil, began to sketch out a new conjuncture 
in terms of the collective identities. Profound transformations developed 
in the relations between Brazil and Portugal that ran until the eve of in-
dependence, marked by the diversification of the identity dynamics. The 
coexistence of various specific modalities of Portuguese identities was 
becoming more complex and conflictive, accompanying and interact-
ing with political projects and innovative future alternatives. Generally 
speaking, it can be said that this scenario established divergences and 
ruptures among the Portuguese from Portugal and Brazil, creating the 
conditions for the emergence of a Brazilian political identity that did 
not exist until then.10

Dom Rodrigo de Sousa Coutinho: Pensamento e ação político administrativa no Império Portu-
guês (1796–1812) (São Paulo: Hucitec, 2015); José Damião Rodrigues, “O império territo-
rial,” in História da expansão e do império português, ed J. P. O. e Costa (Lisbon: A Esfera dos 
Livros, 2014), 296–320.

10. István Jancsó, “A construção dos Estados nacionais na América Latina—apontamentos 
para o estudo do Império como projeto,” in História econômica da independência e do império, 
ed. T. Szmrecsányi and J. R. do A. Lapa (São Paulo: Hucitec, 1996); Valentim Alexandre, 
Os sentidos do império: Questão nacional e questão colonial na crise do Antigo Regime português 
(Porto: Afrontamento, 1993); Kirsten Schultz, Tropical Versailles: Empire, Monarchy and the 
Portuguese Royal Court in Rio de Janeiro, 1808–1821 (New York: Routledge, 2001).
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Many of the important events observed in Brazil between 1808 and 
1821 played a central role in identity redefinitions. Initially, during the 
Napoleonic Wars there existed Portuguese hostility to France and the 
French, considered enemies of monarchy, kings, and European political 
traditions. However, the alliance of the Portuguese court with Great 
Britain and the concession of commercial privileges to the British in 
Brazil created animosities also between Portuguese and British. In addi-
tion, the wars against indigenous populations in Brazil considered bar-
barous and savages reinforced the traditional part of Portuguese identity 
as alterity to non-Christian peoples, considered infidels. Furthermore, 
and to the extent that the court remained in Brazil after the end of the 
Napoleonic Wars in 1814, the differences of interests between the Por-
tuguese from Brazil and from Portugal were accentuated. The former 
benefited from the situation while the latter felt prejudiced by it. At 
the same time, the traditional association of the Portuguese from Brazil 
with the American continent, already important in colonial times, also 
gained force.

However, before the course of events crystalized the antagonisms 
between Brazil and Portugal within the Portuguese nation and gave sup-
port to rupture and to the independence of Brazil, a new contestation 
movement, more powerful than the previous ones, would provoke other 
fissures. For three months in 1817, a revolutionary government estab-
lished a republic in Pernambuco, breaking away from Portugal and the 
Portuguese government of Brazil—immediately attacking the condition 
of subject, which until then had defined Portuguese identity. Drawing up 
in their own manner egalitarian principles coming from movements in 
other countries in the Age of Revolutions, the Pernambuco revolution-
aries innovated in politics with a strong accent in terms of languages and 
concepts. They used words such as patriot, citizen, and American to refer 
positively to Pernambucano, in a clear and until then unprecedented 
manifestation of the politicization of a traditional colonial identity. For 
the same people the word Brazilian was also used. However, the shape 
of the political project of the 1817 revolution emphasized Pernambuco 
and the provinces immediately neighboring it, and not the totality of 
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Brazil. Moreover, the revolutionaries did not completely abandon the 
use of Portuguese or European as synonyms of all other identities men-
tioned. It was still possible to make them compatible, the Pernambuco 
revolutionaries believed.11

The 1817 revolution, following the example of the political contes-
tation movements of 1788–1789 and 1798, to a great extent provided 
negative examples for many of the groups which, from 1821 onward, 
began to construct the political project of separation between Brazil 
and Portugal. Nevertheless, former participants in these movements 
were also involved in the independence process, partially revising their 
former positions and constructing bridges between different contexts. 
However, the opening of the path for new collective identities now fol-
lowed an accelerated rhythm, supplying many tools for political action 
in Brazil and Portugal.12 

The polarization of interests between the Portuguese of Brazil and 
the Portuguese of Portugal, which had been developing since 1808, 
reached its peak in the Cortes of Lisbon, which between 1821 and 1822 
brought together representatives elected by regions of Portugal and Bra-
zil charged with preparing a constitution for the entire empire and what 
since 1815 had formally been called the United Kingdom of Portugal, 
Brazil, and the Algarve. The Cortes wanted to strengthen the union 
between Portuguese from all parts of the world but actually made the 
differences between them more explicit. People in Brazil were aware of 
the debates in the Cortes, which were widely disseminated and analyzed 
by the press. The politicization of identity differences between Portu-
guese from Brazil and from Portugal, which were strengthening and 

11. Luiz Geraldo Silva, “‘Pernambucanos, sois Portugueses!’: Natureza e modelos políticos 
das revoluções de 1817 e 1824,” Almanack Braziliense 1 (May 2005); Márcia Regina Berbel, 
“Pátria e patriotas em Pernambuco (1817–1822): Nação, identidade e vocabulário político,” 
in Brasil: Formação do Estado e da Nação, ed. István Jancsó (São Paulo: Hucitec/Fapesp/Editora 
Unijuí, 2003), 345–63; Carlos Guilherme Mota, Nordeste 1817: Estruturas e argumentos (São 
Paulo: Perspectiva, 1972); Evaldo Cabral de Mello, A outra Independência: O federalismo per-
nambucano de 1817 a 1824 (São Paulo: Editora 34, 2004).

12. Denis Antonio de Mendonça Bernardes, O patriotismo constitucional: Pernambuco, 
1820-1822 (São Paulo, Hucitec, 2006).
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expanding, met the interests of groups of landholders and traders, all 
slave owners who saw in the authority of Prince Pedro—whose father, 
King João VI, had been forced by the Cortes to return to Portugal—a 
leader capable of achieving, first, a government of Brazil which would 
not be subordinated to the determinations coming from Lisbon, and 
afterward, an independent state separated from Portugal, which was fi-
nally achieved between October and December 1822.13

The political rupture between Brazil and Portugal was achieved with 
the help of differences between Portuguese identities which had been 
accentuated and were becoming more politicized, including a Brazilian 
identity; but it did not immediately create a national identity to replace 
the old Portuguese one. This replacement was sketched out a little be-
fore 1822, but it took a few years to become established. At the end of 
1822, an important Portuguese newspaper published in London, which 
would become a defender of independence in Brazil, defined Brazilian 
in an old sense, as the people who traded products from Brazil and not 
as a member of a social body or a defender of a political project:

Natives of Brazil we call Braziliense; Brasileiro, the Euro-
pean Portuguese or foreigner who go there to trade or to 
establish themselves; following the genius of the Portu-
guese language, in which the termination eiro denotes an 
occupation; [for] example sapateiro (shoemaker), some-
one who makes shoes; ferreiro (blacksmith), someone 
who works with iron; cerieiro (waxmaker) someone who 
works with wax; brasileiro, someone who trades brasis or 
goods from Brazil, etc.; on the other hand, a native of 
Bahia, is Bahiense and not Bahieiro. Endings in ano also 
serve for this; such as Pernambuco, Pernambucano; and 
we can also say Brasiliano (Brazilian); but by way of  
 

13. Cecília Helena de Salles Oliveira, A astúcia liberal: Relações de mercado e projetos po-
líticos no Rio de Janeiro (1820–1824) (Bragança Paulista: Edusf, Ícone, 1999); Andréa Sle-
mian and João Paulo Pimenta, Naissance politique du Brésil: Origines de l’État et de la nation 
(1808–1825) (Paris: L´Harmattan, 2019).
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distinction, when we began to write this Periodical, we 
limited the derivative Brasiliano to the indigenous peo-
ples of the country, using the other word, Braziliense, 
for foreigners and their descendants born or established 
there and those who actually own the country.14

 
A Brazilian national identity was thus not present in the historic 

process prior to independence, as many later historians claim, wheth-
er nationalist or uninformed. The rupture of Brazil with Portugal was 
not the result of a nationalist struggle nor of the gestation of Brazilian 
national forces. Independence was a process of the creation of politi-
cal conditions for the rupture, in the middle of a complicated course 
of events—regional, continental, imperial, European, and global—in 
which, pari passu, these events were occurring, identity redefinitions 
within the traditional Portuguese identity. Once the rupture was de-
fined, the development of an already existing Brazilian political identity 
could walk with greater strength in the direction of their conversion into 
a new national identity.

A letter published in 1823 in the official newspaper of the empire 
of Brazil allows us a glimpse of this construction of a convergence of 
identities into a single one—Brazilian identity:

I am English; I have been in this beautiful country for 
some years, and I would very much like to finish my 
days in it, if, like the country I left, which is one of the 
first on the European list, could also see Brazil, which I 
want to adopt for my Homeland, the first in the Amer-
ican list. . . .I consider this our principle, speaking now 
like a good Brazilian, the most brilliant possible. . . . 
Depose the provincial distinctions of Carioca, Bahiana, 
Paulista, etc., daughters of a rivalry that is now ridicu-
lous and noxious, but another time necessary to contain 

14. Correio Brasiliense, no. 165, February 1822.
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them below the weak power of the Government of Por-
tugal; we are now all Brazilians, possessing the richest 
and mildest country in the world: let us for our cordial 
union with the most worthy Emperor, and among our-
selves, that the name of Brazilian be an honorable title, 
and respected by the other Nations of the Universe.15

Many factors contributed to this identity conversion, always medi-
ated by an important American identity which, as we have seen before, 
already existed in the seventeenth century, but which from 1810 had 
begun to gain new contours due to the influence in Brazil of the pro-
cesses of independence of Spanish America. After 1822 this American 
reference continued to be alive, collaborating with a separation between 
the Portuguese and Brazilian identities which, we repeat, was still not 
definitive. Other important factors in the same direction were the wars 
of independence of Brazil, fought in various provinces between 1822 
and 1824 between supporters of Brazil and of Portugal; the Cisplatine 
War, which between 1825 and 1828 opposed the new empire of Brazil 
and the republican government of the United Provinces of the River 
Plate, which resulted in the creation of the Oriental Republic of Uru-
guay; and the political, economic, and identity crisis which resulted in 
the fall of Pedro I in 1831. The idea that the monarch was too “Portu-
guese” and not sufficiently “Brazilian” contributed enormously to his 
fall in the middle of a wave of anti-Portuguese feeling.16

15. Diário do governo, no. 54, July 3, 1823; João Paulo Pimenta, Estado e nação no fim dos 
impérios ibéricos no Prata (1808–1828) (São Paulo: Hucitec, 2002), 235–36.

16. Hélio Franchini Neto, Independência e morte: Política e guerra na emancipação do Brasil, 
1821–1823 (Rio de Janeiro: Topbooks, 2020); Marisa Sáenz Leme, “El império de Brasil y 
el Primer Reinado 1822–1831,” in Y dejó de ser colonia: Una historia de la independencia de 
Brasil, ed. João Paulo Pimenta, trans. Marisa Montrucchio (Madrid: Sílex, 2021), 151–96; 
Eduardo Silva Ramos, “Centralização e privilégio: Instituições econômicas e fiscalidade na 
formação do Estado brasileiro (1808–1836)” (diss., University of São Paulo, 2018); Daniel 
A. da Silva, “Na trilha das ‘garrafadas’: A abdicação de D. Pedro I e a afirmação da identidade 
nacional brasileira na Bahia,” Análise Social 203, no. 47 (2012): 268–97; Gladys Ribeiro, A 
liberdade em construção: Identidade nacional e conflitos antilusitanos no Primeiro Reinado (Rio 
de Janeiro: FAPERJ, Relume Dumará, 2002).
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While this political, economic, and identity crisis was underway, 
another important newspaper published in Rio de Janeiro stated:

The conservation of Monarchy in Brazil and the pros-
perity of this Empire require peace, loyalty to the jurado 
system, abjuration of the entire tortuous European 
Policy, [and the] firm persuasion that there is a Brazil, a 
Brazilian being and us, Brazilians; and nothing more.17

At that time, many people still referred to Brazilians and Portuguese 
indistinctly, but a Brazilian national identity was progressively imposing 
itself as a more wide-ranging and stable collective political reference at 
the disposition of Brazilians, pari passu to the consolidation of the Bra-
zilian nation. Brazilian national identity was thus drawing out a dynam-
ic and conflictive history.

Posterity and the Actuality of Brazilian National Identity

During its history, Brazilian national identity—like any other national 
identity—has had a wide variety of features. It was contested, disputed, 
weakened, reinforced, defended, combatted; there were even moments 
when there were attempts to deny it. However, it continually kept al-
most intact its fundamental features, acquired through and after inde-
pendence, and was never suspended or totally annulled by any signifi-
cant part of the Brazilian nation.

Each of the different moments when national identity was especial-
ly subject to transformations deserve a particular observation. Here we 
can only briefly mention some. For example, the political contestations 
and the civil wars that occurred in the Brazilian empire between 1831 
and 1845, generally known as the “Regency Revolts,” involved broad 
social spectrums in tensions between regional and national identities; in 
this sense, the most important was the Farroupilha Revolution (1835–

17. Astrea, no. 212, November 17, 1827.
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1845), in Rio Grande do Sul, which involved strong identity forces.18 
Similarly, although it occurred in a context of greater solidity of the 
Brazilian nation and state, the Canudos War (1896–1897) brought new 
tensions in Brazilian national identity, as did the many conflicts related 
to the 1930 coup d’état and the partial modifications of the Brazilian 
federative system that it implied. On the other hand, the Paraguay War 
between 1864 and 1870 showed a situation typical not of internal con-
frontation but an external one, in which a military conflict, by opposing 
national armies from different countries caused the reciprocal reinforce-
ment of identities and alterities that were also national.19 

The great waves of European and Asian immigration to Brazil in 
the final decades of the nineteenth and the first decades of the twentieth 
century, which involved Portuguese, Italians, Spanish, German, Japa-
nese, Syrians, Lebanese, Latvians, Polish, Russians, and Romanians—
and more recently Chinese, Koreans, Haitians, Bolivians, and Vene-
zuelans—tended to reinforce Brazilian national identity, not as totally 
opposed to the national alterities of these immigrants but as partially 
receptive to them.20 The national opening to formerly enslaved popula-
tions now transformed into free people, which began in the idle of the 
process of independence, presented a typical example of legal and sym-

18. Hendrik Kraay, “‘As Terrifying as Unexpected’: The Bahian Sabinada, 1837–1838,” 
Hispanic American Historical Review 72, no. 4 (November 1992): 501–27; Magda Ricci, 
“Cabanagem, cidadania e identidade revolucionária: O problema do patriotismo na Amazô-
nia entre 1835 e 1840,” Tempo 11, no. 22 (2007); Álvaro A. Klafke, “Antecipar essa idade de 
paz, esse império do bem: Imprensa periódica e discurso de construção do Estado unificado 
(São Pedro do Rio Grande do Sul, 1831–1845)” (Ph.D. diss., Universidade Federal do Rio 
Grande do Sul, 2011); Joana B. Figueiredo and César A. B. Guazzelli, “Región y nación: 
El Rio Grande insurgente, entre el Império de Brasil y las repúblicas del Río de la Plata 
(1838–1842),” Revista de Historia Social y de las Mentalidades 16, no. 2 (2012): 9–43; Ma-
ria Medianeira Padoim, Federalismo gaúcho: Fronteira platina, direito e revolução (São Paulo: 
Companhia Editora Nacional, 2001).

19. Wilma Peres Costa, A espada de dâmocles: O exército, a guerra do Paraguai e a crise do 
Império (São Paulo: Hucitec/Unicamp, 1996).

20. Giralda Seyferth, “Os imigrantes e a campanha de nacionalização do Estado Novo,” 
in Repensando o Estado Novo, ed. D. Pandolfi (Rio de Janeiro: Ed. Fundação Getúlio Vargas, 
1999); Olívia Maria Gomes da Cunha, “Sua alma em sua palma: Identificando a ‘raça’ e 
inventando a nação,” in Repensando o Estado Novo, ed. D. Pandolfi (Rio de Janeiro: Ed. Fun-
dação Getúlio Vargas, 1999).
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bolic incorporation without the full correspondence in social structures 
and conditions.21 The formal abolition of slavery in 1888 was only one 
further landmark in a highly conflictual and unfinished incorporation 
of Afro-descendants in Brazilian national society which has lasted until 
the present, causing disputes over collective identities. Artistic creation, 
from the fine arts and literature to music and cinema, was also an espe-
cially fertile field in Brazil for the formulation of variations of national 
identity in its relations with other collective identities.22

The 1964 military coup and the establishment of a dictatorship 
which lasted until 1985 created new situations suitable for reformu-
lations, affirmations, and disputes over Brazilian national identity. 
Through symbols, rhetoric, the uses and images of the past, present, 
and future shown in civic festivities, political activism, teaching sys-
tems, governmental advertising, and even the sports and sporting tour-
naments, Brazilian national identity was abundantly represented by the 
military regime, but also by the military regime’s opponents. The most 
significant of these representations was perhaps the fact that, despite 
having emerged in opposing political fields, they often converged and 
reproduced traditional and conventional modes of identity. We can ob-
serve an example in which this occurred.

On April 15, 1971, Henning Albert Boilesen, a Danish executive 
based in Brazil, was assassinated in a busy neighborhood of São Paulo 
in the middle of the day in a joint operation by two guerilla groups: 
Movimento Revolucionário Tiradentes and Ação Libertadora Nacional. 
Boilesen, president of a gas company, was an active collaborator with the 
Brazilian dictatorship, participated personally in sessions of torture of 
political dissidents, and even invented a torture machine. After killing 
him, the members of the two guerilla groups scattered pamphlets along 
the street which contained, in addition to a justification for the action, 
extracts from the Brazilian anthem of independence, widely used in civic 

21. Rafael Marquese, Tâmis Parron, and Márcia Berbel, Slavery and Politics: Brazil and 
Cuba, 1790–1850, trans. Leonardo Marques (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 
2016).

22. Lúcia Lippi Oliveira, A questão nacional na Primeira República (São Paulo: Brasília, 
Brasiliense, CNPq, 1980).
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festivities by the regime itself.23 Moreover, the reference to Tiradentes 
in the name of one of the groups paid homage to a historic figure who 
was equally praised by the dictatorship and frequently (in a mistaken 
manner) associated with independence. Different projects for the nation 
encountered each other in the same national identity.

In 1972, a little more than a year after Boilesen’s assassination, the 
Brazilian dictatorship effusively commemorated an event linked to in-
dependence: its 150th anniversary.24 The same phenomenon was re-
peated. On that occasion, national identity was widely reiterated by the 
government in large and striking official initiatives and also through 
forms and content equally claimed by its opponents.

