
Resumo
A consolidação dos Estados nacionais 
modernos implicou combinações múlti-
plas entre mentalidade cristã e raciona-
lismo secular. Apesar disso, as relações 
entre poder temporal e espiritual nem 
sempre foram congruentes e harmonio-
sas. Tampouco limitaram-se ao âmbito 
institucional. No caso brasileiro, muitos 
clérigos aliaram de modo peculiar a for-
mação pastoral e intelectual à atuação 
política, em favor de seus interesses pri-
vados, buscando usufruir de suas redes 
de sociabilidade para resistir às normati-
zações encaminhadas pelo Estado nacio-
nal, desde 1822. Visando preservar ou 
mesmo galgar aqueles atributos garanti-
dores de distinção, riqueza e poder e 
atuando, sobretudo, por vias informais, 
esses clérigos protagonizaram alguns dos 
conflitos ocorridos no sertão de Minas 
Gerais, os quais, conforme analisa o pre-
sente artigo, desafiaram a competência 
governamental em garantir a estrita ob-
servância da Lei, denunciando novas for-
mas de fazer política, personificadas na 
figura do ‘padre político’.
Palavras-chave: padre político; constitu-
cionalismo; Minas Gerais.

Abstract
The consolidation of modern national 
states involved multiple combinations 
of secular rationalism and Christian 
mentalities. Nevertheless, relations be-
tween temporal and spiritual powers 
were not always congruent and harmo-
nious. Nor were they limited to institu-
tional frameworks. In Brazil many cler-
ics combined in a particular way 
pastoral and intellectual formation and 
political action in favor of their own in-
terests, seeking benefits from their so-
cial networks to resist the rules enacted 
by the state since 1822. Aiming at pre-
serving or even increasing attributes 
that were guarantors of distinction, 
wealth and power, and acting especially 
through informal channels, these clerics 
caused some of the conflicts which oc-
curred in the Minas Gerais ‘sertão,’ 
which as this article examines, chal-
lenged government competence to en-
sure strict observance of the law.
Keywords: politician priests; constitu-
tionalism; Minas Gerais.
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The European eighteenth century witnessed a reinterpretation of the na-
ture of government which had profound repercussions on state structures. 
Based on new conceptions developed since the seventeenth century of the 
origins of “civil and political society, the pact or contract between the ruled 
and rulers, the nature of sovereignty, the most rational regime or political 
system, the liberties and rights inherent in citizenship,”1 this phenomenon 
which had repercussions all over Western Europe and in the American colo-
nies implied the progressive affirmation of temporal power over the spiritual, 
“as if this was affirmed in advance as the final critique of the organization of 
the terrestrial life of man.”2 In this way, prefixing the ‘utility of the Republic’ 
to the ‘precepts of ethics,’ secularization appears as its essential mark, as an 
expression of the new form of liberty and autonomy, of ‘being in the world’ of 
modern man.3

However, the tendency in question does not imply a unison reply of phi-
losophers to the question of religion, nor, the impossibility of coexistence be-
tween apparently irreconcilable elements, such as “faith and science, the phil-
osophical tradition and rational and experimental innovation, theocentrism 
and anthropocentrism.”4 To the contrary, the Enlightenment movement in-
volved a marked eclecticism in the philosophic plane,5 as well as guarding pro-
found asymmetries between the historical circumstances which saw it born 
and between those who identified as ‘men of letters’ in the same cultural space.

As a result religion was at the foundations of the Catholic Enlightenment 
– characteristic of the Italian and Iberian states – and even in the countries 
which were the stage of modern democratic and liberal experiences,6 their 
‘spokespersons’ were men linked to their civilizations and committed to the 
religious sphere of power.7 In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries a sym-
biosis emerged between the old order and the consolidation of modern na-
tional states, implying multiple combinations between the Christian mentality 
and secular rationalism.

From this perspective the criticism of religion and the later separation 
between Church and State did not eliminate the active participation of the 
clergy in the ongoing process, nor did it result in the complete replacement of 
faith by reason, or of religion by nationalist ideology. There was thus no short-
age of cases in which it was sought to constitute the nation as a community of 
believers using Christian symbols to sacralize them,8 or giving up the religious 
liturgy to commemorate the nation, a process in which the support provided 
by clergy for the national cause was fundamental.9 After all in a world struc-
tured by religion, the Church, through its representatives was the only power 
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with the effective capacity to assert itself over the broad sectors of society, from 
the “most humble, daily and immediate, such as families and communities, to 
the international sphere, in which it coexisted with the powers of kings and 
emperors.”10

In the construction processes of modern national states, however, the 
relations between temporal and spiritual power were not always congruent and 
harmonious. Nor were they limited to the institutional sphere. Many clerics 
allied in a peculiar manner pastoral and intellectual activities to political activ-
ism, seeking to use their sociability networks, the retinue of believers enveloped 
in the mystical aura of sacerdotal power, for their own interests, resisting the 
rules enacted by the state being constructed.

