
 

Revue de l’histoire des religions 

3 | 2010
Varia

Toward a History of the Portuguese Inquisition
Trends in Modern Historiography (1974-2009)
Pour une histoire de l’Inquisition portugaise. Orientations de l’historiographie

moderne (1974-2009)

Giuseppe Marcocci

Electronic version
URL: http://journals.openedition.org/rhr/7622
DOI: 10.4000/rhr.7622
ISSN: 2105-2573

Publisher
Armand Colin

Printed version
Date of publication: 1 October 2010
Number of pages: 355-393
ISBN: 978-2200-92657-1
ISSN: 0035-1423
 

Electronic reference
Giuseppe Marcocci, « Toward a History of the Portuguese Inquisition Trends in Modern Historiography
(1974-2009) », Revue de l’histoire des religions [Online], 3 | 2010, Online since 01 October 2013,
connection on 04 May 2019. URL : http://journals.openedition.org/rhr/7622  ; DOI : 10.4000/rhr.7622 

This text was automatically generated on 4 May 2019.

Tous droits réservés

http://journals.openedition.org
http://journals.openedition.org
http://journals.openedition.org/rhr/7622


Toward a History of the Portuguese
Inquisition Trends in Modern
Historiography (1974-2009)
Pour une histoire de l’Inquisition portugaise. Orientations de l’historiographie

moderne (1974-2009)

Giuseppe Marcocci

 

The Portuguese Inquisition : classic and modern
historiography

1 One and a half centuries after the publication of the work that inaugurated the classic

historiography on the subject – the História da origem e estabelecimento da Inquisição em

Portugal (1854-59) by Alexandre Herculano –, a comprehensive history of the Portuguese

Inquisition (1536-1821) has yet to be written. One could speculate at length about the

reasons for this historiographical vacuum, which distinguishes the Portuguese Inquisition

from both the Spanish as well as the Roman Inquisition, encompassing the controversy

that has characterised historical interest in the Portuguese Holy Office, from its remote

beginnings in the modern age up to the confessional concerns that are still evident well

after the end of Salazar’s dictatorship (1932-74). This is even more inexplicable when one

considers the reduced number of  tribunals of  the Portuguese Inquisition (four in all,

including that of Goa in India) as compared to its counterparts in Spain and Italy between

the late 15th century and the first  half  of  the 19th century,  as  well  as  the fact  that  a

considerable  patrimony  of  sources  produced  by  the  Portuguese  Holy  Office  are

concentrated in a single State archive –  the Torre do Tombo in Lisbon.

2 It  is  not  enough to cite external  factors.  While it  is  true that  Juan Antonio Llorente

published  his  Histoire  critique  de  l’Inquisition  d’Espagne in  Paris  during  the  early  19 th

 century, at the beginning of the following century the American historian Henry Charles

Lea was able to overcome limitations and peruse an already rich scientific  literature
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about the Spanish Inquisition to produce an unsurpassed four-volume synthesis of this

historiography.1 After the work by Henry Kamen, with the return of intellectual freedom

after the end of Franco’s regime (1939-75), growing numbers of foreign historians have

worked  alongside  Spanish  colleagues  and  put  forth  proposals  to  reinterpret  and

reformulate the corpus of existing works, reflecting an apparently inexhaustible need to

ponder upon the significance of the actions of the Holy Office in the context of Spain and

Catholic Europe.2 Notwithstanding the drop in the number of  studies from the 1990s

onwards,  general  histories  of  the  Spanish  Inquisition  have  perhaps  become  more

streamlined and their number continues to grow.3

3 Similarly, an overview of the history of the Inquisition in Italy can be found in the latest

book by Andrea Del Col, who even encompasses the Middle Ages and more contemporary

times.4 Thus, the desire expressed by John Tedeschi in his preface to the Italian edition of

his  collection  of  essays  entitled  The  Prosecution  of  Heresy has  gradually  begun  to  be

transformed into reality. The translation of Tedeschi’s work was published a year after

the great fresco by Adriano Prosperi about the role of the Holy Office in the history of the

Church in Italy  and in the gradual  construction of  a unified State.5 Other  examples,

published both before and after the work by Del Col,  reveal how, after a long period

characterised by a vast mass of research on specific subjects, the historiography in this

area has matured as it became increasingly evident that there was a pressing need for a

global  overview that  could  help  overcome  the  difficulties  arising  from the  loss  and

dispersion of sources, due to the political fragmentation of the Italian peninsula during

the  Ancien  Régime.6 In  fact,  it  is  in  Italy  itself,  a  country  that  has  hosted  several

conferences during the past twenty years embracing the idea of comparing the different