Fifty years later, in the bicentenary of the independence of Bra-
zil, the world has changed in many aspects; in others not so much. 
In the middle of the proliferation of strongly identitarian political 
movements—anti-racist, in favor of women’s rights, supportive of sex-
ual diversity, the recognition of the first peoples, and so on—and of 
the insertion of Brazil in a national and global conjuncture marked 
by an accentuated polarization of positions in many dimensions of so-
cial reality, a noteworthy phenomenon was unveiled: the renovation 
of frequent disputes in relation to Brazilian national identity. In these 
disputes innovative forms and contents can be encountered—symbols, 
pasts, figures, projects for the future—measuring forces with other es-
tablished ones. In many cases, however, all of these converged on some 
of the elements always associated with Brazilian national identity as it 
emerged in the first decades of the nineteenth century. Until the pres-
ent date no one has seriously proposed new anthems, flags, colors, or 
names for Brazil.

There is no doubt that Brazilian national identity, created in the 
middle of the process of independence, remains alive, strong, and active. 
It is manifested in the civil registers of all Brazilians; in all experiences in  
 

23. Cidadão Boilesen, dir. Chaim Litewski, Brasil, 2009.
24. Janaína Cordeiro, A ditadura em tempos de milagre: Comemorações, orgulho e consenti-

mento (Rio de Janeiro: FGV Editora, 2015); Adjovanes Thadeu Silva de Almeida, O regime 
militar em festa (Rio de Janeiro: Apicuri, 2013).
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which Brazilians are faced with foreign people, scenarios, and situations; 
in the obligation for all Brazilians to fulfill the same laws within the 
same territory; and in countless situations of conflict in which national 
identity emerges partially modified, but mainly strengthened and reaf-
firmed in its general morphology. 

Perhaps the most complete proof of the effectiveness of Brazilian 
national identity is the fact that a large number of people who share 
it, probably the majority, do so in a not totally conscious manner. Few 
people, either in Brazil or in the world, can choose (or indeed want 
to choose) the nation to which they belong, which reinforces national 
identities. This reinforcement is seasonal, it is true, distributing itself un-
equally among a wide variety of social, political, or identity groups, and 
it can change appearance in the same person depending on specific in-
dividual and collective situations and needs. However, since it emerged, 
Brazilian national identity has always counted on a powerful apparatus 
of affirmation, expansion, and defense, such as school systems, family 
traditions, collective histories, civic and patriotic laws and celebrations, 
arts and culture. Even if one does not like this national identity or sees 
in it an instrument to strengthen an opponent or internal enemy, it is 
very difficult to reject all of its aspects. It is even more difficult to ignore 
it completely. And for these who see this identity stability as a somewhat 
uncomfortable or disconcerting phenomenon, there is always the alter-
native of studying it and thus understanding it.
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A Book Crossed the Atlantic 
The Ideas of Republic and the Brazilian Independence

8

heloisa murgel starling

During the last three decades of the eighteenth century, a new language 
about the themes of republic, freedom, independence, and sovereignty 
found a clever way of crossing the Atlantic and disembarking in Portu-
guese America, no matter what the colonial authorities could do to stop 
it. Ideas were surging at the port of Rio de Janeiro—which, since 1763, 
had been the capital of the Viceroyalty of Brazil—through newspapers, 
shipments of books, and clandestine pamphlets. Along with these, there 
also came to town a heap of recent information about the developments 
that had taken place in the former thirteen British colonies in America 
and in revolutionary France.1

In June 1788, however, the flow of ideas circulating in the port of 
Rio de Janeiro gained a formidable reinforcement. Wrapped in pieces of 
clothing belonging to two students recently graduated from the Univer-
sity of Coimbra, José Álvares Maciel and José Pereira Ribeiro, two copies 
of an illegal book arrived in Brazil—a compilation of constitutional laws 

1. The ideas presented in this text are extensively developed in Heloisa Murgel Starling, 
Ser republicano no Brasil Colônia: A história de uma tradição esquecida (São Paulo: Companhia 
das Letras, 2018). 



58

heloisa murgel starling

of the United States of America. It was small, not much bigger than a 
hardcover notebook, and easy to conceal from a nosy authority. The 
book was published in 1787 in French, the international language of 
that time. This edition relied on the discreet support of the French gov-
ernment, interested in undermining Great Britain through a defeat in 
the American Revolutionary War, and was titled Recueil des loix constitu-
tives des colonies anglaises: Confédérées sous la dénomination d’États-Unis 
de l’Amérique-Septentrionale.2

The Recueil, as the volume has since become known, had the pur-
pose of promoting the American Revolution beyond its borders. And its 
content was lethal to the European monarchies because it included the 
founding constitutional documents of the republic of the United States 
of America: the Declaration of Independence, the Articles of Confeder-
ation, the constitutions of six of the thirteen states that formed the re-
public—Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, and 
South Carolina—as well as some separate documents, such as the oath 
of a freeman in Massachusetts Bay, the directives dictated by the City 
of Boston to the General Council, the Navigation Acts of the united 
colonies, and the 1775 census of the British colonies. The book smelled 
of gunpowder and shed light on a vision of future: what a republic is, 
what it should be, and what can be accomplished. Besides, it brought 
the proper tools for those who sought to implement a republic in a 
potentially continental territory and with a large population.3 The pro-
posal was too ambitious for the political imagination of those times, 
which until then could only consider the feasibility of the republican 
experiment in small territories.

Still in Rio de Janeiro, Álvares Maciel met with the alferes Joaquim 

2. About the Recueil, see Kenneth Maxwell, ed., O livro de Tiradentes: Transmissão atlântica 
de idéias políticas no século XVIII (São Paulo: Penguin Classics and Companhia das Letras, 
2013); Lafayette de Andrada, ed., Autos da devassa da Inconfidência Mineira, vol. 3 (Belo Ho-
rizonte, Imprensa Oficial de Minas Gerais, 1982).

3. About the implementation of the republic in small territories, see Baron de Montes-
quieu, Do espírito das leis (São Paulo: Abril Cultural, 1979). About the project of American 
revolutionaries for the republic in a continental territory, see Bernard Bailyn, As origens ideo-
lógicas da Revolução Americana (Bauru: EDUSC, 2003); and Gordon S. Wood, The Creation 
of the American Republic 1776–1787 (New York: Norton, 1993).
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José da Silva Xavier, known as Tiradentes. They already knew each 
other and had developed a great kinship, for they shared many inter-
ests. Álvares Maciel did not hesitate: he lent a copy of the book to his 
friend. Silver-tongued Tiradentes had good arguments and a cause to 
fight for—he was the best and most vehement propagandist of the ideas 
about republic and sovereignty that instigated the Minas Conspiracy. 
He stowed the book in his pocket and never let it get out of his hands. 
Almost one year later, back in Rio de Janeiro, in May 1789, two days 
before being arrested and certain of being followed at the orders of Luís 
de Vasconcelos e Sousa, the viceroy of Brazil, Tiradentes handed the Re-
cueil to one of his subordinates, Francisco Xavier Machado, who was to 
deliver it to the conspirators in Vila Rica, probably to Cláudio Manuel 
da Costa or Tomás Antônio Gonzaga.

The copy never arrived at its destination. It ended up in the hands 
of the viscount of Barbacena. Appalled, Barbacena ordered an urgent 
and confidential investigation, separate from the main devassa against 
the conspirators in Minas. There were quite a few revolutionary doc-
uments in the book. The Recueil assembled the constitutional writings 
on how to create the structure of government for a republic, as well as 
the bill of rights established in the preamble of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence. As far as Barbacena was concerned, that is where the danger 
lay: as though it wasn’t enough to bring to Minas the new language of 
republicanism that sprouted in the territory of the former British Amer-
ica, the book also combined the ideas of republic with the assertion 
that men possessed innate rights and that such rights are neither natu-
ral evidences nor depend on a transcendent absolute; on the contrary, 
they constitute a condition of protecting the individual and represent 
a historical and political conquest.4 How was it possible that an illegal 
and potentially inflammatory publication had managed to breach his 

4. About the journey of this copy of the Recueil, see Maxwell, O livro de Tiradentes. About 
republican rights and language, see Pauline Maier, American Scripture: Making the Declaration 
of Independence (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1998); and Michael Zuckert, Natural Rights and 
the New Republicanism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998). About North Ame-
rican republicanism, see Heloisa Murgel Starling, “A matriz norte-americana,” in Matrizes do 
republicanismo, ed. Newton Bignotto (Belo Horizonte: Editora UFMG, 2013).
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administration and had been moving around clandestinely between Rio 
de Janeiro and Minas Gerais? Barbacena must have roared this question 
in the halls of the governors’ palace in Congonhas do Campo, shaking 
the book in his hands.

But what happened to the second copy of the book? Little is 
known about it: the Recueil arrived at Vila Rica intact, and José Perei-
ra Ribeiro delivered it to one of the conspirators. Being a law grad-
uate and owner of a covetable library, it is not farfetched to imagine 
that Ribeiro gifted the book to his friend Cláudio Manuel da Costa, 
with whom he regularly exchanged books; and that afterward Cláudio 
Manuel lent the book to the canon Luís Vieira or to Tomás Antônio 
Gonzaga. All three of them read French and contrived, during several 
meetings and conversations, a new political shape for the government 
in Minas. They heeded special attention to the two available options 
which were part of the references mobilized by the American Revo-
lution: republic or elective constitutional monarchy. The clues end 
there; it is possible that the book’s fate is identical to that of other 
documents—destroyed after the news that the conspiracy had been 
unearthed spread across Vila Rica.

Or maybe not. Who knows, perhaps history did not go exactly that 
way and certain steps were taken to avoid accusations and suspicions. 
The second copy of the Recueil may have been delivered by Cláudio 
Manuel da Costa to close friends, people lacking visibility in the con-
spiracy. We cannot really know. But something different from what we 
have already identified might have happened to the book. After all, al-
most thirty years following the failure of the Minas Conspiracy, a tome 
of the Recueil, written in French, with the same publication references as 
those of the one José Pereira Ribeiro took to Minas, appeared in Recife. 
And it enthralled the members of the provisional revolutionary govern-
ment, in the heyday of the Pernambucan revolt of 1817.

It could have come out of anyone’s pocket, really. The success of the 
American republic’s experience offered meaning and political form to 
Pernambucan nativism and its long history of sovereignty and self-gov-
ernment.5 The Recueil described in detail the constitutional project and 

5. About the Pernambucan autonomist imagination and its power of political mobiliza-



61

a book crossed the atlantic

government structure of a confederation republic to the revolutionaries 
in 1817—this explains the Pernambucans’ interest in the book, al-
though nobody could really tell how it happened to show up there. The 
story, however, does not end here. At the same time, a man had arrived 
from Minas and was making his presence known in Recife. Luíz Fortes 
de Bustamante, born in Vila Rica, was then in his sixties, and, according 
to the small talk in the revolutionary circles in town, it was said that he 
had participated at least marginally in the Minas Conspiracy.

It is a likely possibility. Bustamante had been a contemporary of 
Álvares Maciel and José Pereira Ribeiro in Coimbra. And he suddenly 
left Minas shortly after the arrests had begun in Vila Rica and in the 
districts of Rio das Mortes and Serro Frio. He established himself for 
a while in Rio de Janeiro; then he went northward, settled in Pernam-
buco, and found a way to submerge until he reappeared, in 1817, all 
fired up with a blunderbuss in hand. He took part in the combat that 
led to the conquest of Brum Fort, in Recife, where the governor Caeta-
no Pinto de Miranda Montenegro took refuge. Bustamante was one of 
the signatories of his surrender. He also participated in the council of 
the newly created republic and featured prominently among the activ-
ists of the Pernambucan Revolution of 1817. When the revolutionaries 
were defeated and the Crown settled the score, Bustamante knew he 
would not escape—his name was included on an outlaw list and his im-
prisonment would not take long. Before the soldiers could get to him, 
however, he managed to flee and not look back, yet again, from a place 
ripe with sedition—only this time he realized the risk was too high. He 
sailed with his sons straight to the United States.6

tion, see Evaldo Cabral de Mello, Rubro veio: O imaginário da Restauração pernambucana (São 
Paulo: Penguin and Companhia das Letras, 2021). 

6. I owe to the generosity of Evaldo Cabral de Mello the hypothesis and the information 
about the possible reappearance of José Pereira Ribeiro’s copy of the Recueil in Recife. About 
the Recueil in the Revolution of 1817, see Evaldo Cabral de Mello, A outra Independência: O 
federalismo pernambucano de 1817 a 1824 (São Paulo: Ed. 34, 2004), 47ff. About Luiz Bus-
tamante, see Joaquim Dias Martins, Os mártires pernambucanos, vítimas da liberdade nas duas 
revoluções ensaiadas em 1710 e 1817 (Pernambuco: Typ. De F. C. de Lemos e Silva, 1853), 
405–6. About the students in Coimbra, see Virgínia Trindade Valadares, Elites mineiras setecen-
tistas: Conjugação de dois mundos (Lisbon: Edições Colibri/Instituto de Cultura Ibero-Atlân-
tica, 2004), 342, 501. About José Pereira Riberito, see Álvaro de Araújo Antunes, Espelho de 
cem faces: O universo relacional de um advogado setecentista (São Paulo: Annablume, 2004).
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All of this might have been a coincidence, but the double reap-
pearance of both the Recueil and Bustamante in Recife, in 1817, re-
veals that the ideas of republic spread internally in the colony and grew 
as they propagated, shaping new and unexpected webs of connection. 
Minas and Pernambuco were supplied with information about the con-
stitutional innovations made by the republicanism stemming from the 
American Revolution during the Confederation period, thanks to a sim-
ilar system, albeit one of Atlantic interaction: it involved Brazil, North 
America, and Europe between the years of 1776 and 1824—and the 
Recueil was one of its most important means of diffusion.

The book fully endorsed the revolutionary intentions of Minas, not 
so much due to a doctrinal discussion but because it offered an un-
precedented combination of ways of thinking and political procedures 
submitted to considerations of a practical disposition. It was then apt 
to be reinterpreted and transformed into a political language suitable 
to the context of a somewhat broken captaincy, squeezed by the taxes 
enforced by Lisbon. Its most prominent contribution according to the 
Mineiros—the constitutional innovation of a confederation republic—
was of special interest to the members of a conspiracy with autonomist 
intentions, which planned on declaring its separation from Portugal, 
inviting the captaincies of Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo to join them, 
and then evolve into a self-governed, self-aware political community.

Almost thirty years later, in Recife, the attentive reading of the Re-
cueil by the Pernambucans would reveal itself in the very conception of 
the federalist project in 1817. It was called federalist, but the project of 
emancipation spearheaded by Pernambuco proposed a confederation. 
The revolutionaries in 1817 did not foster any affinity whatsoever with 
the new model of central government of the United States, which was 
approved by the Constitution written in Philadelphia between May and 
September 1787, and was prepared to assert the power of the states in a 
federative republic of continental dimensions.

By the end of the eighteenth century, the word federal meant a 
league or alliance among states as opposed to the centralized and unitary 
format of the nation state—and it is worth remembering that, as stated 
by Montesquieu, the expression “federative republic” was used to desig-
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nate political communities in expansion. By declaring themselves feder-
alists during the debates of the Constitutional Convention in 1787, and 
in articles published in the Independent Journal of New York, between 
October 1787 and August 1788, three protagonists of the American 
Revolution—Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay—were 
vigorously presenting and defending a breakthrough project of republic. 
The American federalization was embedded in the invention of the rep-
resentation scheme, the axis that defined the movement of the republic’s 
entire new structure. Submitted by Madison, the system would function 
as a well-oiled joint articulating both ends sustaining the federal struc-
ture of the republic. On one end, there was the mechanism preserving 
part of the states’ autonomy; on the other, there lay the conditions of its 
fusion into a much larger community.7 The name “federal” came into 
the fore to qualify the new republic: different from the confederate form, 
in which the cohesion of small republics endowed with sovereignty usu-
ally stems from a treaty, the American federalism indicated a new system 
of continental proportions, formed by a central government with the at-
tributions of national regulation, a permanent army, control of revenue 
collection, and handling international relations.

The revolutionaries in 1817 could not ignore the constitutional 
novelties of federalism created by the American Revolution. But none of 
them ever forgot the certainty that the adoption of a central government 
with ample powers endangered regional particularisms. The constitu-
tional innovation of a confederation republic was more than enough: 
it brought the key to halt power by displacing it from the center to the 
periphery—and this key was described in the pages of the Recueil. The 
thesis that sovereignty was mostly legislative, lived in the provinces, and 
could not be shared was too attractive for the Pernambucans, as it had 
been for the Mineiros in 1789.

7. Baron de Montesquieu, Do espírito das leis. About the American federalist argument, 
see James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and John Jay, Os artigos federalistas 1787–1788 
(Rio de Janeiro: Nova Fronteira, 1993). About the representation scheme, see James Madi-
son, “O Federalista nº. 10,” in Os artigos federalistas 1787-1788; and Renato Lessa, “Política: 
anamnese, amnésia, transfigurações,” in O esquecimento da política, ed. Adauto Novaes (Rio 
de Janeiro: Agir, 2007).
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It was quite a novelty to elaborate a constitution capable of solving 
the problem of province sovereignty and, at the same time, finding a 
stable form of government. In this case, understanding the process of 
constitutional creation as a basis for legislative practice means appre-
hending the moment when the 1817 revolution became more closely 
connected to the ideas belonging to a republican language. However, 
the work remained incomplete, and the constitutional project of the 
republic did not become institutionalized.

Among the members of the revolutionary government in 1817 there 
existed the proposal to summon a constitutive assembly, which would 
be responsible for establishing an unprecedented constitutional form as 
a solution for the exercise of governmental power. They were, however, 
simultaneously dominated by the urge to make sense of, explain, and 
intervene in the context in which they lived. After all, it was necessary to 
take on leadership roles, turn a confederate entity with other provinces 
fully operational, prepare to face imperial troops—the revolutionaries, 
as it seems, apparently decided to be cautious. A constitutive assembly 
was to be summoned before a one-year deadline; otherwise, the govern-
ment council in Recife would be abolished and the process of constitu-
tional creation would be, in turn, based on representation: a particular 
moment when society halts its daily operations in order to affirm pop-
ular sovereignty.8

As anticipated, they ran out of time—the republic was defeated in 
May 1817. Nevertheless, it is possible that the revolutionaries postponed 
the constitutive assembly because they were split over an even more ex-
plosive matter: the scope of equality rights. It was to be expected that the 
1817 republic would envisage a reorganization of society around the idea 
of citizenship and, to a certain extent, this actually happened: the revolu-
tion aroused a kind of political sociability developed by horizontal rela-
tionships of reciprocity and built on patriotism. In Recife, to be a patriot 
was to be a citizen; it combined political passion with moral duty and, 

8. Projeto de Lei Orgânica, Documentos Históricos da Biblioteca Nacional do Rio de Janeiro, 
vol. 104, 16, 23; Francisco Muniz Tavares, História da Revolução de Pernambuco em 1817 
(Recife: Imprensa Oficial, 1917), chap. 5.
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in turn, articulated all that with the claim to self-government. The word 
gained traction, joined the republican repertoire of the Brazilian nine-
teenth century, and spread itself. Patriot meant benefiting from a militant 
egalitarianism among people who had a similar mindset; participating in 
the public debate amid the political effervescence; and not going unno-
ticed among equals nor remaining anonymous in the public arena.9

In 1817, the revolutionaries did not find it difficult to be a patriot, 
that is, expressing a republican identity and inviting others to adhere to 
it. The problem was altogether different: accepting—or not—to broad-
en the principle of patriotism to the poorer segments of the population 
and confirming the assumption that free, poor Black men and persons 
of mixed descent could interact, as equals, with the remaining groups of 
Pernambucan society. The problem was even trickier: equality seemed 
to be within reach for all, especially during civic protests with a fes-
tive mood, characterized by public harmony, which happened at Erario 
Field, today called Republic Square in the northern tip of Santo Anto-
nio Island, in Recife. “You would not stand when a man approaches 
you, hat on his head, touches your shoulder and says: goodbye, Patriot, 
how do you do, give me your tobacco, now here is mine,” wrote mas-
ter-physicist João Lopes Cardoso Machado, whose responsibility was to 
inspect the production and circulation of medicines in the pharmacies, 
in a letter to a friend.10 

Once it is made, the promise of equality might not be fulfilled, 
but it is never forgotten. The situation was about to get worse and João 
Machado would still have many topics with which to astonish his friend: 
“The bastards, mulattos and creoles were so cheeky they said we were all 

9. About “patriot” in Recife, see Denis Antonio de Mendonça Bernardes, O patriotismo 
constitucional: Pernambuco, 1820–1822 (São Paulo: HUCITEC/FAFESP, UFPE, 2006); Frei 
Joaquim Caneca, “Dissertação sobre o que deve se entender por pátria do cidadão e deveres 
deste para com a mesma pátria,” in Frei Joaquim do Amor Divino Caneca, ed. Evaldo Cabral 
de Mello (São Paulo: Editora 34, 2001), 53–100; Márcia Berbel, “Pátria e patriotas em Per-
nambuco (1817–1822): Nação, identidade e vocabulário político,” in Brasil: Formação do 
estado e da nação, ed. István Jancsó (São Paulo: HUCITEC/Fapesp, 2003). 