In the Brazilian case, although recent contributions have advanced the 
understanding of the participation of the ‘political clergy’ in the process of 
independence and the formation of the imperial state,11 little emphasis has 
been given to the role of the priests who acted in non-institutional ways. 
Mixing with the laity and assuming alternative political projects, their forms 
of action did not fit into the ‘liberal’ or ‘conservative’ positions which polarized 
parliamentary discussion about the Church and religion in Brazil.12

In addition to active participation in the construction of new spaces of 
sociability – “political, patriotic, philanthropic and Masonic, public and se-
cret”13 – which jointly with the representative spheres constituted a central 
dimension to the construction of public spaces in Brazil, priests acted through 
more even informal paths of power, adding values and codes of conduct paral-
lel, and even averse, to the preparation of the constitutional order.

This profile of the Brazilian political clergy has been attributed in part to 
the precarious manner in which the Tridentine reform was conducted in 
Brazil,14 according to which the clergy had to stand apart from the laity, as-
suming an aura of purity and sanctity. To the contrary of this:

the priests of colonial Brazil were little different from their flocks in their daily 
lives. In addition to their involvement with questions of a temporal nature, it was 
not rare to see priests without their sacerdotal habit participating in profane fes-
tivities, entering into concubinage and raising children. This proximity of priests 
with the daily life of the population meant that they ended up sharing the same 
problems, demands and feelings as their believers. Consequently, priests became 
much more apt at assuming the role of spokespersons for the people, transform-
ing themselves into potential popular leaders. (Souza, 2010, p.46)

Politician priests and their solidarity 
networks
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Moreover, the education of the clergy active in the context of indepen-
dence and the initial stages of the construction of the Brazilian national state 
was guided by “Pombaline Catholic regalism.”15 This, although far from re-
suming priestly activity in the “systematization” and “moralization of religious 
practices and representations,”16 attributed a civil dimension to it, mixing the 
functions of public man and priest. This education –which we will discuss in 
greater detail below – resulted in the wide-ranging public and civil insertion 
of the Brazilian clergy at the moment of the establishment of forms of political 
representation, when they gained new channels and comprehensiveness.

At the same time, the actions of these clerics was associated with violence 
and the indiscipline characteristic of the resistance of local potentates to the 
ongoing imposition of new rules, aiming to preserve, or even expand, those 
attributes which guaranteed distinction, wealth, and power, such as land, slaves 
and titles.

In this article a privileged focus is taken for the analysis of the actions of 
these clerics, at the moment when the national state carried out the first insti-
tutional adaptations necessary for the creation of the – material and symbolic 
– conditions of its existence. Specifically, I look at some of the political conflicts 
which occurred in areas of the Minas Gerais sertão, which illustrate the weight 
of disputes sponsored by local clerics.

Traditionally in a region “so vast, so deserted, so far”17 from the centers of 
political decision making, and most often the seats of bishops, the actions of 
these clerics took place in conditions of great power and autonomy, making 
them almost potentates who supported by the immediate representatives – gen-
erally relatives, agregados (sharecroppers), believers – not only interfered in the 
affairs of justice, but converted themselves into ‘another legislation,’ further-
more complicating the picture painted by José de Sá Bettencourt Acióli in 1799:

almost all of the sertão which lies at the extremities of the captaincies of Bahia, 
Minas Gerais, Goiases and Pernambuco suffers great inconveniences from the 
lack of administration of justice, due to the long roads and for the same reason: 
respect for royal authority in these places is very like the light, whose rays are 
weaker the greater the distance from the focus.18

In the context of independence and the implementation of modern po-
litical forms, these ‘representatives of the laws of God,’ feeling their personal 
and institutional power questioned by constitutionalism, wove alliances and 
voiced political practices, nuanced not by questions of a religious nature, but 
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by concepts of power related to a singular regional trajectory, values and po-
litical practices which, in the conception of the judges and magistrates based 
in those regions, were associated with the risks of ‘anarchy’ and ‘despotism’, 
extremes averse to the moderate liberal cause.

In the following reflections we have sought to situate some of these con-
flicts caused by clerics in the Minas sertão, which give density to a process 
which was clashing with an essential competence of public administration: the 
strict observance of the law. Without ignoring the fact that the resistance and 
jurisdictional conflict in this process of qualitative transformations in concep-
tions of representation, sovereignty, and the foundations of the Monarchy, 
came from the judicial and civil authorities in the provinces, we are interested 
in the emergence of new forms of politics, personified in the figure of the ‘po-
litical priest’.

The education of Enlightened Luso-Brazilian 
clergy and its political implications

For the Luso-Brazilian case, the association between spiritual and tempo-
ral power resides in the concession that the popes made to the Portuguese and 
Spanish monarch of the ‘padroado’ (patronage): the right to administer eccle-
siastic business aimed at “expanding the faith and the empire.”19 This conces-
sion, however, did not express a monolithic trajectory towards secularization, 
since the padroado represented the force of the Catholic Luso-Brazilian men-
tality – its cultural base and the foundations of the legitimacy of any form of 
government20 –, which unfolded in the secular action of the Church in Brazil, 
making the religious and political spheres, the sacred and profane, practically 
inseparable.