Inquisitions,  that  has  been realised  a  four-volume dictionary  spanning  the  universal

history of the Holy Office.7

4 Less  than ten  years  have  passed  since  Jean-Pierre  Dedieu  and René  Millar  Carvacho

lamented, justifiably, the lack of a dialogue amongst the historiographies pertaining to

the three Inquisitions of  the modern age.8 However,  an attentive perusal  of  the best

insights afforded by studies about the Spanish Inquisition contributed toward a renewal

of interest in the institutional history of the Holy Office in Italy, already visible in an

article by Prosperi published in 1988.9 In contrast, during the same years, scholars of the

Portuguese Inquisition paid less attention to the bibliography on the Spanish tribunal,

even if the Portuguese model had characteristics more similar to the Spanish one than

the  Roman  Holy  Office  had.10 This  insularity  undoubtedly  reflected  the  continued

propensity to favour a national approach to the study of the Inquisition, but was also the

result  of  a  traditional  absence  of  interest  in  a  comprehensive  awareness  of  the

institutional  history  of  the  Tribunal  of  the  Faith  in  Portugal  and  an  inclination  to

represent the more dramatic episodes in a controversial manner.11

5 While contemplating the origin of  a tendency that unites modern historiography (an

expression  I  use  here  to  identify  the  new  generation  that  has  written  about  the

Portuguese Inquisition after democracy returned to Portugal in the wake of the 1974

revolution) with the main exponents of classic historiography, one must consider the

enduring influence of a landmark decision by Herculano. While justifying his entirely

political choice – as pointed out by Jorge Borges de Macedo – of focusing on the years

when the Holy Office was founded, which enabled a more effective denunciation of the

risks of an absolute monarchy, this liberal novelist dismissed concrete activities about the

remaining centuries of the Inquisition’s history as a ‘more monotonous than instructive’
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object of study.12 Fifty years later, António Baião once again set out from the 16th century

in a series of articles, the first of which was published in 1906, the same year in which the

first volume of the work by Lea was released. Baião’s articles continued to be published in

subsequent years, while the decreta issued during the second half of the 16 th century by

the Roman Congregation of the Holy Office were also released in a printed edition.13 He

thus set in motion the study of the organisation and norms of the Portuguese Inquisition,

leaving for posterity a work that has yet to be surpassed.14

6 As for the rest, the best classic historiography was produced during the period of the

Republican crisis and under the dictatorship of António de Oliveira Salazar. While João

Lúcio de Azevedo advanced a vast analysis of the almost three hundred years of history of

the Portuguese Inquisition in a book that, despite its nationalist overtones, continues to

be the point of departure for any history of the relations between the Inquisition and New

Christians – the descendants of the Jews who were converted en masse in 1497 and who

were the main target of the Holy Office for about two centuries – no one really followed

his example.15 Fascinated by the alluring question of the impact that the Inquisition had

on religious and cultural life in Portugal, two Portuguese historians, Mário Brandão and

José Sebastião da Silva Dias, also devoted their own research to the 16th century, in the

wake of studies about Portuguese humanists by the French hispanist Marcel Bataillon.16

The contribution by Israël-Savator Révah is situated midway between the latter works

and more specialised texts on the clash between the Inquisition and New Christians.

Primarily aimed at the 16th century, although not limited to this period, the studies by

this French historian are renowned, above all,  for the way in which he defended the

thesis of a widespread, albeit heterogeneous, adherence by the descendants of converted

Jews to a marrano or crypto-Jewish religiosity, which contained the seeds of a ‘potential

Judaism’.17 Révah  partially  revived  Cecil Roth’s  proposals,  followed  by  Yosef  Hayim

Yerushalmi during the early 1970s.18 Meanwhile, the fiery dispute that pitted Révah

against  the  Portuguese  scholar  António  José  Saraiva,  who  mantained  a  view  of

inquisitorial  persecution dictated  by  economic  and social  interests  and  a  substantial

conversion of New Christians to the Catholic faith, had a notable impact.19 At the same

time, in Brazil, likewise under a dictatorship, José Gonçalves Salvador and Anita Novinsky

published monographs, which served as the basis for a school in its own right.20

7 The Révah-Saraiva debate heralded, to a certain extent, the epilogue of the best classical

historiography,  which,  in  years  of  an  absolute  cultural  hegemony  of  the  Church  in

Portugal, had concentrated on the consequences of intellectual control or the reasons for

the anti-Jewish repression pursued by the Inquisition. This debate also gave rise to a

schism,  that  still  characterises  modern  historiography,  between  studies  about  the

tribunal itself – which will be examined in subsequent pages – and those about its victims,

from then onwards focusing on the controversial subject of the real nature of crypto-