10. Correspondencia de João Lopes Cardoso Machado, June 15, 1817, in Documentos 
Históricos da Biblioteca Nacional do Rio de Janeiro, vol. 102, 12ff. About the civic protests at 
Erario Field, see Bernardes, O patriotismo constitucional, 209ff.



66

heloisa murgel starling

the same, and they would not marry if not with white women, the best,” 
he wrote in the same letter.11 The message was clear: the revolution of 
1817 turned Recife upside down, but slavery and everything deriving 
from it, both politically and socially, remained outside of the republic. 
Which was, by the way, exactly where it had been left by American rev-
olutionaries and conspirators from Minas.

Sooner or later, the tension would explode. In February 1823, bat-
talions comprised of Black and Brown men stormed Recife and Olinda 
by surprise in a skirmish that lasted for eight days. They ousted the Junta 
dos Matutos, the provincial government, which fled to the province’s 
countryside, and then acclaimed the governor of arms, former captain 
of the artillery regiment, Pedro da Silva Pedroso—he was Black, a Jaco-
bin, and a revolutionary since 1817. The upheaval happened too fast, 
escaped from the authorities’ control, and acquired the fashion of an 
insurrection with a strong racial component. “If Pedroso manages to 
create a government we shall not see white people in it,” a fearful French 
consul in Recife, who recognized in the uprising of 1823 echoes of the 
Haitian Revolution, wrote to Paris.12

The consul was not exaggerating. Pedroso’s commitment had al-
ways been a public one. “They are my people,” he explained to members 
of government who criticized him after a party in a suburb where he 
was spotted surrounded by the Black population. Indeed they were. On 
January 8, 1823, Pedroso rallied the people to rebellion and made sure 
to underline its racial component: “Death to the caiados!” he ordered, 
astonishing even those that knew him. And he concluded: “May they 
not appear now, for we would chop them to pieces.”13 Caiado was a 
derogatory term used to mock the mestizo elite in Pernambuco, which 
was getting increasingly Whiter—that is, by whitewashing itself—as it 
became richer.

The situation was about to get worse. Those who revolted in 1823 

11. Correspondencia de João Lopes Cardoso Machado, June 15, 1817.
12. Quoted by Mello, A outra Independência, 124–25. 
13. Frei Joaquim Caneca, “O caçador atirando à Arara Pernambucana em que se trans-

formou o rei dos ratos José Fernandes Gama,” in Frei Joaquim do Amor Divino Caneca, ed. 
Mello, 143.
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indeed had the Haitian Revolution on their minds. It was such an overt 
association, as declared a deponent to the devassa (investigation) that 
opened soon after the insurrection was defeated, to the point that one 
could hear, around the city and in Olinda, “the most ridiculous street 
urchins speak of the island of Saint-Domingue, and of how all this land 
belonged more to them, blacks and browns, than to the whites.”14 The 
crowds linked Pedroso to the image of Henri Christophe—a former en-
slaved man who was in charge of revolutionary troops, became a general, 
and rose to power in 1811, in a Haiti torn apart by civil war—and made 
sure they went to the streets so they could rhyme abolition, revolution, 
and social convulsion: “As I mimic Cristophe / This Haitian immortal / 
Eia! Mimic his people / Oh my sovereign people.”15

By using Haiti as a political reference, the Pedrosada—the name by 
which the revolt would become known—promoted an imaginary of fear 
throughout the White population in Recife, turned the freeman into a 
rebel willing to shed blood, and shaped a new republican sensibility. For 
the first time, the language of republicanism in Brazil faced the only 
eighteenth-century revolution that abolished the enslavement of Black 
peoples, after wiping out three imperial armies. In the face of a fully 
republican language, but in which nobody so far had thought of ending 
slavery, the Pedrosada spontaneously raised the only source of repub-
licanism integrating Africans outside of their continent to the idea of 
republic. It also proved to the world that the system of enslavement was 
a perverse historical circumstance—and therefore changeable.16 From 
that moment on, the language of republicanism in the areas of rights, 

14. Motins de fevereiro de 1823 (trans. da Devassa), Projeto Pernambuco, manuscritos, 
Biblioteca Nacional, Pasta14, Documento 11, Arquivo 0353, 64.

15. Quoted by Marcus Carvalho, “Rumores e rebeliões: Estratégias de resistência escrava 
no Recife, 1817–1848,” Tempo 3, no. 6 (December 1998): 7. About the Pedrosada, see Mello, 
A outra Independência; and Luiz Geraldo Silva, “Igualdade, liberdade e modernidade política: 
Escravos, afrodescendentes livres e libertos e a Revolução de 1817,” in 1817 e outros ensaios, 
ed. Antônio Jorge Siqueira et al. (Recife: CEPE, 2017); Wanderson Édipo França, “Gente 
do povo em Pernambuco: Da Revolução de 1817 à confederação de 1844,” CLIO 1, no. 33.

16  About the Haitian matrix, see Lilia Moritz Schwarcz, “Matriz haitiana,” in Dicionário 
da República: 51 textos críticos, ed. Lilia Moritz Schwarcz and Heloisa M. Starling (São Paulo: 
Companhia das Letras, 2019). 
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public participation, and citizenship would gradually, but systematical-
ly, join speech making and decision making to face what remained: ab-
olitionist thought. And to further the participation in building political 
activism on the part of the Black population—freed and men “of color,” 
as many Brazilians identified themselves by the end of the nineteenth 
century.

And it is certainly more complicated than this. The journey of the 
Recueil tells, at least partially, the story of an idea of country longing to 
become a reality between the last decades of the eighteenth century and 
the faraway nineteenth century. Perhaps this story has something still to 
say about our contemporary issues. In the twenty-first century, in 2021, 
Brazil is going through a combination of overlapping crises—besides 
the sanitary crisis, there coexist profound crises in economy, ecology, 
and politics.17 The present is dark and there is the real possibility that 
democracy may collapse. Summoning the strength of history, which 
gives permanence to human actions, allows us to find from where rise 
the roots of the ideas of freedom, sovereignty, and republic in the coun-
try. It could teach us much about the Brazilians we once were. Who 
knows, then, whether this story could also help us think about the Bra-
zilians we hope to be.
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Introduction

In early 1789, a republican, constitutionalist, and anti-colonial rebellion 
was planned in Brazil. It challenged empire in the apex year of the Atlan-
tic revolutions. It revealed the weaknesses as well as the strength of impe-
rial adaptation in the face of challenges on both sides of the Atlantic. The 
Minas Conspiracy also revealed the ambiguities and misinterpretation 
of the commitment of the individuals involved in the United States, in 
France, and in Brazil at this critical moment of political transition. The 
conspiracy occurred in Minas Gerais, at the time the most important 
region of Portugal’s vast intercontinental overseas empire. Minas Gerais, 
in the mineral-rich mountainous interior of Brazil, in 1788 was called 
the “soul” of the Portuguese empire in America by Martinho de Melo e 
Castro (1716–1795), who was the Portuguese secretary of state for the 
navy and the overseas dominions.1 Minas Gerais was the source of Por-
tugal’s vast eighteenth-century wealth in gold and diamonds.

1. Martinho de Melo e Castro para o governador e capitão-general de Minas Gerais, Visconde 
de Barbacena, January, 29, 1788, Arquivo Histórico Ultramarino, Minas Gerais, caixa 94.
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The would-be insurgents in Brazil took their inspiration from the 
successful war of American independence from Great Britain and the 
establishment of the United States of America. This is an Atlantic his-
tory of the diffusion of republican and anti-colonial ideas that links 
North America, Europe, and Brazil between the years 1776–1778 and 
1789–1792 in the complex and contradictory history of the transatlantic 
transmission of constitutional models. It is a history of Atlantic empires 
at a moment of profound transformation that joins the nation-building 
experiments in North America to the new constitutional republic the 
conspirators in Minas Gerais intended to create in Brazil in 1789. At the 
center of this “imagined” Brazilian republic was a book: the Recueil des 
loix constitutives des colonies anglaises.2 The original edition was purport-
edly published “in Philadelphia.” In fact it was published in France. The 
copy held by the Minas conspirators was a pirated edition.3

Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson both served as envoys 
from the United States to the court of the French King Louis XVI. 
Franklin was the American envoy from 1776 until 1785, and Jefferson 
from 1785 to 1789. Both Franklin and Jefferson were to play key roles 
in the transmission of constitutional and republican ideas between the 
United States and France and subsequently, and inadvertently, between 
France and Brazil. In 1778 Franklin was instrumental in the publica-
tion of the Recueil in France. In 1787 Jefferson met secretly at Nîmes 

2. Recueil des loix constitutives des colonies angloises: Confédérées sous la dénomination D’États-
Unis de L’Amérique-Septentrionale. Auquel on a joint les Actes d’Indépendance, de Confédération 
et autres Actes du Congrès Général, traduit de l’Anglois. Dedié a M. le Docteur FRANKLIN, En 
Suisse, Chez les Libraires Associes, M. DDC. LXXVIII (A collection of the constitutional laws of 
the English colonies, confederated under the title of the United States of America, to which is 
appended the Declaration of Independence, of Confederation, and other acts of the General 
Congress, translated from English and dedicated to Mr. Dr. Franklin, published in Switzer-
land by Chez Les Librairies Associés, 1778).

3. Two copies of the Recueil were published in 1778. One claimed it was published in Phil-
adelphia, “et se vend à Paris, rue Dauphine, chez Cellot & Jombert, jeune fils, Librairies, la 
seconde porte cochère à droite, au fond de la cour.” The second, a pirated edition, claimed it 
was published “en Suisse.” This is the copy today held in the collections of the Casa do Pilar of 
the Museu da Inconfidência in Ouro Preto, where I was able to examine it. I am most grateful 
to the director of Museu da Inconfidência, Dr. Rui Mauro, for permission to examine the 
Recueil in 2003 and in 2013, and to the staff of the Casa do Pilar, especially Suely Perucci, on 
both occasions for all their assistance and help.
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in southern France José Joaquim Maia e Barbalho, a young Brazilian 
student from Rio de Janeiro who was studying medicine at the Univer-
sity of Montpellier. Charles Gravier, the Comte de Vergennes, the French 
foreign minister, was seeking to avenge France’s defeat in the Seven Years’ 
War. He was Franklin’s intermediary in the publication of the Recueil, 
which contained the foundational constitutional documents of the Unit-
ed States of America: the Declaration of Independence, a first draft of 
the Articles of Confederation, a census of the English colonies of 1775, a 
navigation act, the honorary doctoral degree awarded to General George 
Washington by Harvard University, and the constitutions of six of the 
thirteen original American states—Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Delaware, 
Maryland, Virginia, and South Carolina, with additional documents 
concerning South Carolina and Boston. José Joaquim Maia e Barbalho 
and his fellow Brazilian students in France and Portugal—and in En-
gland in the case of fellow Coimbra University student José Álvares Ma-
ceil from Minas Gerais—were all fascinated by the American struggle 
for independence and the constitutions included in the Recueil precisely 
because of what these revealed about the vulnerability of the Portuguese 
empire in Brazil.4

In May 1789, the Portuguese governor of Minas Gerais, Luis An-
tonio Furtado de Castro do Rio de Mendonça e Faro, the viscount 
Barbacena, discovered that a copy of the Recueil was in the hands of the 
Minas conspirators in 1788–1789 in Vila Rica and that it had informed 
the model for the independent, republican, and constitutional govern-
ment they intended to establish after Portugal’s rule was overthrown. 

4. Durand Echeverria, “French Publications of the Declaration of Independence and the 
American Constitutions 1776–1783,” Papers of the Bibliographical Society of America 47, no. 
4 (1953): 313–38; and Gilbert Chinard, Notes on the French Translations of the Forms of 
the Government of the Several United States, 1778–1783 (American Philosophical Society, 
1943), 88–106; Franklin Papers 23:213–14, Duc de la Rochefoucauld to Franklin and Si-
las Dean, January 20, 1777, and 26:426–27, 592, Edme-Jacques Genet to Franklin, May 
9 and June 5, 1778. For an overview of the history of republicanism in Brazil, see Lilia M. 
Schwarcz and Heloisa M. Starling, editors, Dicionário da República: 51 textos críticos (São 
Paulo: Companhia das Letras, 2019); Heloisa Murgel Starling, Ser republicano no Brasil Co-
lônia: A história de uma tradição esquecida (São Paulo: Companhia das Letras, 2018); and 
Evaldo Cabral de Mello, A outra Independência: O federalismo pernambucano de 1817 a 1824 
(São Paulo: Ed. 34, 2004).
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Barbacena had first been told about the proposed uprising by Colonel 
Joaquim Silvério dos Reis two months earlier on March 15, 1789, at 
Cachoeira do Campo, his country residence to the northeast of Vila 
Rica. On March 25, 1789, Barbacena wrote secretly to the viceroy in Rio 
de Janeiro, Luís de Vasconcelos e Sousa, who was his uncle, to warn him 
of the projected revolution. A formidable conspiracy existed, he told the 
viceroy, among the “powerful men and magnates” in Minas Gerais who 
“are the most capable and likely that I know for so great an evil.” “The 
people of any importance or greatest stature in the captaincy are almost 
all debtors in all they possess to Her Majesty,” he continued, “and only a 
revolution could adjust the accounts to their benefit.” He had acted with 
the “most judicious measures and the greatest circumspection” and be-
cause he was “without forces and without advise, because the officers of 
the only regiment that I have are for the most part, interested in the rev-
olution… it is certain he had at his disposal no more than 70 soldiers… 
[and] no force in which he had confidence… and not a single barrel of 
gunpowder.” He had as a consequence “resolved to dissimulate.” In an 
annotation by the copier of the document as a “pos-datum,” Silvério dos 
Reis is said to have mentioned that he suspected that there “had, or had 
been, some kind of correspondence with France about this business, or 
that there had been a person who had in some way promoted it.”5

Colonel Silvério dos Reis had been intimately involved with the 
plotters. He was a major landowner, militia commander, slave owner,  
and a contractor of the tax farms of Minas Gerais. He was also a major 

5. Cachoeira do Campo, March 25, 1789, Carta do Visconde de Barbacena ao Vice-Rei, 
Luis de Vasconcellos e Sousa, relatando a denúncia recebida de Joaquim Silvério dos Reis, Au-
tos de Devassa 8 (1977): 118–31; the references are from Barbacena’s letter under the heading, 
17, 18, 22, 23, Autos da Devassa 8 (1977): 122, 124, 128. For a skeptical view of the influence 
of the Recueil, see João Pinto Furtado, “Uma república entre dois mundos: Inconfidência 
Mineira, historiografia e temporalidade,” Revista Brasileira de História 21, no. 42 (2001). For 
a chronology of the inconfidência, see Indice Chronologico, Autos da Devassa da Inconfidência 
Mineira (Brasília: Câmara dos Deputados/Governo do Estado de Minas Gerais, 1976–1983), 
1:387–411; see also the “Introducão Histórica” for an excellent overview by one of the editors, 
historian Herculano Gomes Mathias. Autos da Devassa 1 (1976): 13–66; Autos da Devassa 1 
(1976): 16; São João del Rei, October 30, 1789 (?) Carta para Cidade do Porto relatando 
notícias da repressão a Inconfidência Mineira, Biblioteca Municipal do Porto, Código 146, 
Autos da Devassa 9 (1977): 34–40 with extensive notes by Tarquínio J. B. de Oliveira, 40–43.
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debtor to the royal treasury on both of his contracts. The revenues in 
Minas Gerais were farmed out to local businessmen in return for the 
payment of a set annual sum to the royal treasury. The main revenues 
in Minas were the dízimos, the 10 percent tithe owed to the Church 
but collected by the state, and the entradas. The entradas were taxes on 
imports and exports into Minas Gerais, mainly on trade between Minas 
Gerais and Rio de Janeiro. In June 1786 the secretary of the Junta da 
Fazenda (the exchequer board) of Minas Gerais, Carlos José da Silva, 
reported to the secretary of state for the overseas dominions in Lisbon, 
Melo e Castro, that Silvério dos Reis, together with João Rodrigues de 
Macedo, the region’s de facto banker, major entrepreneur, and tax far-
mer, owed between them over a million milreis to the royal exchequer. 
Barbacena found himself dangerously exposed in March 1789, especially 
because of the involvement of senior officers of the Minas Dragoons in 
the plot, including the commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Fran-
cisco de Paula Freire de Andrade. The plot also involved the participa-
tion of leading lawyers, magistrates, and landowners. Barbacena acted 
immediately to strengthen the “Portuguese party,” especially over the 
month between the arrest of Tiradentes in Rio de Janeiro on May 10, 
1789, and the arrest of the major conspirators in Minas Gerais on June 
12, 1789. This allowed time for the quiet deployment by the viceroy 
from Rio de Janeiro to Vila Rica of a squadron of three hundred cavalry 
from the viceroy’s own bodyguard, which arrived in Vila Rica on June 
24, as well as two hundred infantry from the Portuguese regiments of 
Moura and Bragança.6

On June 15, 1789, Colonel Francisco Antônio de Oliveira Lopes 
had testified that “for the plan [for the insurgency], Dr. José Álvares 
Maciel had brought a volume [código] of laws by which the English 
Americans are governed.” He said that the vicar Carlos Correia de 
Toledo had said that Álvares Maciel would be responsible for making 

6. Ofício do Visconde de Barbacena a Luis de Vasconcellos e Sousa, Vice-Rei, recomen-
dando a prisão de Tiradentes, e participando do envio de Joaquim Silvério dos Reis ao Rio de 
Janeiro, Cachoeira do Campo, April 15, 1789. Autos de Devassa 8 (1977): 132–35; Cachoeira 
do Campo, Ofício do Visconde de Barbacena a Luis de Vasconcellos e Sousa, Vice-Rei, apre-
sentado Joaquim Silvério dos Reis, April 19, 1789, Autos de Devassa 8 (1977): 136–37.
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gunpower and establishing factories (fábricas) and that he remembered 
“that his cousin, Dr. Domingos Vidal de Barbosa, while in France, 
knew that one of the students at the University of Montpellier, also a 
son of this America, wrote a letter to the Minister of English America 
resident in Paris about the liberty of this Portuguese [America].”  7

The United States and Portugal

Fortuitously for the Portuguese authorities, they were able to hide the 
Minas Conspiracy from international attention. In 1789 the attention 
of the world was focused on the dramatic developments in Paris where 
the French Revolution had broken out. The Bastille was stormed on July 
14, and in October Louis XVI was forced by an angry mob to leave Ver-
sailles for the Tuileries Palace in Paris. Furthermore, in 1789 the United 
States was hoping to negotiate a commercial treaty with Portugal. In 
support of Britain, Portugal had closed its ports to American shipping 
on July 4, 1776, an ironic (but accidental) coincidence with the date 
of the Declaration of Independence in Philadelphia. Benjamin Franklin 
was instructed to address the Portuguese ambassador in Paris, D. Vicente 
de Sousa Coutinho, and to complain about the shipping decree. In the 
letter signed by Franklin and Silas Deane, the American representatives 
in France, on July 16, 1777, reaffirmed the “desire of the United States 
to live in peace with Portugal and requested in the name of the Congress 
that the measure be withdrawn.” The Portuguese, however, sent a copy 
of Franklin’s letter on to the British, noting “in your cause, you see, we 
are exposed to similar insults.” On February 6, 1778, France recognized 
American independence and entered into a formal alliance with the 
United States. In July 1778 France engaged in combat for the first time 
on the American side. The publication of the Recueil and its dedication 
to Franklin in 1778 was an important part of the effort by the American 
commissioners to persuade the French to support the American cause. 