This connection between religious practice and politics took specific form 
whilst the Marquis de Pombal was prime minister of King José I (1750-1777). 
Historically associated with enlightened Portuguese reformism, the govern-
ment of Sebastião José de Carvalho e Melo inaugurated a policy known as re-
galism, aiming to place the Church under the wardship of the state, national-
izing it and making its members ‘public servants.’21

As in Portugal, the Jesuits exercised an ideological monopoly which had 
lasted centuries22 – through a conception of teaching based on Ratio Studiorum 
(plan of study), which drew on classical humanism from the second scholasti-
cism –, and resulted in a set of policies fundamentally conceived through the 
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binomial Reformism-Pedagogy. Identifying the cultural backwardness of the 
kingdom as the principal obstacle to be overcome in the process of inverting 
its economic decadence, a particular type of pedagogical concern was derived 
from it, based on the central critique of the Jesuits: the question of teaching 
method based on the ‘prevalence of the peripatetic philosophy;’ in the ‘neglect 
of the study of Greek and Latin;’ the ‘disordered content taught in university 
subjects;’ the ‘lack of subsidiary disciplines and in the fragmentation of knowl-
edge,’ as well as in the ‘absence of eclecticism.’23

In the Compêndio Histórico do Estado da Universidade, prepared by the 
Junta de Providência Literária (Board of Literary Providence), created on 23 
December 1770 with the aim of examining the state of the University of 
Coimbra and to serve as the foundations for the writing of its New Statues, 
these reflections were systematized, unraveling a methodology in harmony 
with that advocated by the Enlightenment. Analyzing the means through 
which the Jesuits took possession the University, they complaining about the 
lack of practical guidance for students, suffocated by the use of speculative 
procedures and reasoning, inhibitors both of erudition – requisite for the in-
terpretation of old texts – and experimentation, and thus of the empiricism of 
the Enlightenment, concluding with the impossibility of using any of the old 
Statutes, in force since 1598, “nothing ... for the purpose of reform.”24

In the recently reformed university regalist and Galican-Jansenist25 ideas 
rapidly spread, notably in the courses of Law and Theology, in which 
Jusnaturalismo (natural law theory) typical of the school of natural law and of 
people was adopted. Roman law thus lost its character of absolute and homog-
enous truth, also being transformed into a historic product, with the eternal 
being distinguished from the contingent. What was being sought was the 
secularization of Portuguese political thought, through the negation of the 
primacy of theological truths over canonic and of canon law over civil, a pri-
macy until then present in Jesuit education.

In this process, while on the one hand the ‘natural order’ was not ques-
tioned – because it was prescribed by God and revealed through the authority 
of the Church –, on the other it became intelligible to the extent that it was 
interpreted in light of history, both the sacred and profane, reducing its char-
acter as an absolute truth. Though historicization, it was possible to find argu-
ments for renewed politico-religious attitudes.

In both the metropole and the colony– where the expulsion of the Jesuits 
in 1759 left the teaching system destructured, introducing the regalist classes 
– ecclesiastics continued to be active in the progress of the Pombaline re-
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forms.26 With this there emerged an essentially Catholic enlightenment, led by 
‘enlightened’ men from within the Church27 who, far from making it available 
to the regalist objectives of the state, preserved the liturgical vision of the world 
in which the set of beliefs and religious values was understood as indispensible 
to the conservation of society.

The reforms carried out in the University of Coimbra marked the intel-
lectual education of a large part of the Luso-Brazilian statesmen who, espe-
cially those who studied law and theology between 1780 and 1790,28 were in-
volved in the implementation of the Enlightenment reforms designed for the 
state and the Ultramar (overseas) and after 1820, in the process of the inde-
pendence and consolidation of the Brazilian national state. Molded according 
to the reformist optic of the ideal profile for the public man necessary to carry 
out the reforms and to overcome the economic and intellectual backwardness 
of the Kingdom, these statesmen received an education based on the “rational 
study methods,” capable of educating men who were simultaneously “useful 
for the Republic and Religion.”29

Although not all the clerics who were involved in the phase of Brazilian 
national construction had obtained a university education, and even though 
only a small percentage had frequented the University of Coimbra – target of 
the Pombaline teaching reforms –, it is licit to extend the profile of the formal 
orientation received there to the body of priests in a general manner, a phe-
nomenon attributed to the fact that other educational establishments in Brazil 
– starting with Olinda Seminary, created in 180030 – as well as the extra-scho-
lastic spaces of sociability frequented by clerics,31 tended to adopt the model 
of ecclesiastic education propagated by Pombal.

From this landmark in the education of Brazilian clergy there emerged 
the figure of the ‘political priest,’ who associated in a very peculiar manner 
pastoral and intellectual activities with his activities as a public man. An educa-
tion which, although not exclusively confined to seminaries,32 made them more 
vulnerable to involvement with mundane memories, as well as contributing to 
the sedimentation of a type of contempt for the institutions themselves as a 
primordial space for sacerdotal education (Souza, 2010, p.194). 