Judaism :  consequently,  the  Holy  Office  was  relegated to  a  secondary  plane  and was

sometimes described as a cruel and fanatical tribunal and at other times as a cold and

calculating institution ; but nevertheless an institution that was always identical in space

and  time.21 This  was  the  legacy  that  served  as  a  yardstick  for  the  heterogeneous

generation of historians who began to write about the Inquisition in Portugal after the 25

April 1974 revolution.
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After 25 April 1974 : A new look at the Inquisition

8 ‘The present makes sense of the past and it is the past that gives us a reference or a

perspective by which to understand the present’ : thus reads the preface of the first work

on the Inquisition after Portugal returned to democracy in 1974 in the wake of the so-

called ‘Carnation Revolution’. It was in fact precisely in the months just after 25 April

1974, when Silva Dias traded in his academic robes to become a militant politician, that

this professor at the University of Coimbra completed and published a text that he had

been working on for some time. It examined the case of the Augustinian friar Valentim da

Luz,  the  first  Portuguese  to  have  been condemned to  death for  Lutheranism by  the

Inquisition (1562). The long introduction by Silva Dias, which opened with a dedication to

‘all those who have fought for and still continue to fight for democracy and socialism in

Portugal’, appeared to mark a turning point in studies about the Portuguese Inquisition.

Once again, the 16th century was viewed as the decisive moment in the history of the Holy

Office.  However,  after  the Révah-Saraiva debate,  this  choice of  having resumed such

studies setting out from an Old Christian who was eventually burned at the stake sent out

a  message  about  the  more  general  implications  of  the  profound  impact  that  the

Inquisition had on Portugal’s history. The political overtones visible in the vocabulary

used in the introduction by Silva Dias (starting with the ‘ideological conflicts of the 16th

 century’ mentioned in the title) do not detract from the rigorous analysis of what is still

today the best study about the penetration of religious dissent and internal struggles

within an order – the Augustinians – in Portugal during the modern age, finally revealing

the impact that the Holy Office had on the internal balance of the Portuguese Church.22

9 Nonetheless, the path that had been paved by Silva Dias did not inspire scholars to pursue

this  line  of  research  in  subsequent  years.  In  Spain,  new  and  significant  research,

distinguished by multiple approaches and fields of study, resulted in a rapid overhaul of

the image of what was the larger of  the two Iberian Inquisitions,  about which Jaime

Contreras and Gustav Henningsen then realised a systematic statistical analysis.23 On the

contrary, the historiography about the Portuguese Inquisition proved to be less bold and

produced fewer  results.  Also  in  vain  was  the  noteworthy effort  by Charles  Amiel  to

provide a concise overview of archival sources and the institutional characteristics of the

Portuguese  Holy  Office  that  he  presented  at  the  international  conference  held  in

Copenhagen-Skjoldenæasholm in 1978,  where a  select  group of  Inquisition specialists

attempted to establish a common research programme.24 The anticipation that preceded

this conference is patently evident in a short report describing the work being done,

indicating  that  the  objective  of  the  symposium  was  to  dispel  the  secrecy  that  for

centuries had shrouded the letters and activities of the inquisitorial tribunals : it ‘must

have made Torquemada turn in his grave. Neither the grand inquisitor of Spain nor his no

less notorious colleagues could ever have dreamed that this confidential body of material’

‘would fall  into secular  hands’.25 The project  revolved around a  global  survey of  the

sources preserved in the archives and the need to quantify them, as though possessing

reliable numbers was the only valid ground for a scientific study of the history of the Holy

Office.  Only  a  solid  base  of  general  and  specific  knowledge  could  have  avoided  the

reappearance  of  passionate  and  partial  syntheses.  On  the  other  hand,  it  was  still

necessary to justify the choice of focusing on the internal working of the Inquisition, its

strategies and its social roots, owing to concerns of appearing to defend a tribunal that
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for centuries had been synonymous with intolerance, obscurantism and violence. These

were the years in which Tedeschi revealed how important it had been for his career as a

researcher to discover that inquisitorial procedures were shrouded by a negative myth

that  did  not  truly  correspond  to  the  reality  of  a  tribunal  that  was,  at  times,  more

moderate than the secular courts : one only needed to consult a manual for inquisitors,

for example, to verify that expressions such as carcere perpetuo (life imprisonment) in the

case of the Roman Inquisition actually implied a far more limited sentence (3 years).26

Even if an international network was created, tools were identified and other meetings

were held, the goals established in Copenhagen were never realised.27 But, directly or

indirectly, they had an undeniable influence on Inquisition scholars during the next two

decades.