7. Lucas Figueiredo, O Tiradentes: Uma biografia de Joaquim Jose de Silva Xavier (Sao 
Paulo: Companhia das Letras, 2018), 43–60, 242–67; “Tiradentes: O homem, a história e 
a construção simbólica da nação,” in Em busca de um rosto: A república e a representação de 
Tiradentes, ed. André Figueiredo Rodrigues and Maria Alda Barbosa Cabreira (Sao Paulo: 
Humanitas/Fflch, 2020), 49–65.
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Between 1778 and 1783 the Portuguese quietly and repeatedly showed 
a willingness to provide aid to the Americans up to the point that their 
treaty obligations to the British would allow. The Portuguese also be-
lieved that a fragmented British Empire could serve Portugal’s inter-
ests by establishing a countervailing power in the North Atlantic world. 
Portugal recognized the independence of the United States on February 
15, 1783, and a decree abolished the edict of July 4, 1776, and directed 
that “in all ports of these realms… passage and entry shall be given to all 
ships arrived from Northern America.” Between 1783 and 1786 nego-
tiations took place in Paris between the Portuguese ambassador Vicente 
de Sousa Coutinho and Franklin.8

In November 1785 John Adams, the US envoy in London, had 
a long conversation with the Portuguese envoy, Luis Pinto de Sousa 
Coutinho. Luis Pinto had recently arrived from Lisbon, and the two 
envoys discussed in detail the prospects for a commercial treaty between 
the United States and Portugal with an enumeration of their respective 
desires. Luis Pinto had been the governor of Mato Grosso on the far 
western frontiers of Brazil. He made it clear to Adams that “the Ameri-
cans could never be admitted to Brazil.” In mid-March 1786, Jefferson 
crossed the English Channel and arrived in London from his post as the 
American envoy in France. Jefferson and Adams continued the negotia-
tions for a commercial treaty with Luis Pinto. A preliminary treaty was 
signed by Adams and Jefferson on April 24, 1786, though it was never 
approved or cosigned in Lisbon. The Americans’ demand for access to 
Brazil was again totally rejected. Jefferson, however, in 1785, had al-
ready recommended a league between Portugal and the United States 
in defense of American shipping in the Mediterranean against pirates 
from Morocco, Algiers, Tripoli, and Tunis. In May 1786, Portugal’s na-
val squadron was instructed by Lisbon to “defend and protect American 

8. José Calvet de Magalhães, Portugal and the Independence of the United States (Lisbon: 
Ministério dos Negócios Estrangeiros, 1963); Timothy Walker, “Atlantic Dimensions of the 
American Revolution: Imperial Priorities and the Portuguese Reaction to the North Amer-
ican Bid for Independence (1775–83),” Journal of Early American History 2, no. 3 (2012): 
247–85; James Piecuch, “A War Averted: Luso-American Relations in the Revolutionary Era, 
1775–1786,” Portuguese Studies Review 5, no. 2 (1997); Jose Calvet de Magalhães, História 
das relações diplomáticas entre Portugal e os Estados Unidos da América (1776–1911) (Lisbon: 
Publicações Europa-América, 1991), 15–67.
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ships from harassment and attacks.” Jefferson was well aware of Virgin-
ia’s commercial interests in exports to Portugal.9

The Bill of Rights proposed by James Madison in the House of 
Representatives was approved on September 25, 1789, and these amend-
ments to the United States Constitution were then sent to the various 
North American states for ratification. This process was completed on 
December 15, 1791. These developments in the United States made the 
Articles of Confederation, the key constitutional text published in the 
Recueil, obsolete. Benjamin Franklin had met with Felix Antonio Castri-
oto, a Portuguese journalist living in Paris who had published three pam-
phlets in France supporting the American cause. After Queen Maria’s 
accession to the Portuguese throne in 1777 and the fall from power of the 
Marquês de Pombal, Castrioto returned to Portugal carrying the letter to 
the Portuguese foreign minister from Franklin and Deane. Castrioto also 
petitioned the Portuguese court to lift the ban on American shipping, 
and he resumed the publication of the Gazetta de Lisboa. On September 
18, 1778, he reprinted the “Resolution of the Province of Pennsylvania, 
taken by its Respective Assembly, with the purpose of Reaffirming the 
Sovereignty and Independence of the United States of America.” Castrio-
to observed: “The division between England and her Colonies represents 
the most memorable Revolution that we have had in our world, because 
the consequences which will come of it will necessarily have a great in-
fluence on the general systems of Nations. Because of this, everything 
related to it well deserves a place in the annals of our times.”10

Castrioto spoke prophetically about the “memorable Revolution” in 

9. Calvet de Magalhães, Portugal and the Independence of the United States, 17–67. Calvet 
de Magalhães details the various reports on the conversations from Adams in Paris, Jefferson 
in Paris and London, Luis Pinto in London, Vicente de Sousa Coutinho in Paris, and Mar-
tinho de Mello e Castro in Lisbon. Adams had his initial conversations with Vicente de Sousa 
Coutinho in Paris.

10. The conciliatory letter from Franklin was conveyed to Portugal by Castrioto. The 
document is now in the Portuguese archives and has the annotation: “Original in English by 
Franklin and Another Agent of the Insurgents of English America.” Torre do Tombo (Portu-
guese National Archives) Arquivo do Ministério dos Negócios Estrangeiros, caixa 1, no. 1, 
letter of B. Franklin and S. Deane to the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Portugal, dated July 
16, 1777.
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transatlantic affairs. Brazilians would also recognize the revolutionary, 
republican, as well as the anti-colonial, message and the model that the 
establishment of the United States of America represented, most espe-
cially those young Brazilian students who were studying at the reformed 
University of Coimbra in Portugal and who were continuing to pursue 
their postgraduate studies in France at the University of Montpellier 
and the University of Bordeaux. Ironically, by 1790 the constitution 
of the Republic of Pennsylvania, published with great emphasis in the 
Recueil, had been substantially rewritten to diminish its democratic pro-
visions and to strengthen the power of the executive.11

Benjamin Franklin and the Recueil in France

Benjamin Franklin, then seventy years of age, was famous as a leading 
figure in natural philosophy and a prominent member of the Republic 
of Letters. By the time he arrived in France as a diplomat on December 
21, 1776, Franklin had distinguished himself over the course of several 
decades as a journalist, polemicist, moralist, and scientist and as the 
deputy postmaster of the English colonies in North America, a political 
thinker and leader, and a philanthropist. Franklin was well acquainted 
with leading figures in the French Enlightenment. These included Louis- 
Alexandre de la Rochefoucauld d’Enville, a natural scientist, president 
of the Academy of Medicine, and a member of the Royal Academy of 
Sciences, who would be a strong supporter of the North Americans in 
their revolt against England. Franklin also counted among his acquain-

11. Letter of Felix Antonio Castrioto to the secretary of state, Ayres de Sá e Mello, No-
vember 12, 1777, caixa 1, no. 3. Calvet de Magalhães published a facsimile of the letter from 
Franklin and Deane of July 1777. See also J. Paul Selsam, The Pennsylvania Constitution of 
1776: A Study in Revolutionary Democracy (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1936); Robert F. Williams, “The Influences of Pennsylvania’s 1776 Constitution on American 
Constitutionalism during the Founding Decade,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biog-
raphy 112, no. 1 (1988): 25–48; Kenneth Owen, Political Community in Revolutionary Penn-
sylvania 1774–1800 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018). Francisco Xavier Machado 
witness statement, 1, Testemunha 20a, 188–91; Casa do Desembargador Pedro José Araújo 
de Saldanha, Vila Rica, June 26, 1789; Testemunha 13a, João Dais da Motta, said that the 
conspirators had spoken of aid from France (some ships) and England, 177.
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tances the abbé Gabriel Bonnot de Mably, future author of a 1784 com-
mentary on the constitutions of the United States as published in the 
Recueil, in the form of a series of letters addressed to John Adams.12

Thanks to his international renown, a previous visit to Paris in 
1767, and his ongoing correspondence with prominent European phi-
losophes, Franklin was already famous and revered in France. His celeb-
rity would only grow over the course of his mission. He was indeed the 
ideal choice for this critical task. The publication of the Recueil in 1778 
was intended by the American delegates in Paris as propaganda that 
would introduce the American constitutional experiments to Europe. 
Its aim was to encourage France to assist the American Revolution at a 
critical stage in the armed conflict between the North American colo-
nial revolutionaries and the British government. Franklin was the per-
fect revolutionary for the purpose of reassuring the French privileged 
class, different enough to be interesting but familiar enough not to 
be frightening, a Philadelphia rustic with years of experience at court, 
an American who mispronounced their language but could create a 
splendid bon mot. Franklin helped reinforce Vergennes’s Anglophobia 
in 1777–1778, and, more importantly, helped assure it would not be 
counterbalanced by fear of dangerous American revolutionaries. It was 
in this context that the Recueil was published, and this was the pro-
paganda text in French which the Minas conspirators possessed and 
discussed in late 1788 and early 1789.13

12. Durand Echeverria, “Image et influence de Benjamin Franklin en France avant et 
Pendant la Révolution de 1789,” Tocqueville Review 9 (1989); correspondance of the Duc 
de la Rochefoucauld with Franklin and Silas Deane, January 29, 1777, and of Edmé-Jacques 
Genet with Franklin, May 9 and June 5, 1778, Franklin Papers 23:426–27, 592. On Frank-
lin’s activities in London and his connections there during his three sojourns (1724–1726, 
1757–1762, and 1764–1775), see George Goodwin, Benjamin Franklin in London: The Brit-
ish Life of America’s Founding Father (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 2017).

13. Joyce Chaplin, The First Scientific American: Benjamin Franklin and the Pursuit of Ge-
nius (New York: Basic Books, 2006). On Franklin’s relationships, fame, and image in France, 
see Gilbert Chinard, L’Apothéose de Benjamin Franklin (Paris: Librairie Orientale et Améri-
caine, 1955); Alfred Owen Aldridge, Franklin and His French Contemporaries (New York: 
New York University Press, 1957); Bernard Baylin, “Realism and Idealism in America Diplo-
macy: Franklin in Paris, Couronné par la Liberté,” in To Begin the World Anew: The Genius 
and Ambiguities of the American Founders (New York: Knopf, 2003); Abbé de Mably, Observa-
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In 2013 an annotated critical edition of the 1778 Recueil in Portu-
guese was published in Brazil with Penguin and Companhia de Letras. 
This was a collective effort, and I was able to complete the project with 
the essential scholarly collaboration of Gabriel de Avilez Rocha, Bruno 
Carvalho, and John Huffman, who provided a detailed analysis of the 
problems of translation and representation in the French texts. They col-
lectively had the historical knowledge and the linguistic skills to analyze 
the American and French texts and to annotate the Portuguese transla-
tion. The Portuguese edition was titled O livro de Tiradentes. Professors 
Heloisa Murgel Starling and Júnia Ferreira Furtado of the Federal Uni-
versity of Minas Gerais contributed an essential essay of analysis to the 
introductory texts. The Recueil opens with a dedication to Franklin by 
the editor, Claude Ambroise Régnier. Régnier was a French lawyer and 
politician and later a supporter of Napoleon. In his 1778 introduction to 
the Recueil, Régnier wrote that the North American constitutional laws 
are “one of the most beautiful monuments of the human knowledge 
and, at the same time, constitutes the purest democracy ever imagined.” 
Régnier is careful to note that he has merely “collected” (rassemblées) 
these documents. In fact they were lifted verbatim from Les Affaires. 
The Declaration of Independence and the Articles of Confederation, as 
well as the state constitutions, were strategically deployed by Franklin 
and Silas Deane to construct the image of a cohesive confederation of 
fully functional governments, the better to secure loans and alliances. 
Franklin told the committee of secret correspondence of the Congress: 
“All of Europe is with us. Our Articles of Confederation being by our 
means translated and published have given an Appearance of Consis-
tence and Firmness to the American State and Government that begins 
to make them considerable.” Franklin reported that they were being 
read “with rapture.” The shift from future tense to present tense in the 
French translation also transfigures a nation about to be created into one 
already established and proclaiming its own unity. Because of the consis-

tions sur le gouvernement et les lois des États-Unis [Remarks concerning the government and the 
laws of the United States of America] (London: J. Debret, 1784); Bruno Carvalho, “Partial 
Enlightenments: Precedents and Possibilities for 18th-Century Luso-Brazilian Studies,” Por-
tuguese Literary and Cultural Studies 29 (2016): 1–15.
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tency and relative uniformity among the constitutions, the appearance 
of unity is also apparent in the state constitutions, where the declara-
tions of rights (paired with explicit commitments to democratic princi-
ples) declares that government derives its authority from the people and 
is founded on a compact for the common good. Frequent free elections 
would provide the mechanism by which the people would control and 
shape the government, as well as hold their representatives accountable. 
The declaration of rights of each state is in some cases contained in the 
first articles, in some cases in a bill or declaration of rights as a separate 
statement.14

The Pennsylvania constitution in the Recueil begins by “declaring 
the rights of the inhabitants of the Republic of Pennsylvania.” The orig-
inal September 28, 1776, Pennsylvania constitution, however, spoke 
not of a “Republic” but of “the Rights of the Inhabitants of the Com-
monwealth or State of Pennsylvania.” And “republic” is used wherever 
“commonwealth” is used in the original. The constitution of Pennsyl-
vania declared that the “the king of Great Britain commenced, and still 
continues to carry on, with unabated vengeance, a most cruel and un-
just war against them, employing therein, not only the troops of Great 
Britain, but foreign mercenaries, savages and slaves.” The Pennsylvania 
constitution in the Recueil has extensive explanatory footnotes written 
by Franklin. Under the title “of Note of an American,” Franklin writes: 
“Perhaps one is surprised to find a distinction of free men in a country 
in which it is believed that all men are free. There still are in America 
two classes that aren’t; one, entirely enslaved, blacks. In reality, a variety 

14. On the American mission to the French court, see also Samuel Flagg Bemis, The Diplo-
macy of the American Revolution (New York: D. Appleton-Century, 1935); Claude Anne Lo-
pez, Mon Cher Papa, Franklin and the Ladies of Paris (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
2005); Robert Middlekauff, “Benjamin Franklin, Pragmatic Visionary: Politician, Statesman, 
Diplomat,” and Ellen R. Cohn, “The Printer at Passy,” in Benjamin Franklin: In Search of a 
Better World, ed. Page Talbott (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2005); Stacy Schiff, 
A Great Improvisation: Franklin, France, and the Birth of America (New York: Henry Holt, 
2005); Jonathan R. Dull, Benjamin Franklin and the American Revolution (Lincoln: Univer-
sity of Nebraska Press, 2010); Jonathan R. Dull, “Franklin the Diplomat: The French Mis-
sion,” Transactions of the American Philosophical Society 72, pt. 1 (1982): 1–76; Gordon S. 
Wood, The Americanization of Benjamin Franklin (New York: Penguin Press, 2004).