This profile was related to the various complaints and accusations by pro-
vincial authorities at the moment of the affirmation of constitutionalism in 
Brazil, when the supposedly ‘disorderly’ action of these clerics involved in 
local networks of solidarity and leaders of private retinues made them similar 
to local potentates, appearing with alternative political projects to those of the 
central power.33
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It should clarified here in relation to this apparently contradictory behav-
ior of clerics, that the implementation of constitutional political structures 
reinforced their traditional ‘civil-religious action.’34 The independent Brazilian 
state could not dispense with the administrative and bureaucratic structure 
long since organized by Church, it had to use the latter´s documentary and 
information control system for the local population, as well as its infrastructure 
of personnel and buildings. As Françoise de Souza has stated:

the best example of this phenomenon can be seen in the dependence that the 
state in the initial period of its formation had on priests to carry out elections. 
By doing this it encouraged the involvement of priests in the electoral process, 
naturalizing even more the association between religious practice and political 
practice, as well as providing the men of the Church with instruments to control 
and manipulate elections. (Souza, 2010, p.47)

Simultaneous to the availability of documentation, space and bureau-
cratic personnel in the organization of elections and the progress of electoral 
processes, the Brazilian clergy also revealed its electoral performance in a direct 
manner, occupying various spaces of public power, including the Brazilian 
parliament.

However, despite the breaches opened by constitutionalism, for the cler-
gy to be able to continue not just exercising traditional lay functions, but as-
cending into new spheres of political representation, there hovered over its 
representatives – as well as over the rest of the civic authorities of the various 
provinces – a great legal confusion about the specific attributions of civic and 
ecclesiastic positions, aggravated by the lack of knowledge of the ones that 
existed.

Moreover, although the new lay attributes conferred on clerics configured 
a structuring dimension of the efforts to internalize the dominion of decisions 
and laws, captained by the central power, it involved men who through the 
trajectory of their education would not flee from the stigma most commonly 
applied to the laity: the development of ties with their respective locations, 
redounding in favoritisms in the disputes they arbitrated, as well as the infiltra-
tion of private questions in bureaucratic affairs.

This scenario minimized the possibilities of a rational administration, 
hindering the predictability of order, allowing a form of conduct for the laity 
and clerics which reinforced, in various dimensions, its autonomous nature in 
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relation to both religious precepts and the power of the imperial state, causing 
a type of ‘competitive cooperation’35 between these authorities.

In the rest of the article we will try to map out some of the patterns of 
social insertion recurrent among clerics based in the areas furthest from the 
seat of provincial power in Minas, which tore a form of action reproduced at 
the expense of, and often through, the law itself.

Political priests and their solidarity networks:  
between ‘despotism’ and ‘demagoguery’

In the perquisition of the tangible aspects which permeated the mounting 
of a public space in nineteenth century Minas, the logic of ‘not knowing sub-
ordination’ was presented as a characteristic mark of the actions of clerics, 
magistrates and other authorities based in the regions furthest from the seats 
of provincial power, configuring a profile of “disorder that must exist in a body 
without a head.”36

In the circumstances analyzed by us, the actions of these authorities – lay 
and religious – was most notable in the Comarca (district) of Paracatu, situ-
ated in the northwest of Minas. Unlike the material conquests which favored 
landholders in the center and south of the province,37 in Paracatu the tradi-
tional impermeability towards the law was loosened, a characteristic that could 
be associated with its geographic distance from the political and administrative 
center of the province – until 1815 it was still subordinated to the ouvidoria of 
Rio das Velhas, based in Sabará –, or the role played there by the powerful 
landholders, with wide-ranging and relatively autonomous political power, 
enrooted through the ties of kinship and clientelist networks, and consoli-
dated during process of settling the region.38

An autonomy which favors many types of iniquities and even reproduces 
itself in the body of ministers charged with applying the law, and affecting the 
recurrent disputes for spaces of power between magistrates, judges and local 
power.39 In correspondence issued by the provisional government of Minas 
Gerais in 1823, the cause of these conflicts was still imputed to the administra-
tion of the Comarca of Paracatu, consisting of people little “apt for governance 
and almost none unconnected to ties of kinship and affections.”40

In relation to ecclesiastic power, the situation was even more complicated. 
This was because the parish priests sent to those sertões put themselves from 
the very beginning under the protection of the power landholders, enlarging 
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their retinues,41 the ecclesiastic government based there was submitted until 
1676 to the only bishopric in Brazil – that of Salvador – and from that year 
onwards, with the elevation of the prelacies of Rio de Janeiro and Pernambuco 
to dioceses, it was subordinated to the Archbishop of the latter captaincy.

All of the Paracatu region became part of the diocese de Olinda42 – whose 
boundaries extended along the São Francisco river, covering its left bank, the 
territory of Minas and Goiás – where in the first half of the eighteenth century 
the figure of the ‘despotic and absolute’ priest Mendes Santiago stands out. On 
9 April 1738, the king signed an arrest warrant for him, accusing him of caus-
ing “serious disturbances in São Romão.”43 The warrant was not enforced, as 
the accused had crossed the frontier to the right bank of the São Francisco, 
starting to act as a ‘self-employed vicar’ in Paracatu, carrying out baptisms, as 
well as acting as a trader, rancher, cattle breeder, owner of a sugar mill and a 
cassava mill, as well as breaking the law, and taking possession of goods be-
longing to the crown – the mineral wealth of Córrego Rico – and charging 
expensively for his professional duties.