10 Meanwhile,  two distinct tendencies had emerged that would characterize the nascent

modern historiography of the Portuguese Inquisition. On the Catholic side, an attempt

was made to contain the risks of a wave of studies with anti-clerical overtones by means

of  erudite  works  and  the  publication  of  documents,  accompanied  by  an  eloquent

insistence  on  attenuating  historical  circumstances  to  the  detriment  of  an  in-depth

interpretation  of  available  sources  and  well-known  facts.  This  was  balanced  by  the

production of a new generation of scholars of different political orientation, all of whom

had little interest in the old issue of whether to absolve or condemn the Holy Office,

instead revealing a fascination for statistics and quantitative history.

11 The greatest exponent of the former tendency was the canonical Isaías da Rosa Pereira. A

perusal of his prolific historiographic production, which began during the second half of

the 1970s and spanned over two decades, reveals a hint of apologetic overtones not just in

his introduction to the sources but also in his very selection of them. This was aimed, on

the one hand, at preserving the image that Portuguese Catholicism (blemished by the

Valentim da Luz case) was as pure as the driven snow, while on the other hand it sought

to dispel the spectre of the black legend. While he made available an extremely useful

corpus of documents about the Inquisition’s procedures and its daily functioning, this is

marred by the fact that he tended to present them as self-evident sources, which did not

require any particular interpretative effort or other insights.28 The effort to normalise the

Holy Office is associated with a significant selection of published cases (a meritorious

work in itself), reinforcing the impression that the ideas of the Reformation had made no

headway amongst the Portuguese Old Christians.29 Protestants would always have been

foreigners in Portuguese territories, although even a cursory reading of the documents

published  by  Rosa  Pereira  shows  the  network  of  support  and  cooperation  that  the

Portuguese offered individuals who later ended up in the clutches of the Inquisition. So

much so that the real question should be : why was an almost systematic decision made to

not prosecute Portuguese who were suspected to be or were denounced as ‘Lutherans’ ?

The question remains unanswered even today.30

12 An equally  enduring  influence  proved  to  be  the  scholars  who,  setting  out  from the

legitimate need to ascertain the overall  dimensions of  the repressive impact and the

institutional  presence  of  the  Holy  Office  in  Portuguese  society,  often  ended  up  by

substituting more profound and detailed analyses about the ‘social war’ triggered by the

Inquisition with the apparent eloquence of numbers (a temptation reinforced by the fact

that about 40,000 inquisitorial judicial files are considered to be preserved at the Torre do

Tombo). Even if the inventory published by Luís de Bivar Guerra had already revealed

discrepancies between the trials recorded in the registers and those that are effectively
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filed in the Portuguese central archive, in the 1970s José Veiga Torres began to compile

statistics based on calculations pertaining to the  collections of the Torre do Tombo.31

After some errors in his first article, he chose to concentrate on the tribunal in Coimbra,

which had already been the subject of a short essay by José do Nascimento Raposo.32 In

the  mid-1990s,  Veiga  Torres  proposed  a  study  based  on  numbers,  whereby,  after

examining the composition of the inquisitorial officials known as the familiars, instead of

the victims of the trials, he concluded, unlike Saraiva, that the mercantile bourgeoisie

had  found  in  the  Holy  Office  (or  rather  in  an  affiliation  with  its  officialdom  that

exonerated them from suspicions of Jewish origins) an instrument that promoted and

legitimised their own social ascent.33

13 New horizons were charted by some research that appeared in the early 1980s, especially

with regard to the geography of the Inquisition. The essay about the Algarve by Joaquim

Romero Magalhães broke with the image of the Holy Office as a monolithic institution,

revealing  how  it  had  penetrated  diverse  areas  of  Portuguese  territory  owing  to

contingent factors and affirming that it was necessary to reconnect the history of the

tribunal  to  a  more  concrete  evolution  in  time  and  space.34 Francisco  Bethencourt

appealed for greater attention to be paid to the districts of the Inquisition.35 There was

also renewed interest in inquisitorial censorship and research in this area was extended

to encompass periods well beyond the 16th century, examining the 17th and 18th centuries,

neglected until then.36

14 The difficulties  faced by a  historiography that  was unable  to  construct  an authentic

dialogue between scholars seemed to have almost been overcome by the mid-1980s. The

turning point occurred in 1987. Some works were published at the time that promised to

bridge the gap between studies regarding the Portuguese and the Spanish Inquisitions.