83

imagined republics

and even a majority of the Colonies always opposed their importation, 
and with frequency made laws to stop it; but, since the consent of the 
Crown was necessary for the confirmation of these laws, they could nev-
er be established, the King having always rejected them as contrary to 
the interests of the English African Company; therefore, the prohibition 
of importing these unfortunate victims of European avarice was one of 
the first operations of the General Congress; and it should be believed 
that it will soon legislate on the fortune of blacks currently within the 
extension of the 13 States.”15

Franklin added in his footnote that in Pennsylvania some propri-
etors had already freed their enslaved people, though many existed with-
in the “colony and many more within the Southern Colonies.” He then 
describes the role of minor infants (les Enfants mineures), apprentices, 
and indentures (les Domestiques engage) which he says facilitates the col-
onies’ acquisition of new inhabitants. In 1777, in Philadelphia, Franklin 
was chosen to be the first president of the republic of Pennsylvania and 
John Morris to be the secretary. The radicalism of the 1777 Pennsylva-
nia constitution provoked much opposition. John Adams, in his own 
copy of the Recueil, wrote in comments on the text that “the following 
Constitution of Pa, was well known by such as were in the secret, to 
have been principally prepared by Timothy Matlock, Jas. Gannon [sic], 
Thomas Paine and Thomas Young, all ingenious Men, but none of them 
deeply read in the Science of Legislation. The Bill of Rights is taken al-
most verbatim from that of Va. The Form of Government, is the Worst 
that has been established in America, & will be found so in Experience. 
It has weakened that state, divided it, by that Means embarrasses and 
obstructs the American cause more than any other thing.”16

The Pennsylvania constitution extended voting rights to all taxpay-
ing free men, guaranteed unrestricted freedom of the press, established 
a unicameral legislature with term limits, no standing army in times 

15. Dull, “Franklin the Diplomat,” 27.
16. Benjamin Franklin and Silas Deane, letters to the committee of secret correspondence, 

March 12, 1777, American Philosophical Society and Yale University, “The Papers of Benja-
min Franklin,” https://franklinpapers.org/. John Adams’s copy of the Recueil is held in the 
special collections of the Boston Public Library.

https://franklinpapers.org/framedVolumes.jsp?vol=23&page=466a
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of peace and strict subordination of military power to civilians, a thir-
teen-member executive council, a president elected by the assembly and 
council, a provision that all legislation should be held so that Pennsylva-
nians could assess the proposed laws, a council of censors to oversee ac-
tivities and protect the constitution from violation, open-door sessions 
of the general assembly, accessible education (schools and universities), 
and regulation of profits deemed excessive. Its efforts to avoid perpetuity 
in office and a political aristocracy of incumbents are also noteworthy. In 
fact, John Adams was perceptive in his criticism: the 1777 Pennsylvania 
constitution was replaced in 1790. Richard Ryerson claims that “by late 
1776 the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania was perhaps the most vital 
participatory democracy in the world.” The Pennsylvania constitution 
contained a radical provision: it abolished property and financial quali-
fications not only for the electorate but also for those seeking office. The 
state constitutions also gave considerable attention to reinforcing the 
impartiality, integrity, and independence of the courts and judges and 
upheld the basic continuity of rights under English common law. They 
also provided protection against the gruesome application of judicial 
power and provided protection against cruel and unusual punishment. 
All the state constitutions sought to secure freedom of religion. The 
declarations of freedom of the press, of the judiciary, and of religion, 
along with many others, coexisted with the continuing practice and le-
gal recognition of slavery. As far as the slave trade was concerned, the 
text of the navigation act, included in the Recueil, differs substantially 
from the original by giving additional emphasis to the prohibition of the 
slave trade. In the Recueil, only the constitution of Delaware made any 
provision for the abolition of slavery.17

The 1778 Recueil is the way in which the Brazilians in Minas Gerais 
perceived and understood North America’s anti-colonial and revolution-
ary attempt to organize new independent constitutional government in 

17. Pennsylvania Constitution of 1776, Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commis-
sion, Record Group 26: Records of the Department of State, Basic Documents; https://
www.phmc.pa.gov/Pages/default.aspx. The Articles of Confederation, in George Athan Bil-
lias, American Constitutionalism Heard Round the World, 1776–1989 (New York: New York 
University Press, 2009), 27–32, 66–86.
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former colonies. It was a vision mediated through French translations. 
All these were organized and heavily influenced in the way they were 
presented by the critical intervention of Benjamin Franklin. This gave 
the French text, as Carvalho, Huffman, and Rocha observe, “the weight 
of an original in this context.” Thus in significant ways the French text 
modifies or diverges from the originals in English and provided, in the 
words of Carvalho, Huffman, and Rocha, “an angled snapshot of the 
process by which the architecture of the United States government was 
constructed”: the image of unity, the transfiguration of a nation poised 
to be created, to an already established nation, proclaiming its own 
unity.18 This was all undoubtedly a welcome shift of emphasis for the 
American envoys in Paris and at Versailles seeking French military and 
diplomatic support. Pennsylvania’s constitution, moreover, would have 
received the most attention from readers due to its prominent place-
ment in the Recueil, its association with Franklin, and the sheer number 
of footnotes it received in this edition. The “Note d’un Americain” also 
gave an artificial coherence to the decidedly antislavery slant of the col-
lection and to the supposition that general abolition was imminent as 
well as restrictions on slavery and the slave trade, and it gave a particular 
emphasis to the constitution of the republic of Pennsylvania. Franklin 
certainly by 1778 wanted slavery abolished and the slave trade ended, 
yet most North Americans at the time did not, especially in the south-
ern states.19

The Recueil in this sense portrayed in large part an “imagined” 
North American republic organized (and distorted) according to Benja-
min Franklin’s interpretation. This is how the French saw the constitu-

18. Bruno Carvalho, John Huffman, and Gabriel de Avilez Rocha, “O conteúdo do Re-
cueil: Problemas de tradução e representação,” in O livro de Tiradentes, Kenneth Maxwell, ed. 
(São Paulo: Penguin Classics and Companhia das Letras, 2013), 101–5.

19. David Armitage, The Declaration of Independence: A Global History (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2007); also published in Brazil as Declaração de Independência: Uma 
história global (São Paulo: Companhia das Letras, 2011), especially pp. 27–88. Bruno Car-
valho, John Huffman, and Gabriel de Avilez Rocha have provided detailed analysis on the con-
tent of the Recueil and problems of translation and representation, “O conteúdo do Recueil,” 
67–105. On the honorary degree given by Harvard to George Washington, see the discussion 
by Gabriel Rocha, “George Washington in Minas Gerais,” ReVista 6, no. 3 (2007): 78–79.
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tional innovations in North America in 1778 and how the Brazilians via 
the Recueil also perceived the North American constitutional arrange-
ments in late 1788 and early 1789 when they were planning their own 
republican constitutional structure which they intended to implement 
in Minas Gerais once they had overthrown Portuguese rule after the ex-
pected imposition of the massive tax of the derrama in 1789. The Minas 
conspirators in 1788 owned two copies of the Recueil. The Tiradentes 
copy claimed on its frontispiece that it was published “en Suisse.” This 
was a pirated edition. It was identical in all other respects to the Recueil 
that claimed on its frontispiece that it was published in Philadelphia. 
Two copies of the Recueil were brought to Minas Gerais in 1788 by for-
mer Brazilian students at the University of Coimbra, one by José Álvares 
Maciel and the other by José Pereira Ribeiro. The copy owned by Pereira 
Ribeiro appears to have been smuggled out of Minas Gerais at the time 
of the arrests of the conspirators in June 1789.20

Thomas Jefferson in France

The Minas conspirators saw the American Revolution as relevant be-
cause they perceived the tax demands (the impending derrama or special 
levy) placed on them by Portugal as similar to those the British had 
imposed on their North American colonies. In fact the tax demands the 
Portuguese government insisted on in 1788 to make up for the arrears 
in payments on the fifth of the gold production were to provide the oc-
casion as well as the date for the uprising. Barbacena, the new governor 
and captain general, had arrived in Minas Gerais on July 11, 1788, with 
a massive directive, composed by the secretary of state for the overseas 

20. From here it may have traveled to Pernambuco, where it may have informed the feder-
alist republican revolt of 1817. Selsam, The Pennsylvania Constitution of 1776; Richard Alan 
Ryerson, The Revolution Is Now Begun: The Radical Committees of Philadelphia, 1765–1776 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1978); Chinard, Notes on the French Trans-
lations, 90, 19; Annotations of John Adams in the Adams Library, Boston Public Library, 
233.7, cited also by Iain McLean, “Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, and the Déclaration des 
Droits de l’Homme et du Citoyen,” in The Future of Liberal Democracy: Thomas Jefferson and 
the Contemporary World, ed. Robert Fatton Jr. and R. K. Ramazani (New York: Palgrave Mac-
millan, 2004), 13–30.
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dominions, Martinho de Melo e Castro, intended as a reformulation of 
policy for Minas Gerais. The captaincy of Minas Gerais had been for 
most of the eighteenth century the location of the first great gold rush 
in modern history. After 1720 it also became the major source of the 
world’s diamonds. Melo e Castro claimed in his directive that all means 
of collecting the royal fifth on the gold production from Minas had 
been “eluded by the inhabitants.” The Mineiros, he said, had sought “to 
persuade that the mines were exhausted.” He dismissed these claims as 
being a subterfuge to disguise the abuses and frauds practiced in the cap-
taincy. The fall in gold returns, he asserted, was a result of “the general 
relaxation of those charged with the inviolable observance of the laws.”21

Barbacena was ordered by Melo e Castro, on his arrival in Minas 
Gerais, to call together the Junta da Fazenda (the exchequer board) of 
the captaincy and to read the stipulations of the Alvará of December 3, 
1750, when the inhabitants of Minas Gerais had agreed to guarantee to 
the royal exchequer one hundred arrobas of gold per annum. Barbacena 
was to remind them that when this quota was unfilled a per capita tax 
or derrama was to be imposed on all the inhabitants of the captaincy 
to make up for the unpaid arrears. In 1788 these arrears amounted to 
538 arrobas of gold. The payments under the Minas tax farms were also 
in arrears. Barbacena was also instructed by Melo e Castro to void all 
tax farms in Minas Gerais and to institute legal proceedings against the 
debtors of the royal treasury “of whatever quality they may be.” These 
tax demands appeared to be similar to those Britain had attempted to 
impose on the English colonies in North America. The Minas conspir-

21. Registro da carta do Ex. Senhor General sobre a suspensão da derrama, Vila Rica, March 
14, 1789, in Revista do Público Mineiro 7 (1903): 979–80; also in AHU, Minas Gerais, box 
57. Portaria do Visconde de Barbacena, Villa Rica, June 30, 1789, Autos da Devassa 2:87–88. 
Also Livro Recueil des Loix Constitutives . . . A qual entrega a testemunha, in Minas Gerais, caixa 
93, Arquivo Histórico Ultramarino, Lisboa, Portugal. Also Cartas, Denúncias e Diligências 
26, no. 10, July 10, 1789, Autos da Devassa 2 (1978): 474–75; José Caetano César Manitti to 
Visconde de Barbacena, Villa Rica, February 12, 1790, Anuário do Museu da Inconfidência, 
Ouro Preto, 11 (1953): 89; “perguntas feitas ao Coronel Francisco Antonio de Oliveira Lopes,” 
Rio de Janeiro, November 21, 1789, Autos da Devassa 4:332; and “perguntas feitas ao . . . Oli-
veira Lopes,” Villa Rica, July 21, 1789, 11, 58; also the “terceiras perguntas feitas ao Padre José 
da Silva de Oliveira Rolim,” Vila Rica, October 21, 1789, Autos da Devassa 11:273.
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ators saw in the North American Declaration of Independence and the 
constitutional documents reproduced in the Recueil a model of a suc-
cessful colonial revolt and a framework for discussing the institutions 
they intended to create for their own independent republican govern-
ment after their revolt had succeeded. The interrogations of the prison-
ers arrested in Vila Rica in July 1789 quickly revealed a direct connec-
tion between the Brazilian conspirators and Thomas Jefferson. Thomas 
Jefferson had declined the invitation to serve as one of the American 
envoys to France in 1776 and again in 1782. But in 1785 he agreed and 
succeeded Franklin. In 1786 Jefferson received a letter from Montpellier 
dated October 2. It was signed with the pseudonym “Vendek.” Mont-
pellier was the oldest faculty of medicine in Europe, dating from 1220. 
Vendek, in his letter to Jefferson, wrote that he had a matter of great 
consequence to communicate but his bad health did not permit him to 
travel to Paris, and as he was a foreigner in France, he wished Jefferson to 
recommend a safe channel for correspondence via “François Vigarous” 
(Vigourous), counselor to the king and professor of medicine at the Uni-
versity of Montpellier. Jefferson replied on October 16.22 In his second 

22. The letter is not in the Jefferson archives, but Vendek refers to the date of Jefferson’s 
letter to him in his response to Jefferson on October 21. Other Brazilians had continued their 
studies in France or gone directly to the faculty of Medicine at Montpellier, where fifteen Bra-
zilians had matriculated between 1767 and 1793. Between 1785 and 1790, eleven Brazilians 
had matriculated, including José Mariano Leal da Câmara de Gusmão from Rio de Janeiro 
in 1785 and Manuel Arruda da Câmara from Pernambuco, who received their doctorates in 
1790 and 1793, respectively. Sumário de testemunhos sobre a ligações de José Joaquim Maia e 
Barbalho e Thomas Jefferson, Auto de perguntas feitas acerca de uma carta escrita ao Ministro 
dos Estados Unidos da América Setentrional por um estudante do Brasil que se acha em Mont-
pellier, Autos da Devassa 2 (1978): 5; Autos da Devassa 2 (1978): 5.1—Autuação, Casa do 
Ouvidor, 7-07-1789, II.5.2—Portaria do Visconde de Barbacena/Villa Rica, 30-06-1789, 
Autos da Devassa 2 (1978): 5.3. Inquirição deste Sumário, Autos da Devassa 2 (1978): 5.3.A; 
Assentada, Cadeia Publica, 8-07-1789, II, 5, 3.I – Francsico Antonio de Oliveira Lopes, Autos 
da Devassa 2 (1978): 87–91; Autos da Devassa (1978): 5.3.2—Domingos Vidal de Barbosa (28 
years old) Autos da Devassa 2:92–95; and the subsequent interrogations, confrontations, and 
testimony of Oliveira Lopes and José Pereira Ribeiro (twenty-five years old) who denied any 
knowledge of the matter; Autos da Devassa 2 (1978): 97. José Maia e Barbalho to Thomas Jef-
ferson, Montpellier, October 2, 1786, and José Joaquim Maia e Barbalho to Thomas Jefferson, 
Montpellier, November 21, 1786; in The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, ed. Julian P. Boyd (Princ-
eton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1954), 10:427 and 10:546–47. Vendek to Jefferson, 
Montpellier, October 9, 1786; Vendek to Jefferson, Montpellier, November 21, 1786; Jeffer-
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letter to Jefferson, Vendek declared he was “a Brazilian.” He told Jefferson 
that “the slavery in which his country lay was rendered each day more 
insupportable since the epoch of your glorious independence.” Brazilians 
had decided to follow the example of the North Americans, to break 
the chains that bound them to Portugal. To solicit the aid of the United 
States was the purpose of his visit to France. “Nature made us inhabitants 
of the same continent and in consequence in some degree compatriots.” 
The following year, when visiting the antiquities at Nîmes, in southern 
France, Jefferson arranged a secret rendezvous with Vendek.23 

Vendek’s real name was José Joaquim Maia e Barbalho. He was a 
native of Rio de Janeiro. His father was a leading merchant and public 
works contractor in Rio de Janeiro with contacts in Bordeaux. Maia 
e Barbalho had matriculated in 1783 at the University of Coimbra in 

son to Vendek, Paris, December 26,1786; Vendek to Jefferson, Montpellier, January 5, 1787; 
in Anuário do Museu da Inconfidência (Ouro Preto, 1953), 2:11–13. The correspondence be-
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the Autos da Devassa 8:19–35. Jefferson also commented to Jay on a conversation he had with 
a Mexican in Paris. He told Jay he had been more cautious in his comments with the Mexican 
because “as for us, if Spain would give us favorable terms to our trade and surfaced other diffi-
culties, was not likely to abandon the right and presents advantages, although small, in other 
future uncertainties, for they were large”; Thomas Jefferson from José da Maia, December 
26, 1786, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-10-02-0398. Thomas Jeffer-
son to José da Maiá, March 19, 1787; Thomas Jefferson to John Jay, May 4, 1787; Nation-
 al Archives, “Founders Online,” http://founders.archives.gov/documents/; in The Papers of  
Thomas Jefferson, 11:338–43; also in Anuário do Museu da Inconfidência, 2:13–19.

23. Rafael Dias da Silva Campos, “Os 15 de Montpellier: Medicina, política e relação de 
poder nas Luzes entre Montpellier, Coimbra e Brasil (ca. 1770–ca. 1820),” Universidade 
NOVA de Lisboa, Faculdade de Ciências Sociais e Humanas, December 2018; Rafael Dias da 
Silva Campos, “The Luso-Brazilian Medical Students at Montpellier and the Establishment 
of an Intellectual Elite between Two American Empires,” in Cross-Cultural Exchange and the 
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C. Conceição, and Monique Palma (Porto: Edições Afrontamento, 2019); Rafael Dias da 
Silva Campos and Christian Fausto Moraes dos Santos, “Doutores da devassa: Sedição e te-
ses médicas de Luso-Brasileiros em Montpellier,” História Unisinos 17, no. 1 (2013): 61–66; 
Richard Drayton, Nature’s Government: Science, Imperial Britain, and the “Improvement” of the 
World (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000); Sue Minter, The Apothecaries’ Garden: 
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de Lisboa, 1948). I am most grateful to Lucas Bertolo for his research in the Fonts Anciens, 
Faculté de Medicine, Université de Montpellier, and in the archives of the University of Bor-
deaux into the Brazilian students and Professor Joseph Marie Joachim Vigarous.

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-10-02-0398
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-11-02-0322
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Portugal where he studied mathematics. He was a student of Professor 
Vigourous at Montpellier where he matriculated in the faculty of med-
icine in 1786.24 Montpellier had long been a major part of a Europe-
an-wide intellectual network. Montpellier’s professors were part of an 
international network of natural scientists, which included Domen ico 
Vandelli in Portugal and Joseph Banks at the Royal Society and the 
Linnaean Society of London. Professors Antoine Govan and Pierre 
Brossond (who had studied at the University of Edinburgh) were both 
members of Maia e Barbalho’s examining committee. They had links 
with the network of scientific practice developed in the towns of Shef-
field, Birmingham, and Manchester. These men were all part of what 
James Livesey has called the “provincial enlightenment.” It had been to 
Birmingham that José Álvares Maciel had gone after graduating from 
Coimbra. Domenico Vandelli was a correspondent of Carl von Linné, 
the Swedish naturalist.25 Vandelli moved from Lisbon to Coimbra, as 
did his natural history collection, at the end of 1772 and the beginning 
of 1773, much to the delight of the Rio de Janeiro–born bishop-rector 
of the reformed university, Francisco de Lemos (1735–1822). Incorpo-
rated into the Vandelli collection was that of Joseph Rollen van Deck, 
who had been a member of the Spanish-Portuguese Commission in 
1750 charged with the demarcation of the Amazonian frontiers between 
Spanish and Portuguese America. Van Deck corresponded with Joseph 
Banks during and after Banks’s visit to Lisbon in 1766 and then had 
been appointed to lead the Portuguese diplomatic mission to Morocco 
in 1773, where he died. Maia e Barbalho had worked under Vandelli at 
Coimbra before leaving for the University of Montpellier. José Álvares 

24. He dedicated his thesis to Vigarous. It dealt with erysipelas fever, an infection of the 
upper layer of the skin, mostly caused by a streptococcal bacteria, which results in a red rash 
with raised edges. Its symptoms include fevers, chills, shivering, and high temperatures. The 
University of Montpellier, in addition to its famous medical school, also had the oldest bo-
tanical garden in Europe, founded in 1592. 