The example of Fr. Santiago was followed by others, characterizing the 
profile of a clergy formed of men who were “violent, political and quarrelsome” 
(ibidem, p.198-201), who, until the advent of the Empire, had exercised great 
influence on local political life. According to the diagnosis of the French natu-
ralist and traveler Auguste de Saint-Hilaire, who passed through the region at 
the beginning of the nineteenth century, to a great extent the problem was due 
to the distance from the seat of the bishopric, implying that “no vigilance can 
be exercised over the clergy in this part of Brazil.”44

He commented that the “priests could follow with impunity the examples 
of the laity who surrounded them and their conduct could not have an impact 
on the latter.” In the words of another contemporary traveler– Emanuel Pohl 
– the clergy was ‘numerous,’ and were ‘exclusively from the city,’ who pos-
sessed ‘much land’ and who were concerned with ‘economic activities.’45

In the vila (town) of Paracatu, the weight of political disputes sponsored 
by the local clergy was present from the moment of the formation of the pro-
visional government, due to the opposition of Vicar Forâneo Joaquim de Mello 
Franco – who had held the position of ouvidor of the Comarca since 1812 – to 
new holder of this position, the recently invested Coronel Antonio Baptista da 
Costa Pinto, who had to overcome a series of political difficulties, due to the 
great influence of his predecessor who became, according to the Coronel, the 
main political influence in the area.46 When he refused to award the Vicar’s 
nephew, Francisco Antonio de Assis, the title of Cavalleiro, the priest led a 
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rising of the people against the acting Ouvidor intending to depose him and 
proclaim a provisional autonomy.

This was reported in the correspondence from the ouvidor of the Comarca 
– then taking refuge in his ranch – to the provisional government, in which he 
denounced that he found “the people restless and the Magistrates prevented 
from enacting Justice freely, and all caused by a rebellious man, who has raised 
himself as a Despot and who intends to be the judge of all,” not recognizing 
any “Superior, deeming that everything is permitted to him.”47

According to the coronel, the authoritarianism of Antonio de Assis had 
been shown during the election of the provisional government for Minas when 
he sought

with all efforts as soon as the Parochial Electors arrived, to make their spirits 
nervous and to move them to unite to create in this Vila a Provisional 
Government, in which project he would be the President, and who, with all his 
seductions and private invitations made to some Officers of the Militia, was 
causing a great revolution which fortunately was interrupted by the lack of 
union.

Nonetheless, the document continues, even after the provisional govern-
ment took power and the notice of this had reached the vila of Paracatu,

that restless man still dared to invite the Electors, Lieutenant José Luiz da Costa 
Araújo Arios … and the Ensigns José Carneiro, José Lopes, and Fr. Miguel de 
Mello Chaves and Captain João Pereira da Costa … for the new Revolution and 
the Creation of a new Government independent of the legitimate one …

While in this episode the nephew of the vicar from outside, Francisco de 
Assis, saw himself favored by the widespread influence of his uncle, a short 
while later, when he already held the position of judge, he was overlooked in 
the indication of his successor, due to the influence of another cleric from the 
Comarca: Rev. Manoel Carneiro de Mendonça, twin brother of the father-in-
law of the then ouvidor of the Comarca, Antônio Limpo Paulino de Abreu.

According to Francisco de Assis, when the ouvidor found it necessary to 
absent himself to take up the position of deputy in the Legislative Assembly, 
he had to appoint his successor to the position, and ignored the right of the 
‘preference of the oldest,’ appointing Rev. Manoel Carneiro de Mendonça to 
the detriment of Francisco de Assis, “due to the relations of affinity and inti-
macy, with which he was linked to the Reverend.”48
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Dissatisfied with this, Antônio de Assis came to cause disorder in the Vila, 
defying the interim ouvidor– Manoel Carneiro de Mendonça – and stating that 
he did not recognize his jurisdiction, inflaming the people and the other mem-
bers of the Câmara (municipal council) against him, as well as disrespecting 
other authorities, as registered in an official letter sent by the interim ouvidor 
to the president of the province.49 He accused Judge Francisco Antônio de 
Assis of having “preference because he was, although the youngest in age, the 
longest in the position, and because he had some intelligence of the Law, and 
the Chicanos (acquired solely through the concourse of its frequent demands).” 
For this he drew on “art. 179 of Title 8º of the Imperial Constitution no. §14” 
which declared that “Any Citizen can be admitted to public, civic and military 
position, without any difference other than their talents and virtues.”

However, the interim ouvidor stated that this “his strongest support did 
not breach the existing Laws, nor give him any preference” and “finally the 
simple complaint, and representation made to the Superiors, was not enough 
for him to carry out the business in question, to protect compliance with the 
law, suspend the march of Justice and leave a Comarca without an Ouvidor” 
(idem, fl. 3). Reporting other conflicts involving Francisco de Assis, he con-
cluded that “these reasons, which reach any limited spirit, do not loom before 
the eyes of a man who only listens to the voice of his own love, and to the van-
ity of preceding.”

Described in these terms, the movement that occurred in Paracatu sug-
gests the weight of the disputes sponsored by local potentates in the political 
game of independence, a dimension still little explored by the historiography, 
and which will certainly result in more objective readings of the institutional 
and cultural relations between religion and politics in its regional extraction. 
On these occasions, the representative of spiritual power seeks not only to take 
advantage of the new spaces of political representation – disputing important 
positions –, as well as encouraging a simultaneous and skillful instrumentaliza-
tion of modern and archaic political practices and values, denouncing the 
prevalence of a modus vivendi that was still Ancien Regime. After all, as Rev. 
Manoel Carneiro de Mendonça stated, the Constitution did not derogate ‘the 
existing Laws.’