25. Vandelli had moved to Portugal in 1764. In 1770 the junta da providência literária 
oversaw the post-Jesuit educational reforms, and in particular the root and branch reform of 
the University of Coimbra, carried out in person in 1772 by the future Marquês de Pombal, 
where the practical application of chemistry, mathematics, physics, and botany were intended 
to encourage the development of the agriculture, industry, and commerce under the patron-
age of ministers of the government.
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Maciel was one of Vandelli’s most accomplished students and had gone 
to Birmingham after graduating. It is most likely that Maia e Barbalho’s 
use of the pseudonym “Vendek” was an allusion to Van Deck.26

The Rio de Janeiro connection to Montpellier and Bordeaux was 
also made through another Brazilian student, Eleuterio Jose Delfim, 
the son of Antonio Delfim Silva, an entrepreneur in the public works in 
Rio and a slave trader with Mozambique. The slave trade with Benguela 
in Angola and Quelimane in Mozambique was controlled and financed 
by Rio’s entrepreneurs. Jose Delfim had matriculated at Montpellier 
in the faculty of medicine on October 13, 1786. He then returned to 
Rio before arriving back again in Lisbon in July 1788, where he stayed 
in the house of Joaquim Pereira de Almeida. He later went to Goa 
and Mozambique, where he became a major slave trader. Eleuterio Jose 
Delfim, however, may well have had established connections between 
Rio de Janeiro, Bordeaux, and Montpellier through his family’s busi-
ness interests, apparently interested in exploring relationships with the 
United States. In the first denunciations given in Vila Rica in May 
1789, the willingness of merchants from Bordeaux to provide three 
ships had been mentioned.27

26. I have also drawn from William Simon’s unpublished papers: “The Foundation of 
the Natural History Museum of the University of Coimbra: An Aspect of the Role of Sci-
ence during the Eighteenth-Century Reform Period in Portugal”; “A renovação da História 
Natural (Lineu e Buffon) e seus reflexos na Universidade de Coimbra: Domingos Vandelli e 
seus alunos brasileiros,” Curso de Conferências, Rio de Janeiro, August, 15, 1988; and “Dr. 
Alexandre Rodrigues Ferreira’s Amazon Formulary: Sources of Luso-Brazilian Medicine in 
the Late Eighteenth Century.” While in Villa Bela in the captaincy of Mato Grosso, Rod-
rigues Ferreira was able to work in the private library of Governor Luís de Albuquerque de 
Melo Pereira Cáceres. He prepared a medical memoir, “Enfermedades endêmicas de Matto 
Grosso.” The manuscript text of his “Receituário brasiliense” (Brazilian pharmacopoeia) was 
kept in the archive of the Museu Bocage in Lisbon, but it was destroyed in a fire in the 
building in 1978; D. M. Davidson, “Rivers and Empire: The Madeira Route and the Incor-
poration of the Brazilian Far West, 1737–1808,” PhD diss., Yale University, 1970. David 
Davidson was also one of the authors in the original Newberry Library volume, Dauril Alden, 
ed., Colonial Roots of Modern Brazil: Papers of the Newberry Library Conference (Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1973), 61–102.

27. On Bordeaux, see the Musée d’Aquitaine, “Bordeaux in the 18th Century: Trans-At-
lantic Commerce and Slavery,” https://www.musee-aquitaine-bordeaux.fr/en/article/modern- 
area, and François Hubert, Christian Block, and Jacques de Cauna, eds., Bordeaux au XVIIIe 
siècle: Le commerce atlantique et l’esclavage (Bordeaux: Le Festin, 2018). The museum has per-
manent exhibition rooms on the Atlantic slave trade and the role of the town of Bordeaux.

https://www.musee-aquitaine-bordeaux.fr/en/article/modern-area
https://www.musee-aquitaine-bordeaux.fr/en/article/modern-area
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Thomas Jefferson had impressed on Maia e Barbalho when they met 
at Nîmes in May 1787 that he had no authority to make an official com-
mitment and that the United States desired to cultivate the friendship of 
Portugal, with which they enjoyed an advantageous commerce. In fact 
Jefferson was at the time more interested in obtaining a commercial trea-
ty with Portugal and Morocco and in securing the safety of American 
shipping in the Mediterranean. Maia e Barbalho was suffering from tu-
berculosis and on his way back to Brazil; he died in Portugal in February 
1788. A detailed account of Jefferson’s comments to him reached Minas 
Gerais in Brazil via fellow students Domingos Vidal de Barbosa Lage and 
José Álvares Maciel. Vidal de Barbosa had matriculated at Montpellier 
in 1785 but had then gone on to graduate in medicine at the Univer-
sity of Bordeaux in 1788. Bordeaux was a major port city at the center 
of the French slave trade. It is highly likely that Rio de Janeiro slave- 
trading merchants, like the family of Eleuterio Jose Delfim, had com-
mercial connections in Bordeaux. Between 1716–1720 and 1784–1788 
the value of French overseas trade had increased threefold. After the 
American War of Independence a new boom took place. French Saint-
Domingue, “the Pearl of the Antilles,” in the 1780s was responsible for 
three-quarters of the French commercial exchanges with the colonies. In 
1788, 465 ships were sent from ports in France to Saint-Domingue.28

During the 1780s there were 150 Portuguese-Jewish firms in Bor-
deaux with links to communities in Amsterdam, London, and Curaçao 
and to Lisbon and Rio de Janeiro, and these connections were much 
more likely to have provided the means for confidential correspondence. 

28. The role of the Portuguese and Brazilians in acquiring enslaved African human cargo 
from Benin, Angola, and later from Mozambique and in providing one of the principal 
means of exchange—Brazilian rolled tobacco from Bahia, used by British and French, as well 
as Portuguese slave traders on the West African Coast—was central to the whole commercial 
operation; Ana Lucia Araújo, “Forgetting and Remembering the Atlantic Slave Trade: The 
Legacy of Brazilian Slave Merchant Francisco Félix de Souza,” in Crossing Memories: Slavery 
and African Diaspora, ed. Ana Lucia Araújo, Mariana Pinho Candido, and Paul E. Lovejoy 
(Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 2011); Alberto Costa e Silva, “The Final Years of Francisco 
Félix de Souza on the Slave Coast,” Revista do Centro de Estudos Africanos 23 (2004): 9–23; 
Alberto Costa e Silva, Francisco Félix de Souza, mercador de escravos (Sao Paulo: Companhia 
das Letras, 2004); and Alberto Costa e Silva, ed., Imagens da Africa (Sao Paulo: Companhia 
das Letras, 2012).
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On Saint-Domingue the production and export of sugar was the most 
dynamic element in the wealth of France’s islands in the Antilles. Sugar 
and indigo production needed irrigation on the plains, but coffee pro-
duction also expanded on the larger hillside properties run by small and 
medium-sized businesses. The importation of enslaved Africans dou-
bled in the 1780s when each year some 30,000 were unloaded on Saint-
Domingue. Luso-Atlantic merchants from Angola and Mozambique 
and from Benin in the Gulf of Guinea were all critical components in 
the Atlantic slave trade.

Vidal de Barbosa was a landowner at Juiz de Fora, on the road 
between Rio de Janeiro and Vila Rica. He said that Maia e Barbalho 
“wished to make himself another Monsieur Franklin with respect to 
Portuguese America.” Vidal de Barbosa was himself an enthusiastic 
propagator of the writings of the Abbé Raynal, reciting passages by 
heart. Raynal greatly influenced the thinking of many educated Brazil-
ians during the 1780s. Raynal’s L’Histoire philosophique et politique des 
établissements et du commerce des Européens dans les deux Indes was an 
essential part of the greatest private libraries in Brazil and was quoted 
by many of those inspired by the example of the United States. Raynal 
provided an extensive account of Brazil, was contemptuous of Portugal, 
condemned British political and economic influence, and recommend-
ed that the ports of Brazil be opened to the trade of all nations. Vidal de 
Barbosa was not alone in his educational accomplishments and political 
enthusiasms. Three hundred Brazilian students had matriculated at Co-
imbra between 1772 and 1785. Twelve out of twenty-seven Brazilians 
who matriculated at Coimbra in 1785 were from Minas Gerais, ten out 
of nineteen in 1787.29

29. Other Brazilians had continued their studies in France or gone directly to the faculty 
of Medicine at Montpellier, where fifteen Brazilians had matriculated between 1767 and 
1793. Between 1785 and 1790, eleven Brazilians had matriculated, including José Mariano 
Leal da Câmara de Gusmão from Rio de Janeiro in 1785 and Manuel Arruda da Câmara 
from Pernambuco, who received their doctorates in 1790 and 1793, respectively. Sumário de 
testemunhos sobre a ligações de José Joaquim Maia e Thomas Jefferson, Auto de perguntas 
feitas acerca de uma carta escrita ao Ministro dos Estados Unidos da América Setentrional 
por um estudante do Brasil que se acha em Montpellier, Autos da Devassa 2 (1978): 5; Au-
tos da Devassa 2 (1978): 5.1—Autuação, Casa do Ouvidor, 7-07-1789, II.5.2—Portaria do 
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José Álvares Maciel, son of a wealthy Mineiro merchant, landowner, 
and tax farmer, was a contemporary of Maia e Barbalho at the Univer-
sity of Coimbra. He graduated in 1785 in natural philosophy at Coim-
bra where he studied mathematics, rational and moral philosophy, and 
natural history. While at Coimbra Vandelli encouraged Álvares Maciel 
to construct and launch hot air balloons following the techniques de-
veloped by Joseph Priestley and to conduct mineralogical research in 
the mountains of Estrela, close to Coimbra. After graduation Álvares 
Maciel traveled to England and spent eighteen months, from 1786 until 
1788, in Birmingham, the center of the Midlands Enlightenment and 
the home of Priestley, who was a friend of the Portuguese expatriate 
scientist João Jacinto de Magalhães (J. H. de Magellan). Álvares Maciel 
studied the new manufacturing techniques. It was where he could be 
“better instructed in chemistry.” It was in Birmingham that José Álvares 
Maciel bought his copy of the Recueil.30

Visconde de Barbacena/Villa Rica, 30-06-1789, Autos da Devassa 2 (1978): 5.3. Inquirição 
deste Sumário, Autos da Devassa 2 (1978): 5.3.A; Assentada, Cadeia Publica, 8-07-1789, 
II,5, 3.I—Francsico Antonio de Oliveira Lopes, Autos da Devassa 2 (1978): 87–91; Autos da 
Devassa (1978): 5.3.2—Domingos Vidal de Barbosa (28 years old) Autos da Devassa 2:92–95; 
and the subsequent interrogations, confrontations, and testimony of Oliveira Lopes and José 
Pereira Ribeiro (twenty-five years old) who denied any knowledge of the matter; Autos da 
Devassa 2 (1978): 97.

30. Maciel had matriculated at Coimbra in 1782, Maia in 1783; see “Estudantes Brasi-
leiros em Coimbra,” Anais da Biblioteca Nacional 52:172, 174; Caio Cesar Boschi, “A Uni-
versidade de Coimbra e a formação intellectual das elites mineiras coloniais,” Revista Estudos 
Históricos 7 (1991): 100–111; Francisco José Calazans Falcon, “Luzes e revolução na colônia: 
A importância da Universidade de Coimbra pós-reforma pombalina, Universidade(s): Histo-
ria, perspectivas; Actos do Congresso,” História da Universidade 6 (1991); Fernando Taveira 
da Fonseca, A dimensão pedagógica da reforma de 1772: Alguns aspectos (Coimbra: Imprensa 
da Universidade de Coimbra, 2000); Ana Lucia Rocha Barbalho Cruz and Magnus Roberto 
de Mello Pereira, “Ciencia, identidade e quotidiano e alguns aspectos da presenca de estudan-
tes brasileiros na universidade de Coimbra na conjuntura final do period colonial,” Revista 
de Historia de Sociedade e de Cultura 9 (2009); “Les Portugais à l’Université de Montpellier 
(XII–XVIII siècle),” Memórias e Documentos para uma História Luso-Francesa, vol. 5; Oswaldo 
Munteal Filho and Mariana Ferreira, eds., Minas Gerais e a história natural das colônias: po-
lítica colonial e cultura cientifica no século XVIII (Belo Horizonte: Fundacao Joao Pinheiro, 
2005); Elizabeth A. Williams, “Medicine in the the Civil Life of Eighteenth-Century Mont-
pellier,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine 70, no. 2 (1996): 205–32; Elizabeth A. Williams, 
A Cultural History of Vitalism in Enlightened Montpellier (Farnham: Ashgate, 2003); James 
Livesey, “Botany and Provincial Enlightenment in Montpellier: Antoine Banal Père and Fils 
1750–1800,” History of Science 43, no. 1 (2005): 57–76; James Livesey, “London by the Light 
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When Álvares Maciel reached Minas, he was appointed tutor to 
Barbacena’s children at the governor’s county residence at Cachoeira 
do Campo. Barbacena had arrived in the captaincy with his family in 
July 1788. Maciel was twenty-seven years old at the time. The viscount, 
entering Álvares Maciel’s room unexpectedly, found him reading an ac-
count of the history of the uprising in English America according to the 
testimony of Silvério dos Reis taken in Rio de Janeiro when he was held 
incommunicado on the viceroy’s orders at the fortress on the Ilha das 
Cobras on May 18, 1789. Silvério dos Reis also reported that the desem-
bargador Tomás Antônio Gonzaga was “for many months in [Vila Rica] 
. . . working in preparing (em urdir) the said insurrection and making 
the new form of laws which would regulate and govern, all in favor of 
the people and abolishing the payment of certain tributes.” Vidal de Bar-
bosa and Álvares Maciel, like many of the other conspirators involved in 
the Minas plot, were leading members of colonial society, and like the 
leaders of the North American struggle, they were landowners and slave 
holders,  military or militia officers,  magistrates and lawyers, bankers, 
and speculators. Gonzaga, Cláudio Manuel da Costa, and the canon 
Luís Vieira were all men who “have ascendancy over the spirits of the 
people,” the Brazilian-born commander of the Minas Dragoons, Lieu-
tenant-Colonel Freire de Andrade, who was Álvares Maciel’s brother- 
in-law, told Colonel Alvarenga Peixoto in 1788.31

of Montpellier: Scientific Networks between Northern Europe, Britain, and Languedoc, 
1680–1789” Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century 4, no. 4 (2010): 85–102.

31. “E só se recorda ouvir dizer a um primo o Dr. Domingos Vidal de Barbosa que, es-
tando na França, soube que um dos estudantes da Universidade de Montpellier ousou, sendo 
filho desta América, escrever uma carta ao ministro da América Inglesa residente em Paris 
sobre a liberdade desta, a Portuguesa”; Francisco de Oliveira Lopes, inquirição, in Vila Rica, 
June 15, 1789, Autos da Devassa 2 (1978): 62. “O mesmo Alferes fora a casa dele e lhe mos-
trara um livro escrito em francês, pedindo-lhe que lhe quisesse traduzir um capítulo dele, que 
vinha a ser o dito livro em francês A Coleção das leis constitutivas dos Estados Unidos da América 
e o capítulo que apontava vinha a ser a seção oitava, sobre a forma da eleição do Conselho 
Privado, por cujo conteúdo ser invulgar ao douto alferes, ele, Testemunha, traduzia; o qual, 
depois, folheou o mesmo livro e como quem queria achar outro lugar, deixando-lhe ficar o 
mesmo livro. Com capa de papel pintado, apenso desta devassa: depois do que se retirou o 
dito alferes”; testemunha 20, Francisco Xavier Machado, June 27, 1789, Autos da Devassa 5 
(1982): 188–91. André Figueiredo Rodrigues, “Seizures among the Participants of the In-
confidência Mineira as a Source for Research on the History of Books and Libraries (1789),” 
História 36 (2017), doi.org/10.1590/1980-436920170000000035.

https://www.scielo.br/j/his/a/6rzw7QkcLWD7pv7ps3YRJLh/?lang=en
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The Constitutional Proposals

The Minas plot had been disrupted prior to denunciation by Silvério 
dos Reis. The revolt had been timed to follow the imposition of the 
derrama. This was expected in late February or early March of 1789. The 
viscount Barbacena, however, had decided not to proceed as instructed 
by Melo e Castro. The chronology is clear. Silvério dos Reis made his 
denunciation of the Minas conspiracy in person to Barbacena on March 
15, 1789. This was a day after Barbacena had told the municipal council 
of Vila Rica not to proceed with the derrama. Barbacena’s letter to the 
municipal council of Vila Rica was dated March 14, 1789. Barbacena 
was no traditional Portuguese official. He had also benefited from the 
educational reforms of the Marquês de Pombal. He was a student at 
the College of Nobles and of Professor Vandelli at Coimbra.32 After 
his arrival in Minas in 1788 Barbacena had drawn his own conclusion 
about the capacity of the Minas population to meet the draconian fiscal 
demands he had been instructed to impose by Melo e Castro. He con-
cluded that the imposition of the derrama would be inadvisable given 
the economic circumstances of the captaincy. In his letter to the câmara 
of Vila Rica, he states that he had taken this decision because of the 
“circumstance of the captaincy and on his own initiative.”

Barbacena knew that he could count on the support of Queen 
Maria of Portugal in making this decision. She had been so concerned 
about the scale of the demands being proposed by Melo e Castro that 
she had instructed Melo e Castro to tell Barbacena that he was to 
impose the derrama “only if the people of Minas Gerais were in a 
condition to support the tax.” When the derrama was not imposed as 
had been expected, Gonzaga told Luís Vieira that “the occasion had 

32. On the activity of Eleuterio Jose Delfim in Monpellier and Goa and Mocambique, and 
Lorena’s relationship with the Portugese entrepreneur Jacinto Fernandes Bandeira, 272–74, 
274–80; on Bernardo Lorena’s relationship with the Tavora family and with D. Jose 1, Gon-
çalves, O reino, a colônia e o poder, 189–94; Kenneth Maxwell, Pombal: Paradox of the En-
lightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 79–82; Adelto Goncalves, “O 
Inconfidente que virou santo: Estudo biografico sobre Salvador do Amaral Gurgel,” Estudos 
Avancados 24, no. 69 (2010).
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been lost.” By the time Tiradentes arrived in Rio de Janeiro in early 
May 1789, he had little faith in his associates in Minas. He dismissed 
the commander of the Minas Dragoons, Freire de Andrade, as being 
what he called a “banana.” But although Barbacena did not impose the 
derrama, he did not lift the order that the tax farms be voided, nor did 
he indicate that he would cease to demand repayment of the arrears 
owed to the royal treasury by the contractors, nor did he cancel the 
suppression of the various auxiliary regiments. And on March 3, 1789, 
Silvério dos Reis was called to account by the Junta da Fazenda of 
Minas, which called him “crooked, dishonest and a falsifier.” Silvério 
dos Reis was among the greatest tax farmers in Minas Gerais at the 
time. He was also one of the most indebted. He had evidently decid-
ed, in light of Barbacena’s decision not to impose the derrama, that he 
would find another way to escape his debt obligations by denouncing 
the Minas Conspiracy of which he had been a leading participant.33

33. Registro da carta do Ex. Senhor General sobre a suspensão da derrama, Vila Rica, 
March 14, 1789, in Revista do Publico Mineiro 7 (1903): 979–80; also in AHU, Minas 
Gerais, caixa 57. The observation from Gonzaga is from Luiz Viera “continuação de pergun-
tas,” January 23, 1790, Autos da Devassa 4 (1981): 300. For a discussion of the chronology 
and documentation, see Kenneth R. Maxwell, Conflicts and Conspiracies: Brazil and Portugal 
1750–1808 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973), 141–49; Martinho de Melo e 
Castro ao Visconde de Barbacena, Ajuda, February 7, 1788, Arquivo Histórico Ultramarino, 
Lisbon, Códice 610; José Joaquim de Rocha, Geografia histórica da capitania de Minas Gerais 
(Belo Horizonte: Fundação João Pinheiro, 1995); Notícias da Capitania de Minas Gerais por 
Claudio Manuel da Costa, Arquivo, Instituto Histórico Geográfico Brasileiro, DL 828.14; 
I am grateful to Bruno Carvalho for this reference. Júnia Ferreira Furtado, O livro da Capa 
Verde: O regimento diamantino de 1771 e a vida no distrito diamantino no período da Real 
Extração (São Paulo: Annablume, 1996). Autos da Devassa 10 (1983): 330; Registro da carta 
do Senhor General sobre a suspensão da derrama, Vila Rica, March 14, 1789, Visconde de 
Barbacena aos Senhores Juiz e Officiais da Camara de Vila Rica, Revista do Arquivo Público 
Mineiro 7 (1902): 979–80; also in AHU, Minas Gerais caixa 57; Visconde de Barbacena a 
Luis de Vasconcelos e Sousa, March 25, 1789, AHU, Minas Gerais, caixa 94; Julio Jose Chi-
avenato, “A conjuração e o mineira e a devassa,” in Inconfidência Mineira as Varias Faces (Sao 
Paulo: Editora Contexto, 2000); “Século XVIII: Opressão Fiscal e Resistencia dos Colonos,” 
Serie Historia dos Tributos no Brasil Colonial 1500–1822, pt. 4, 1700/1808 (Rio de Janeiro, 
2007): 94–121; Robson Jorge de Araujo and Carlos A. L. Filgueiras, “O Visconde de Bar-
bacena e o Químico Jose Alvares Maciel: Encontro na ciência e desencontro na politica,” 
Química Nova 40, no. 5 (2007): 602–12.
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The discussion of the new constitutional arrangements for Minas 
among the Minas conspirators had taken place in late 1788 and early 
1789, during the period they were anticipating the imposition of the 
derrama. The substance of their discussions we only know from the in-
terrogations and witness statements and subsequent reexamination and 
new interrogations from the three devassas. All those being interrogated 
were seeking to diminish or deny their involvement. Many of them, 
though not all, were able and distinguished magistrates, lawyers, mer-
chants, and clerics. But what is revealed is their inspiration from the 
example of successful struggle of the North American English colonies 
for independence from Great Britain, the influence of the constitutions 
of the North American states, especially the 1776 constitution of Penn-
sylvania, as well as the role of the works of writers such as Abbé Raynal, 
including his “revolution in America,” and Abbé Mably’s commentary 
on the North American constitutions published in the Recueil. 

With the information that exists from the interrogations and the pri-
vate and official correspondence that survives, it is possible to discern an 
outline of the proposals of the Minas conspirators. The most dramatic 
testimony in the devassa ordered by the viscount Barbacena came from 
Francisco Xavier Machado. He was thirty-four years old, Portuguese-born 
(Anadia, Coimbra), and a porta-estandarte (standard-bearer) from the 
cavalry regiment of the Vila Rica garrison. He had met frequently with 
Tiradentes while he was Rio on the days leading up to Tiradentes’s arrest 
on May 10, 1789. It was known in Vila Rica on May 17, 1789, that the 
Alferes had been arrested in Rio. Cláudio Manuel da Costa was warned 
that evening and told to burn any incriminating papers. Gonzaga had 
not been at home, but a warning for him been left the next morning 
at the house of Dr. Diogo P. R. Vasconcellos, where José Pereira Ri-
beiro was staying. Pereira Ribeiro owned the second copy of the Recueil, 
which he had loaned to Gonzaga, Manuel da Costa, and Vieira da Silva, 
canon of the cathedral of Mariana and professor of philosophy at the 
Mariana seminary.34

34. Ricardo R. Salazar, “Contagious Revolution? The Role of the United States in the Minas 
Conspiracy” (unpublished graduate paper based in the first edition of the Autos da Devassa, 
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Álvares Maciel testified that he had purchased a history of English 
America at the same time he had purchased the Recueil in Birmingham. 
There are also several references in the devassas to a “historia da America 
Inglesa,” which seems likely to have been William Robertson’s History of 
America, which was also published in French as L’historie de l’Amérique. 
Francisco Xavier Machado had given Tiradentes two pistols and had 
left Rio de Janeiro to return to Vila Rica the day before Tiradentes 
was arrested. Machado was responsible for bringing the Recueil that 
Tiradentes had in his possession back to Vila Rica. Tiradentes evidently 
trusted him, and Machado knew about Tiradentes’s plans to evade the 
viceroy’s soldiers and escape back toward Minas Gerais. Machado told 
the desembargador Pedro José Araújo de Saldanha and José Caetano 
César Manitti, in the Minas devassa on June 27, 1789, in Vila Rica, that 
while both were in Rio he had had several discussions with Tiradentes 
about the reasons Minas “with its large population could become in-
dependent like North America.” Several days later, Machado testified, 
Tiradentes had “come to his house and showed him a book written in 
French, asking him if he could translate a chapter of it, which was the 
French collection of the collection of the constitutional laws of the 
United States of America, and the chapter he pointed to was the eighth 
section.” Section 8 of the Recueil is the constitution of the republic of 
Pennsylvania. Tiradentes was interested in “the election to privy coun-
cil,” and he “leafed though the book to find another place.” He also 
testified that Tiradentes had sought out another colleague in Rio to 
translate from English books about the American Revolution (probably 

History Department, Harvard University). This was based on an analysis of the first publica-
tion of the Autos da Devassa (Rio de Janeiro, 1936–1938), as was my book Conflicts and Con-
spiracies (1973); also the analysis by Rafael de Freitas e Souza, Combate nas Luzes: A recepção e 
leitura do ‘Recueil’ pelos inconfidentes (diss., Universidade Federal de Minas Gerais, 2004); Júnia 
Ferreira Furtado, “Cartography in Dispute: The Frontiers of Brazil in Abbe Raynal’s Histoire 
des Deux Indes,” Culture and History 10, no. 2 (December 2021), cultureandhistroy.revistas.
ccic.es; Guilerme-Thomas Francois Raynal, A revolução da America: Prefacio de Luciano Figue-
iredo e Oswaldo Munteau Filho, trans. Regina Clara Simoes (Rio de Janeiro: Arquivo Nacional, 
1993); Laura de Mello e Sousa, Desclassificados do ouro: E pobreza mineira no século XVIII (Rio 
de Janeiro: Editora Graal, 1990); Carla Maria Junho Anastasia, Vassallos rebeldes: Violência co-
letiva nas Minas na primeira metade do século XVIII (Belo Horizonte: C/Arte, 1889).

https://cultureandhistory.revistas.csic.es/index.php/cultureandhistory/article/download/217/695?inline=1
https://cultureandhistory.revistas.csic.es/index.php/cultureandhistory/article/download/217/695?inline=1
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Robertson’s History of America) and had sought to borrow an English 
dictionary.35

Like the North Americans, the Minas conspirators intended to elect 
officials. Each city would have a council or parliament and would send 
representatives to the capital in São João del Rei. A university “like Co-
imbra” would be established in Vila Rica. The conspirators decided that 
a mint was to be established after their revolt. The diamond mining 
district of Minas Gerais was to be freed from the restrictions of the 
draconian diamond regulations which were to be abolished. Manufac-
tories were to be established and the exploitation of the iron ore deposits 
encouraged. A gunpowder factory would be set up. Freedom was to be 
granted to native-born enslaved people and persons of mixed ancestry. 
Parish priests were to collect the dízimos, the 10 percent levy raised on 
the condition that the state would use this to sustain teachers, hospitals, 
and establishments of charity. All women who produced a certain num-
ber of children were to receive a prize at the expense of the state. There 
was to be no standing army. All citizens were instead to bear arms and 
when necessary to serve in a national militia. No distinctions or restric-
tions of dress would be tolerated, and the local leaders would be obliged 
to wear locally manufactured products. All debtors to the royal treasury 
would be pardoned. The new capital was to be São João del Rei.36

35.  Professor João Pinto Furtado contests my interpretation in Devassa da Devassa in his O 
manto de Penelope: História, mito e memória da Inconfidência Mineira de 1788–9 (São Paulo: 
Companhia da Letras, 2002), and his “A Inconfidência Mineira: Um novo tempo ou reedição 
do Antigo Regime,” in Historia de Minas Gerais: As Minas setecentistas, ed. Maria Fernanda 
Lage de Bicalho, Luiz Carlos Villalta (Belo Horizonte: Autentica-Companhia do Tempo, 
2007), 2:629–48. For a discussion of these contrasting interpretations, see André Figueiredo 
Rodrigues, A Fortuna dos Inconfidentes (Sao Paulo: Editora Globo, 2010), 45–47; Kathleen 
J. Higgins, Licentious Liberty in a Brazilian Gold-Mining Region: Slavery, Gender and Social 
Control in Eighteenth-Century Sabará, Minas Gerais (University Park: Pennsylvania State Uni-
versity Press, 1999); Formação de Culpa (1) Rio de Janeiro, Inquirições de Testemunhas, (1) 
Rio de Janeiro, Fortaleza da Ilha das Cobras, 3,I Assentada, May 18, 1789, Testemunha 1a, 
Joaquim Silvério dos Reis, Autos da Devassa 4 (1981): 43–52, especially 45, 50.

36. For the context of the Minas conspiracy, Maxwell, Conflicts and Conspiracies. A new 
edition was published in paperback by Routledge (2004). In Brazil, Conflicts and Conspiracies 
was translated and published as A Devassa da Devassa: A Inconfidência Mineira: Brasil e Po 
Inconxidenciartugal 1750–1808 (São Paulo: Paz e Terra, 1977); a new illustrated edition was 
published by Paz e Terra in 2010.
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Padre Oliveira Rolim commented that “the Abbé Raynald had been 
a writer of great vision, because he predicted the uprising of North 
America, and the captaincy of Minas Gerais with the imposition of the 
derrama and was now in the same circumstances.” Several points of dis-
agreement over policy arose among the conspirators. They were divided 
over the best method of dealing with the viscount Barbacena. Some fa-
vored his expulsion from the captaincy. Others argued for his execution, 
including Gonzaga, who said the governor’s execution was a sure way 
of making a commitment to the uprising irreversible. It was essential 
that the governor die first because it was necessary to place “the com-
mon good over the private” and that “some would remain neutral but 
would follow the party of independence when the general was dead.” 
The question of slavery became a point at issue. Álvares Maciel regarded 
the presence of so large a percentage of Black people in the population 
as a possible threat to the new republic should the promise of their lib-
eration induce them to oppose Brazilian-born White people. This is pre-
cisely what the British had done in the course of the American War of 
Independence, and it was a point made in the texts contained in Recueil. 
Alvarenga Peixoto, one of the greatest slave owners among the conspira-
tors, recommended that the enslaved people be freed so that they could 
become defenders of the new republic and committed to its survival. 
Álvares Maciel pointed out that such a solution might be self-defeating 
as the proprietors would be left with no one to work the mines. A com-
promise solution was eventually proposed that only native-born Black 
persons and persons of mixed ancestry should be freed in the interests 
of the defense of the state. No mention was made of compensation. The 
issue of debt was significant. Many were debtors on the royal tax farms 
in the captaincy. Under the terms of the Peace of Paris of 1783, by which 
Great Britain recognized the independence of the United States, the 
North Americans did not have to pay debts for royal property forfeited 
or pay taxes owed. Freire de Andrade told the conspirators that “it was 
possible to refuse this payment by turning America into a Republic.” 
The fate of the Portuguese in the captaincy was debated. Father Carlos 
Correia wished them to be eliminated, a solution opposed by Alvarenga 
Peixoto. He said that “sons could not be expected to rise against their 
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fathers” and that all the support possible would be needed during the 
early years of the republic.37

There was also disagreement over the nature of the flag or arms of 
the new republic. Tiradentes suggested the adoption of a triangular sym-
bol representing the Holy Trinity in imitation of the allusion to Christ’s 
five wounds on the cross in the Portuguese arms. Alvarenga Peixoto at-
tributed to Manuel da Costa the design of the flag for the new republic 
inspired by the English American republic with the inscription in Latin: 
Libertas aquo spiritus. The idea did not find favor. The Latin phrase was 
probably transcribed incorrectly during the interrogations and should 
have read: Abe o libertas a quo spiritis (meaning “the one who gives life 
to liberty”). The phrase, quoted from Algernon Sidney’s Discourses Con-
cerning Government, was adopted as a motto by Jefferson, who used it as 
a coat of arms and seal in several of his papers. Bruno Carvalho suggests 
that Maia e Barbalho may have been the source for Manuel da Costa’s 
suggestion. Alvarenga Peixoto proposed an Indian breaking the chains 
of oppression, with an inscription from Virgil: Libertas quae sera tamen, 
and this suggestion seems to have been that received with most favor.38

The views of the Minas conspirators verged at times on economic 
nationalism. The sentiment was most explicit in the statements of Ti-
radentes, though he was clearly not alone in his opinions. He praised 
the beauty and natural resources of Minas Gerais as being the best in 
the world. Free and a republic like English America, he claimed, Brazil 
could be even greater because it was better endowed by nature. With the 
establishment of manufactories, he said, there would be no need to im-

37. See analysis and citations in Maxwell, A Devassa da Devassa, 207; Domingos Vidal de 
Barbosa, Testemunha 27.a., July 13, 1789, Vila Rica, Casa do Desembargador Pedro Araujo 
de Saldanha, José Caetano Cesar Manitti, Autos da Devassa 1 (1976): 212–17; Perguntas 
feitas a José Alvares Maciel, Rio de Janeiro, November 26, 1789, Autos das Devassa 4 (1981): 
398; Jose de Rezende Costa, Testamunha 52.a., July 28, 1789; Casa de Desembargador Pedro 
de Araujo Saldanha, Jose Caetano Cezar Manitti, Autos da Devassa 1 (1976): 254–59.

38. Bruno Carvalho, “An Arcadian Poet in a Baroque City: Cláudio Manuel da Costa’s 
Urban Pastorals, Family Life, and the Appearance of Race,” Journal of Lusophone Studies 12 
(2016); also Bruno Carvalho, “Writing Race in Two Americas: Blackness, Science, and Cir-
culation of Knowledge in the Eighteenth-Century Luso-Brazilian World and the United 
States,” Eighteenth Century 57, no. 3 (2016): 303–24.
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port commodities from abroad. Colonel José Aires Gomes, shortly after 
talking with Tiradentes, claimed that the merchants of Rio de Janeiro 
were behind the uprising because they desired “freedom of commerce” 
and were fomenting the revolution in their “own self interest.” The mer-
chants of Rio de Janeiro would seek the support of Minas Gerais, “so 
that together they might make an English America.” The conspirators 
believed that “the nation that first provided assistance during the war 
would be the nation that gained the most advantages in its harbors.” 
Vicente Vieira da Mota, bookkeeper for João Rodrigues de Macedo, 
said that Tiradentes “went on to speak without any reservation that this 
captaincy could live independent of the government of Portugal; that 
it could be a Republic and achieve Freedom.” At Macedo’s house, Ti-
radentes had spoken of the “fertility and richness of this Province, that 
it had diamonds, and gold, and could produce with very little effort 
many goods, so that there was no need for anything from Europe; that 
if it had another form of government that was a Republic like English 
America it would be the happiest country in the world.”39 The Brazilian 
would-be insurgents, however, had very much misjudged the priorities 
of the United States, and of Thomas Jefferson in particular. The United 
States was still anxious for a commercial treaty with Portugal. Luis Pinto 
de Sousa Coutinho’s appointment as foreign minister on December 15, 
1788, was seen as a hopeful sign by Jefferson. Writing from Paris during 
March 1789, Jefferson recommended that “the negotiations may be re-
newed successfully if it be the desire of our government. I think myself 
it is in their interests to take away all temptation to our cooperation in 
the emancipation of their colonies.” 

Jefferson had concluded that the interests of the United States were 
better served by a deal with Portugal than by encouraging a risky adven-
ture in South America. Portugal’s demand for rice and other grains was a 
market for North American production, and most especially for the ex-
ports of Virginia. On April 30, 1789, George Washington was installed 
as the first president of the United States in New York. Jefferson was his 

39. Testemunha Inácio Correia Pamplona, Vila Rica, June 30, 1789, Autos da Devassa 1 
(1976): 147.
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first secretary of state. Washington requested a synopsis of Jefferson’s re-
port to Jay, which Jefferson sent to him on July 22, 1790, together with 
his notes on Brazil and Mexico, but it produced no change in policy.40 
Jefferson, as secretary of state, was more interested in the fate of Amer-
ican shipping in the Strait of Gibraltar and the threat of the Barbary 
pirates and the Algerians than in the fate of would-be revolutionaries in 
Brazil, despite the fact that, as Maia e Barbalho had told him at Nîmes 
in 1787, the Brazilians had taken their inspiration from his words in the 
American Declaration of Independence.

Benjamin Franklin, however, remained faithful to his antislavery 
and anti–slave trade opinion, and in his later years he was a vocal abo-
litionist. On his return from Paris in 1787, Franklin became the pres-
ident of the Pennsylvania Society for the Promotion of the Abolition 
of Slavery. The society not only advocated the abolition of slavery but 
made efforts to integrate freed, formerly enslaved, people into American 
society. In his last public act, Franklin sent to the vice president, John 
Adams, then presiding over the first Congress of the United States at 
Federal Hall in New York City, a “Memorial of the Pennsylvania So-
ciety for promoting the Abolition of Slavery, the relief of free Negroes 
unlawfully held in bondage & the Improvement of the condition of the 
African Race.” He signed the petition on February 3, 1790, asking “that 
from a regard for the happiness of Mankind a society was formed sev-
eral years since in this State by a number of citizens of various religious 
denominations for promoting the abolition of slavery and for the relief 
of those unlawfully held in bondage.” Franklin urged the Congress “to 
use all justifiable endeavours to loosen the bonds of Slavery and pro-
mote a general enjoyment of Freedom. Restoration of liberty to those 

40. Gordon S. Barker, “Unravelling the Strange History of Jefferson’s Observations sur le 
Virginie,” Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 112, no. 2 (2004): 13–17; John Ches-
ter Miller, The Wolf by the Ears: Thomas Jefferson and Slavery (New York: Free Press, 1977). 
Claudio Manuel da Costa spoke of the social role of Black churches in Minas Gerais in his 
unpublished “Noticias da capitania de Minas Gerais,” ms., Instituto Historico e Geografico 
Brasileira, Rio de Janeiro, DL 828.14. Perguntas feitas a José Alvares Maciel, Rio de Janeiro, 
November 26, 1789, Autos da Devassa 4 (1981): 398.
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unfortunate men, who alone in this land of Freedom, are degraded into 
perpetual Bondage, and who, amidst the general joy of surrounding 
freeman, are groaning in Servile subjection, that you will devise means 
for removing this inconsistency from the Character of the American 
people.” Franklin’s petition was introduced to the House of Representa-
tives on February 12, 1790, and to the Senate on February 15, 1790. It 
was immediately denounced by proslavery congressmen, and there was 
heated debate in both houses of Congress. The Senate took no action on 
the petition. The House of Representatives referred Franklin’s “memo-
rial” to a select committee.41 Franklin’s petition to the first Congress of 
the United States was tabled. On April 17, 1790, just two months later, 
Franklin died in Philadelphia at the age of 84. But he had delivered 
on his assertion in his footnote to the constitution of the republic of 
Pennsylvania in the Recueil where he wrote that the first act of Congress  
would be to legislate on the question of slavery and the slave trade. He 
gave the first Congress of the United States the opportunity to act; the 
first Congress declined the opportunity.