In the documentation researched there appear various other reports of 
conflicts of jurisdiction and public disorders captained by clerics. Thus, in an 
official letter addressed to the Presidency of the Province, dated 20 March 
1824, the interim ouvidor of Paracatu, Miguel Alves de Sousa, defended himself 
for the accusation made against him by his successor, who had been co-opted 
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by the ‘fearful party’ who always sought to ‘contrast him’ with the “scoundrels 
responsible for this conspiracy ... Fr. João Gaspar Esteves Rodrigues, his friend 
Joaquim Pimentel Barbosa ... and their retinues from the two families, Baptistas 
and Portelas, who are their followers,” as well as their “Agents, in Salgado, 
Captain Serrão, and S. Romão the said former judge João Pereira, and Vicar 
Manoel Caetano de Moraes Cabalão”, who “seduce parties against me.”50

According to the ouvidor, “there is not one of those who have served in 
the court who had not stayed with Slaves or the goods of Absentees, and I wish 
it were for their fair prices in the market.” As an example of these infractions, 
he cites 

Fr. João Gaspar [who] being the Prosecutor stayed with a mulatto called Adão 
from the goods collected from a Manoel da Costa Oeiras from Fazenda das 
Vazantes ... Joaquim Pimentel [who] being the Clerk of the Court, as well as hav-
ing received from a Eliziário de something ... a female slave with the name Maria 
to comply with a tax collection... [all this, according to him] carried out by the 
aforementioned vicar of the Vara (District) and by his friends ... (idem, fl. 2v)

In other cases, these vicars, “with a cheating genius, and with little friend-
ship for the Popular Authorities” simply ended up refusing to provide spiri-
tual services to the local populations, preferring to private business, as men-
tioned in the Ofício (letter) from the Justice of the Peace of the District of São 
Gonçalo and Milho Verde, Jerônimo Júlio Baracho Brasileiro, who on 10 
December 1831 notified the provincial government about the complaints of 
the inhabitants 

from the district of S. Gonçalo do Rio das Pedras ... who found themselves in 
this Arraial (settlement) with the church closed, without them being able to ful-
fill the precepts of the Church because the curate of the chapel is an insolent and 
immoral man, an affect of the Religion who only seeks to encourage among his 
flock intrigue and with his arbitrary power to oppress and embarrass the 
Peoples, stopping to celebrate Mass in this chapel and denying the keys of the 
church to the other priest existing in his place so that no mass will be said to the 
people ... such behavior has never been seen.51

In an annexed document there are other complaints against the “omission 
of the priest to minister sacraments and to celebrate mass,” having let a slave 
of a local landholder died “without salvation,” by denying him extreme unc-
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tion, or also “having received alms to say Mass, the curate... did not do this,” 
having gone “to a private property” (idem, fls. 8v-9).

The complex interweaving of the social networks woven by those charged 
with “implementing the Laws of God,” as well as their involvement with pri-
vate business, appears in various other official letters sent by the court and 
other authorities of the Comarca of Paracatu, extending to the most northern 
districts of the Comarca of Serro, equally far from the Bishoprics of Mariana 
and Rio de Janeiro and where for a long time the clergy had been involved in 
political questions.52

Thus, in an official letter from the Justice of the Peace of the District of 
São Romão, Joaquim José dos Santos, to the Presidency of the Province on 12 
April 1827, the former denounced the tumults which “occurred on 6 and 7 
April 1827, organized by the parish priest of the freguesia,” in which there “was 
found the participation of soldiers, bribed by the parish priest.” Although the 
document did not clarify the purposes of this uprising, the following occurred:

Captain S. M., commander of 7th Company, was contacted by the parish 
priest, and interested in the 200$ rs promised him, he notified in person the 
soldiers of his company, Ângelo Custódio, José Carlos, Leandro Petracho and 
others to present themselves on 7 April ready for the uprising, which was set for 
the said day at eight in the morning, in the house of the parish priest, from 
where they were to leave. The aforementioned soldiers were unwilling and did 
not turn up, for which reason the aforementioned commander appeared alone 
at the time set.53

The co-opting of military officers by clerics and local potentates in breach 
of public order and the insubordination of the people was not a novelty, being 
incorporated in the traditional social insertion of these segments, always in-
volved in excesses committed during diligences and in other abuses, “a reflec-
tion of the increasing militarization of the captaincy during the eighteenth 
century.”54 Used to great autonomy and the respect and distinction conferred 
by military rank and the carrying of arms, these officers refused to submit to 
the authorities charged with enforcing the law, according to the denunciation 
of the Justice of the Peace of Brejo do Salgado, in an official letter to the 
Presidency of the Province dated 12 November 1828, according to which “the 
militia attached to their privilege did not want to be called by the police inspec-
tors and when there is disobedience to be brought before … these officials in 
accordance with the law.”55
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In the documentation researched, no disorder perpetrated by the joint in-
terests of clerics and military officers seems to have assumed the proportions of 
the incident that occurred in the Lavra (mining settlement) called Independência, 
located in Descoberto do Ourussu, in Serro Comarca, which had been embar-
goes by the state. Here, according to Joaquim de Carvalho – a police inspector, 
or oficial de Quarteirão, in S. Miguel e Almas, and Justice of the Peace according 
to the law –, “being charged by the meritorious Ouvidor and internal superin-
tendent to maintain good order and to preserve” the said lavra, 

being made fully aware that Furriel Januário Ferreira dos Santos, Commander of 
the Detachment stationed there to prevent theft on the National day, with the 
convenience of others working there in a mine whose shaft was under land al-
ready embargoed, and because it was his duty to report to the Superintendent the 
malpractice of this Employee, he did this and he was ordered by this Magistrate 
to go to the place and stop the work of the said Furriel, and his partners.