41. National Archives, “Benjamin Franklin’s Anti-Slavery Petitions to Congress,” https://
www.archives.gov/legislative/features/franklin. See also Wood, The Americanization of Benja-
min Franklin, 226–29; David Brian Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution (It-
haca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1975); Don E. Fehrenbacher and Ward M. McAfee, The 
Slaveholding Republic: An Account of the United States Government’s Relations to Slavery (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2003); Gary B. Nash, Race and Revolution (Madison, WI: Madison 
House, 1990). On March 5, 1790, Mr. Abiel Foster of New Hampshire, for the select commit-
tee, reported on the petitions of “the people called Quakers, and the Pennsylvania Society for 
Promoting the Abolition of Slavery.” He observed “that the General Government is expressly 
restrained from prohibiting the importation of such persons ‘as any of the States now existing 
shall think proper to admit, until the year 1808.’ 2d. That Congress, by a fair construction 
of the constitution, are equally restrained from interfering in the emancipation of slaves who 
already are, or who may, within the period mentioned, be imported into or born within any 
of the said States. 3d. That Congress have no authority to interfere in the internal regulations 
of particular States.” Congressman James Jackson of Georgia was especially vociferous in de-
fending slavery. The Bible and nature justified slavery, said Jackson. If slaves were freed, who 
would tend the fields of the South? Library of Congress, “A Century of Lawmaking for a New 
Nation: U.S. Congressional Documents and Debates, 1774–1875,” American State Papers, 
1st Congress, 2nd Session, No. 13, “Abolition of Slavery,” March 5, 1790, https://memory.loc.
gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=llsp&fileName=037/llsp037.db&recNum=19.

https://www.archives.gov/legislative/features/franklin
https://www.archives.gov/legislative/features/franklin
https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=llsp&fileName=037/llsp037.db&recNum=19
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The Rediscovery of the Recueil 

In Rio de Janeiro Tiradentes had pointed to section 8 of the “Constitu-
tion de la Republique de Pennsylvania,” and in particular to section 19 
of the constitution, which he wanted translated. Section 19 delineated 
the method of electing the conselho privado from the city and the coun-
ties and described the severe limitation on office holding to three years. 
Xavier Machado said “the content was most special to the Alferes.” The 
reference is to the election of the supreme council with executive powers 
in the Recueil. Xavier Machado also testified that Inácio José de Alva-
renga Peixoto had “for two years been writing laws,” and that en route 
he had met the prisoner, the desembargador Gonzaga, the vicar of São 
José (Carlos Correia de Toledo), and Alvarenga Peixoto, and it was said 
that he had also “entered into the same uprising was the same Vicar of 
São José and the Lieutenant-Colonel of his Regiment, Francisco de Pau-
la Freire de Andrade.” The section of the constitution of Pennsylvania 
about which Tiradentes was so “enthusiastic” decreed that because of 
the limitations placed on the term of office “more men will be trained to 
public business . . . and moreover the danger of establishing an inconve-
nient aristocracy will be effectively prevented.”42

The viscount Barbacena in his relatorio of July 11, 1789, his first 
account to Lisbon, to Martinho de Melo e Castro, of the Minas Con-
spiracy, had written that Colonel Francisco Antônio de Oliveira Lopes 

42. Rio de Janeiro, April 10, 1791, Oficio de Sebastiao Xavier de Vasconcellos Coutinho 
a José Caetano César Manitti, Escrivão da Devassa-MG (nomeado Intendente do Ouro em 
Vila Rica), incumbindo-lhe providencias e viagem ao Rio, Autos da Devassa 8 (1977): 343–
45; Vila Rica, February 12, 1790, “RESUMO da Devassa-MG (1 Parte) por José Caetano 
César Manitti, Escrivao da mesma,” Autos da Devassa 8 (1977): 258–67. The Constitution of 
Pennsylvania, September 28, 1776, The Avalon Project at Yale Law School, “Plan or Frame of 
Government for the Commonwealth or State of Pennsylvania, Section 19, For the Supreme, 
executive council of this state shall consist of twelve persons chosen in the following manner: 
the freemen of the city of Philadelphia, and of the counties of Philadelphia, Chester, and 
Bucks. Respectively, shall be chosen by ballot of one person for the city and one each county 
aforesaid to serve for three years and no longer (…) by this mode of election and continual 
rotation more men will be trained to public business (…) and moreover the danger of es-
tablishing an inconvenient aristocracy will be effectively prevented (…) Any person having 
served for as a counsellor for three successive years, shall be incapable of holding that office 
for four years there afterwards.”  
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had described that he had heard that “a dozen Brazilian students at 
Coimbra had joined hands to achieve the independence of their fa-
therland, but of these only three were now here,” and that Alvarenga 
Peixoto “had for two years been working on laws of the new govern-
ment… to which can be added Dr. Jose Álvares Maciel, who had ar-
rived from Lisbon and England, and is for certain one of the Student 
confederates from Coimbra: one of the most prestigious.” Barbacena 
added that “he had always thought that the sentiments, opinions and 
influence of Brazilian bachareis that return to their fatherland, espe-
cially those instructed in political and public rights, the interests of 
Europe, and with knowledge of the productions of nature, and much 
more those who passed through foreign universities, as had some done 
so without sufficient reason, was very risky.” He also said he was inves-
tigating whether there had been any correspondence from abroad or 
any foreign support. Despite his denunciation of Álvares Maciel and 
Freire de Andrade in his letter to Melo e Castro, neither was arrested 
until October 1789. Álvares Maciel remained at the viscount’s home at 
Cachoeiroa do Campo and the lieutenant-colonel remained in his post 
as commandant of the Dragoons. They were arrested only by order of 
the judges sent from Rio de Janeiro by the viceroy, and even then, the 
arrests were delayed for twenty days.43

The copy of the Recueil that had been given to the viscount Barbace-
na in Minas Gerais in May 1789 was brought to Rio de Janeiro when the 
investigations by the judges of the Alçada were reopened in 1791. The 
desembargador Saldanha had died April 19, 1791, which meant that José 
Caetano César Manitti, brought the Minas devassa and related papers 
with him to Rio in 1791 where they were turned over by the new viceroy, 
the Conde de Resende, to the head of the Alçada, desembargador Vas-
concelos e Sousa, and into the hands of the scribe (escrivão) Francisco  

43. Testemunha 20a, Francisco Xavier Machado, Assentado, June 27, 1789, Vila Rica, casa 
do Desembargador Pedro José de Araujo de Saldanha, Bacharel José Cetano Cesar Manitti, 
Autos da Devassa 1 (1976): 188–91. The Constitution of Pennsylvania, section 19, is trans-
lated in the Appenso XXVIII, Coleção das Leis Da Colônias Inglesas Confederadas, Autos da 
Devassa 3 (1981): 19–135, at 81–84; “Secção décima nona, O Supremo Conselho,” in Con-
stituição da Republica de Pennsylvania, in Maxwell, O Livro de Tiradentes, 227–29.
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Rodrigues da Costa. Manitti was then nominated to be the escrivao aux-
iliar of the Alçada, where he substituted for the desembargador Marceli-
no Pereira Cleto, who left to join the high court of Bahia. The Recueil re-
mained in the archives of the secretary of the Brazilian empire in Rio de 
Janeiro, “inside a green bag” attached to the documents of the original 
devassas. In 1860, the copy of the Recueil was removed from the archives 
and given by the director of the National Library, historian Alexandre 
José de Mello Moraes, to the public library in the city of Desterro (to-
day Florianópolis) in the southern state of Santa Catarina. The note 
written by Mello Moraes on the first page of the Recueil is as follows: 
“I offer this precious book to the Public Library of Santa Catarina, for 
being the document number 26. I thought it has been part of the huge 
process of the Conjuração de Minas, of the Tiradentes. I suppose that 
this code belongs to the Desembargador Tomas Antônio Gonzaga, or to 
Dr. Cláudio Manuel da Costa, as a historic process, to be kept, Rio de 
Janeiro, 30 de Janeiro de 1860.”44

The classification of the Recueil as apenso 26 was made by the es-
crivão da Alçada, desembargador Francisco Luís Álvares da Rocha. This 
was the copy of the Recueil appended to the devassa of Minas Gerais as 
number 26 by Manitti. Mello Moraes had no connection to Santa Cata-
rina; the gift of the Recueil formed part of a collection of books he gave 
to the newly established provincial library in Desterro. He described 
his actions as follows in his Historia do Brasil-Reino e Brasil-Imperial, 
published in Rio de Janeiro in 1871: “Appended to the original process, 
I found a copy of the Constitutions of the United States of America, 
translated into French, which made   me know clearly that the revolution 
of Minas was a reality, and that either already had written ‘constitution’ 
for the new republic, or was planned, as exist in the American constitu-
tions basis for it.”45

44. “Introdução histórica,” Autos da Devassa 1 (1976): 17–85; Rui Mourão, Museu da 
Inconfidência (Sao Paulo: Banco Safra, 1995); Freitas e Souza, “A aquisição do Recueil para o 
arquivo da Casa do Pilar de Ouro Preto/Museu da Inconfidência”; Rafael de Freitas e Souza, 
“Combate nas luzes,” 30–40.

45. The copy of the Recueil in Mariana, which was brought to Minas Gerais by José Pereira 
Ribeiro, was borrowed by Luís Vieira da Silva, Gonzaga, and Cláudio Manuel da Costa; see 
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The National Library of Rio de Janeiro published the Autos da 
Devassa, in seven volumes between 1936 and 1938, edited by the li-
brary’s director, Rodolfo Garcia. Between 1976 and 1983, the Brazil-
ian Congress and the government of Minas Gerais published a more 
complete edition of the Autos da Devassa in ten volumes (the eleventh 
volume was published later). The language was modernized and supple-
mentary documentation was included with annotations and introduc-
tory commentary by the editors—Tarquínio J. B. de Oliveira, a retired 
businessman, historian, and enthusiast of the Minas Gerais conspiracy, 
and historian Herculano Gomes Mathias. These volumes also incorpo-
rated documents held by the Galveias family, descendants of Martinho 
de Melo e Castro, purchased at auction in London by the Brazilian 
government in 1976.46

The second volume of the Autos da Devassa, published in 1978, con-
tains a transcription of the frontispiece of the Recueil. Volume 3, with 
a partial transcription of the text of the Recueil, translated into Portu-
guese, contains the Declaration of Independence, Harvard’s honorary 
degree for George Washington, the Articles of Confederation, and the 
constitutions of Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Virginia. The Recueil, at 
the time of the publication of this volume of the Autos da Devassa in 
1978, was still held in Biblioteca Publica de Florianópolis. (There is a 
photograph of the “Estado atual do livro que pertenceu a Tiradentes” 
between pages 99 and 100.) The translation in volume 3 attributes the 
footnotes made on the constitution of the republic of Pennsylvania to 
Régnier, though they where in fact made by Benjamin Franklin. 

In September 1981, Professor Delson Gonçalves Ferreira obtained a 
duplication of the text of the Recueil from the Newberry Library. In 1984, 
Tancredo Neves, then the governor of Minas Gerais, and his secretary of 
culture, José Aparecida de Oliveira, requested that the governor of Santa  
Catarina, Esperidião Amin, return the Recueil to Minas Gerais. After 

footnote by Tarquínio J. B. de Oliveira, Autos da Devassa 2 (1978): 496. Luiz Carlos Villalta, 
“Usos Inventivos fo livro e contestação politica: A Inconfidencia Mineira,” in Usos do livro 
no mundo Luso-Brasileiro sob as Luzes: Reformas, censura, e contestações, 459–509 (Belo Hori-
zonte: Fino Traço Editora, 2015).

46. Notas explicativas, Herculano Gomes Mathias, Autos da Devassa 4:17, 31–39.
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consultations in the Assembly of Santa Catarina, Governor Amin agreed, 
and on April 21, 1994, Tiradentes Day, the Recueil arrived with great cer-
emony in Ouro Preto. In 1989 the Recueil was transferred and catalogued 
by the arquivo of the Casa do Pilar of the Museu da Inconfidência.47

What does an examination of this text tell us about the plans for the 
Minas conspirators to establish a constitutional republic on the North 
American model in Brazil in 1789? The copy of the Recueil held at the 
Museu da Inconfidência, which I have been able to examine, has an-
notations in ink and in pencil. The annotations made in pencil cover 
many of the same points made in the text. I had originally thought 
these might have been made later, but I changed my mind after I was 
consulted by Richard Ramer, an antiquarian book dealer, on the au-
thenticity and likely provenance of two manuscripts he had obtained 
of travels in Brazil. I was able to identify these as being the diaries of 
Luis de Albuquerque, the governor of Mato Grosso between 1771 and 
1791, of his travels by the land route to Vila Bela in Mato Grosso from 
Rio de Janeiro via Minas Gerais and Goiás, and of his return route via 
the Madeira and Amazon Rivers to Belém. These diaries, which were 
subsequently obtained by the Newberry Library, were written in pencil; 
both have been reproduced and published in Brazil in 2014 by Janaína 
Amado and Leny Caselli Anzai.48

So now I think that these pencil annotations also may well have been 

47. Starling, Ser republicano no Brasil Colônia, pages 161–75.
48. Janaína Amado and Leny Caselli Anzai, Luís de Albuquerque: Travels and Administra-

tion in the Captaincy of Mato Grosso (1771–1791) (São Paulo: Versal Editores, 2014). The 
Newberry Library’s copies of the Albuquerque Diaries were provided by John Powell, Digital 
Services Manager; the volume is excellently edited, illustrated, and documented. On the 
emergence of the Madeira-Momore-Guapore Rivers as Brazil’s far western border, see David 
Michael Davidson, “Rivers and Empire: The Madeira Route and the Incorporation of the 
Brazilian Far West, 1737–1808,” diss., Yale University, 1970. For the governorship of Luis de 
Albuquerque and Pombal’s conception for the Amazon-Far West connection from Vila Bella 
to Belem via the Madeira River; For the background to the European mapping of the South 
American frontier region, see Júnia Ferreira Furtado, Oráculos da Geografia Iluminista: Dom 
Luís da Cunha e Jean-Baptiste Bourguignon D’Anville na construção da cartografia do Brasil 
(Belo Horizonte: Editora UFMG, 2012); Rubens Ricupero, A diplomacia na construção do 
Brasil (1750–2016) (Rio de Janeiro” Versal Editores, 2017), 23–71; and William J. Simon, 
Scientific Expeditions in the Portuguese Overseas Territories (1783–1808) (Lisbon: Instituto de 
Investigação Cientifica Tropical, 1983).
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made in the period between 1788 and early 1789 when the Minas con-
spirators were discussing the new constitutional republic they intended 
to establish. The ink and pencil annotations have also been examined 
by Rafael de Freitas e Souza in his 2004 master’s dissertation under the 
supervision of Professor Joao Pinto Furtado at the Universidade Federal 
de Minas Gerais. He provides a breakdown of the ink annotations on 
pages 45–49 and of the pencil annotations on pages 207–208.49 I have 
also examined the Recueil at the Casa do Pilar at the Museu da Incon-
fidência which is, in places, badly damaged and was rebound, as well as 
the facsimile of the original text of the Recueil at the Newberry Library 
and two copies of the Recueil (one purportedly published in Switzerland 
and one purportedly published in Philadelphia), which altogether pro-
vide the basis for my analysis here.

What do these annotations in ink and in pencil on the Recueil show 
us?50 The annotations were most probably made while the discussion 
was taking place as to what the statutes of the constitutional republic 
in Minas Gerais might have looked like, and at the moment the Minas 
conspirators were actually discussing the new form of constitutional re-
public they envisioned. These annotations are not mediated and distort-
ed, nor are they deliberately obfuscated, as was the case of the responses 
to interrogations by the skilled lawyer and former judge Tomás Antônio 
Gonzaga, during the devassas. The annotations explain, in particular, the 
intensity of the discussion on slavery and role of the enslaved at the time 
of the uprising and within the new republic they envisioned. They show 
that they were interested in the legal processes, penal law and criminal 
proceedings, the judgment by peers, the constraints on the leadership of 
the state, the subjection of the military to civilian control, the means of 
representation by elections, and property rights. 

49. Rafael de Freitas e Souza, “Combate nas Luzes: A recepção e leitura do Recueil pelos 
inconfidentes,” dissertação, Universidade Federal de Minas Gerais, UFMG, 2004.

50. The annotations are mostly made on the constitution of the Republic of Pennsylvania, 
which was largely written by Benjamin Franklin, and most particularly on his footnotes con-
cerning the definition of the status of slaves and of free and unfree people and on the right 
to freedom of religion. (The pencil annotations on the Virginia constitution, which had been 
largely written by Thomas Jefferson, relate to general principles.)
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Many of these specific annotations reveal the work of a legal mind, 
which points very much to Gonzaga and Manual da Costa. Júnia Fur-
tado and Heloisa Starling have called Minas Gerais in 1788–1789 “a so-
ciety of thought” (uma sociedade do pensamento). Here we see would-be 
revolutionaries translating these aspirations into concrete institutional 
procedures. The Mineiros were not seeking to create an “invented” re-
public. They were much more imagining how a new Brazilian constitu-
tional republic might be constructed. They were interested, these anno-
tations show, in elections, in laws, in the organization of a new republic 
with representative assemblies, in the fair administration of justice, in 
the freedom of expression, and in public education and a university. 

Tomás Antônio Gonzaga, a nominated high court judge and the 
principal magistrate of Vila Rica; Cláudio Manuel da Costa, the most 
eminent Vila Rica lawyer and former secretary to the governor of Minas 
Gerais; Francisco de Paula Freire de Andrade, military officer and com-
mandant of the Dragoons; Inácio Alvarenga Peixoto, also a former chief 
magistrate and poet; José Álvares Maciel, former student at the Univer-
sity of Coimbra, who had just visited the heartland of the industrial rev-
olution in England where he had bought the Recueil while in Birming-
ham; Father José da Silva e Oliveira Rolim, a prominent priest from the 
diamond district; the canon Luís Vieira and padre Carlos Correia de To-
ledo, leading ecclesiastical figures; as well as the most influential entre-
preneur and de facto banker of the region, João Rodrigues de Macedo: 
these were the men who had conspired to overthrow the rule of Portugal 
in its richest overseas province in 1789. They had imagined a constitu-
tional republic on the North American model. They had been inspired 
by the most radical of the constitutions of the new North American 
states contained in the Recueil, and in particular by Benjamin Franklin’s 
short-lived republic of Pennsylvania as it was extensively described and 
annotated and, in many ways, imagined by Franklin for propaganda 
purposes in its French iteration in the 1778 Recueil.

In Brazil, those who had been inspired by the Recueil were de-
nounced, imprisoned, and exiled to Africa or, in the case of the ecclesias-
tics, sent to imprisonment in Portugal. Tiradentes was publicly executed 
by hanging in Rio de Janeiro, his decapitated head sent to Vila Rica to 
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be hoisted onto a pole in the main square and his body cut into four 
pieces for public display at the entrances into Minas Gerais. Yet all were 
participants in an Atlantic history that joined the constitutional republi-
can experiments in the United States, via their translation and, at times, 
their mistranslation in France, to their use as a manual for republican, 
constitutional, and revolutionary innovation by Brazilians in Minas 
Gerais during 1789, the very apex year of the Atlantic revolutions. In 
the end, this is the history of a Brazilian constitutional republic which 
was imagined by the Minas conspirators in Vila Rica. It is a moment 
when the specifics of the Age of the Enlightenment were translated into 
concrete proposals for governance. And it is the history of a memory, a 
project of what might have been but which, like the Recueil itself, was 
for many decades thereafter deliberately suppressed and was almost lost 
to history. 
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