Having done this, “this Furriel who was a despot by nature went to the 
place where the” justice of the peace lived and “in uniform arrested him ... 
bringing him to the Barracks.” However, “not satisfied with the this, the Furriel 
in a similar outrage went to the place embargoed by the order of the 
Superintendent and by the Supplicant executed in his position as Justice of the 
Peace, deemed this embargo to be of no effect, and took the possessions of the 
goods,” “in which act he robbed the work of the company.”56

In a petition sent by the people of the district of São Miguel e Almas to 
the president of the province, it was also alleged that the Rev. Luis José Ferreira 
took part in this, and “digging in embargoed mountains a mine with 20 and 
something flights” conspired, together with the above mentioned Furriel, 
against the national interests. According to the supplication of the Justice of 
the Peace “the necessary measures had to be taken so that this Jesuit, and his 
hunchback colleague called Furriel Januário Ferreira Carvalho, could not feed 
on the treasure of others, especially that of the Nation.”57

In the eyes of these provincial authorities, no aspect in these conflicts was 
more alarming that the fact that the political alliances and conclaves enacted 
by local powers worked in a vertical sense, mobilizing what were designated as 
the ‘little classes,’ the ‘crude people,’ the ‘plebian anarchy,’58 expressions which 
allude to the “infinite tramps, white men, those of mixed race, pardos (colored), 
cabras (literally goats – mestizos of undefined origin) and crioulos forros (liber-
ated Creole slaves),”59 frequently linked to the slavery of the province.
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From the perspective of the groups which wove cohesion around the 
moderate liberal project, the always latent threat of insurrection from these 
social groups was tied to the action of the supposed “enemies of the Sacred 
cause of Brazil,”60 represented by any tendency rival to the one they had cho-
sen: guaranteeing ‘the just equilibrium’ between the extremes of ‘Demagoguery’ 
and ‘Absolutism.’61

It was in these terms that during the First Kingdom, these ‘disorderly 
priests’ personified the ‘risk of revolution’ imputed by provincial authorities 
to the demagoguery “which was characteristic of people who proclaimed them-
selves defenders of the ‘people’ for their own benefit,” using for this means 
contrary to the Constitutional System and which for this reason were associ-
ated with despotism/absolutism, real ‘political slavery.’62

In the context of the First Kingdom – and especially after 7 April –, the 
actions of these clerics were politicized, being identified as the party of the 
‘Restoration.’ This is the cause of the concern registered in the official letter 
sent by the interim circuit court judge of Vila do Príncipe, João Nepomuceno 
de Almeida, about the need for the Enlightenment of peoples as a way to bar 
the proliferation of ‘subversive principles.’ Agreeing that “the first duty of rul-
ers is to make the possible efforts to enlighten the popular masses – since with 
enlightenment domestic and public virtues come, and as a consequence there 
is happiness, which is the aim of all association,” – he recommended that in 
addition to “establishing public schools, permitting and protecting Freedom 
of the Press, and the duty of avoiding cautiously anything that can contribute 
to the intellectual backwardness and the stultification of the people,” the es-
tablished government should “blunt the instruments of barbarity which the 
enemies of civilization and of Liberty have resorted to.”63

According to the circuit court judge it was these “emissaries of the bishop, 
and perhaps the former Emperor” – since the letter is from December 1831 
– who had departed for the countryside “to preach subversive principles 
against the entire social order which sustained them, that the citizen should be 
indifferent to the public cause, blindly obeying the authorities and other sim-
ilar absurdities,” as the “decanted Missionaries of Caraça” proceeded. In their 
missions the latter were making the “populace an instrument for vengeance, 
who respired and promised the now stunted but still not extinct servile party,” 
creating “even more dire intestinal dissent that those of the other Provinces,” 
because it was corroborated “by Religious fanaticism.”

The accusation of the judge was repeated in another official letter sent by 
the interim ouvidor of Serro, José Ferreira Carneiro, alarmed with the coming 
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of the priests in question to Vila do Príncipe to “preach anarchy,” as it was a 
strategy of these “enemies of the current system,” who “have looked for the 
link of religion to unite them to villainy.”64

In no other location in Minas, however, did the subversion of the ‘small 
classes,’ sponsored by clerics, assume the proportions of the movement that 
occurred in São João Del Rei in the middle of 1831, which culminated in the 
well known Carrancas slave revolt.65 From there the substitute Justice of the 
Peace, Domingos Teodoro de Azevedo, reported that “one Francisco, a mixed 
race slave of Joaquim de Sousa Paes, has publically stated that the Vicar of this 
Freguesia, Joaquim José Lobo, had solicited him to make the slaves of this 
Freguesia revolt, insinuating to them the means by which this could be done.” 
Carrying out an investigation with witnesses the judge proved the reports, 
having found “under the bed [of his master] a slave of Fr. Joaquim Leonel de 
Paiva at 10 at night, this slave having been arrested and interrogated confessed 
that he intended to kill his master and join the slaves from other plantations 
in doing the same and to go afterwards to Rio de Janeiro, and there to formu-
late better the insinuation of the Rev. Vicar Joaquim José Lobo”.66 

Despite being named as “the head of this insurrection,” the cleric – who 
according to the justice of peace “is not gifted with those qualities appropriate 
for a true Pastor who should only look after the spiritual pasture of his sheep” 
– appears to have betrayed his supposed rebels, causing the revolt of the slaves 
who “shouted in the streets that the Vicar had betrayed them,” in the middle of 
this disturbance he was arrested, as well as the above mentioned slave, his ally.

The progress of the resulting lawsuit highlighted the limits of the law in 
dealing with a social framework with such complexity. Thus, despite the seri-
ousness of the events, the Circuit Court Judge for the Vila – Francisco de Paula 
Monteiro de Barros – judged in another official letter sent to the Presidency 
of the Province that there was not enough evidence in relation to the ‘plans for 
insurrection’ drafted in Arraial de Carrancas, sending for judgment only the 
case of the “intended murder against the life of the Rev. Joaquim Leonel de 
Paiva by this slave,” a crime which – according to the conclusion obtained from 
the interviewing of nine witnesses –, “was insinuated by the slaves of Lieutenant 
Francisco Machado Azevedo, father of the Justice of the Peace; to whom the 
same would have been done after the death of Fr. Leonel, and that at the end 
of all this they would all have been freed.”67

However, due to the involvement of the Justice of the Peace in the lawsuit, 
the circuit court judge argued that he could not “carry out the Devassa (inves-
tigation) with the papers that had been sent to him, nor carry out the indirect 
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corpus delicti, without first the judgment of the Justice of the Peace being over-
turned,” an incumbency which was not part of the attributes of the criminal 
judge, since in addition to the fact that the “Law of 6 June of this year” does 
not declare “that these could judge, even less in a summary form, or sentence 
the Defendants, except in the crimes of the Police,” and that among these “the 
crime of insurrection was not classified in the New Criminal Code.” Moreover, 
he noted that of the nine witnesses interviewed by the justice of the peace, six 
were slaves, which annulled the power of the evidence, since “Slaves are ex-
cluded by law from being witnesses and can only be admitted to give testi-
mony, at the exaction of this law, about domestic facts and when otherwise the 
truth cannot be known” (idem, fls. 2-2v).

Thus, “due to the omission in our Laws in relation to this case,” the circuit 
court judge justified, and despite “wanting to proceed with all prudence and 
circumspection in relation to this; with the crime being very serious when it 
was real and existed,” he stated that he had acted in “accordance with legal 
knowledge,” ordering “the two prisoners to be released... without the slightest 
fear of having infringed any Law” (idem, fl. 3v).

Final considerations

From the beginning of colonization the Church carried out ‘civil-religious 
action,’ which made it a link between the state apparatus and the subjects 
(believers), later citizens. At the moment of the implementation of constitu-
tional political forms in Brazil, it accumulated new functions, acting in the 
building of new public spaces under the inspiration of the liberal ideal, as well 
as functioning, in a systematic and institutional form, as the center of elec-
toral registers and elections themselves.

This simultaneously religious and lay insertion opened breaches for the 
Brazilian political clergy to mold the process of the construction of spheres of 
constitutional power at both a national and provincial level. In addition to the 
skillful manipulation of the law and to the attributes of distinction conferred 
by the positions, there were priests who resisted the ongoing regulation 
through more informal ways, as this article has sought to demonstrate.

Above all, in the areas most distant from the seats of temporal and eccle-
siastic power, these clerics had their actions politicized, converting themselves 
into a powerful link between dimensions which at that moment were undergo-
ing profound transformations and re-articulations: Brazilian society in forma-
tion and the state apparatus; regional impulses and imperial political centraliza-
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tion; the delimitation of spheres of jurisprudence between the political and 
religious power; the sedimentation of an national identity coexisting with ref-
erences of an intended universal nature.

In this process, although it does not configure a uniform posture – fruit 
of the diversified liberal formation and of strikingly regional interests – these 
priests used to commanding and a typically Ancien Regime form of politics 
resisted the ongoing institutional adjustments, adding clientelist networks, 
codes of conducts and various references of cohesive power, capable of impos-
ing limits on the process of transforming the administration into an active and 
rational instrument suitable of preserving order and maintaining the social 
equilibrium.68

Motivated by temporal questions, but also by the preservation and suc-
cessive re-signification of religious identity, the actions of these clerics loos-
ened other facets of the secular action of the Church in Brazil, allowing it a 
more objective reading of the institutional and cultural relations between re-
ligion and politics, which conferred complexity on the process of the formation 
of the state and the Brazilian nation. This article, thus, aims to stimulate reflec-
tion which, broken down into a dual dimension – historical and historiograph-
ical – can contribute to the consolidation of a less reductionist reading of what 
royal patronage was in the first half of the nineteenth century.
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