Despite the disparities in the level of papers, a major conference was held that year in

Lisbon and  in  São  Paulo,  which  brought  together  dozens  of  historians  from various

countries, reflecting the vast scope of the research that had been developed or had yet to

be developed with regard to the Portuguese Inquisition. Anyone who flips through the

pages of the proceedings published after the conference can even today feel the sensation

of a universe that was opening up, a world that was being discovered for the first time.

This  was  highlighted  by  Maria  Helena  Carvalho  dos  Santos,  who  underscored  the

participation of ‘all interested scholars, who could reveal or discuss their own work and

lines of research’, ‘even if they used diverse methodologies’, so as to promote a vision of

history as ‘an issue that concerns everybody and not just specialists’.37 It truly reflected

the new democratic winds that were blowing over Portugal and Brazil, the two countries

that hosted the conference. Even if many of the suggestions that were propounded were

never pursued, others sowed the seeds for fruits that would be harvested during the next

two decades.

15 There was no dearth of negative reactions. Maria José Ferro Tavares did not hesitate to

distance herself from the new openness of the recently concluded conference, in which

she  herself  had  also  participated.  The  severity  of  her  public  judgement  contributed

toward stifling a new spirit of cooperation at birth ; this was even more critical because

these views had been expressed by someone who, based on meticulous archival research

about the Inquisition, was rewriting much of the history of the conversos in 16 th century

Portugal,  especially  studying  the  tension  between  ‘desired  integration  and  the

integration  which  was  imposed  by  the  Crown’  and  ‘the  hermetic  nature  of  New

Christians’.38
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16 1987 was likewise the year in which Bethencourt published a book that inaugurated a new

line of analysis about popular beliefs in Portugal during the modern age and the methods

of control employed by the Portuguese inquisitors. He also encouraged and stimulated

renewed interest in the institutional history of the Inquisition, by means of a brief article.
39 In the same year, António Borges Coelho published the first study about a long period of

the history of a single district. His work on the Inquisition in Évora from its foundation to

the mid-17th century was partly influenced by international historiography, attempting

to  put  together  quantitative  data,  examples  and  the  everyday  functioning  of  the

Inquisition against an overall backdrop, which is, however, not always reliable.40

17 Finally, 1987 was also the year in which Amiel published an article labelling the Spanish,

Roman  and  Portuguese  Inquisitions  to  be  ‘modern’,  reflecting  upon  their  different

‘models’ in a quest for a comparative history of the three tribunals.41 Portuguese scholars

still responded cautiously to this apparent sign of openness. In any case, new descriptions

of the collections of the Torre do Tombo seemed to herald another stage of research.42

18 The number of works available about the Portuguese Inquisition increased perceptibly

from the 1990s onwards, in contrast to the tendency witnessed with regard to the studies

on the Spanish tribunal, but in keeping with the historiography pertaining to the Holy

Office in Italy, which had, over the course of time, become a point of reference even for

renowned Portuguese scholars, ranging from Bethencourt to José Pedro Paiva. With rare

exceptions, the victims of the Inquisitions emerged as a separate field of research, in

close interaction with international historiography : this is especially visible, above all, in

the case of the New Christians who continued to live in Portugal, also due to the networks

created by the Sephardite Diaspora, and, to a lesser extent, in the case of witchcraft and

popular beliefs. On the other hand, it is possible to find a considerable number of books

and articles about the Inquisition as a power and as an institution, both at the level of its

internal  organisation  as  well  as  the  aspect  of  social  and  territorial  control.  If  these

perspectives question the relationship between the Inquisition and the Crown and secular

authorities, the attention of historians has focused above all on the not always linear

relations between the justices of the faith and other agents of the Portuguese Church,

headed by bishops and regular clerics, with the inevitable fallout while defining their

respective  jurisdictions.  A  third  field  of  analysis  pertains  to  the  activities  and  the

diffusion of the Holy Office in imperial territories. Although this area still suffers from an

overly excessive tendency to engage in studies on a regional  scale,  there has been a

partial renewal of interest in research about the tribunal of Goa, after the pioneering

monograph by Baião on the affairs of the only stable headquarters ever to be established

by the Inquisition outside Portugal.43

 

The Inquisition, the modern State and society

19 Despite its avowed aim of providing the first overall history of the modern Inquisitions,

the volume that Bethencourt dedicated in 1994 to a comparative analysis of the Holy

Office in Portugal, Spain and Italy gave rise to mixed reactions.44 Amongst scholars of the

Portuguese  Inquisition  it  was,  above  all,  the  research  proposals  pertaining  to  the

institutional sphere of the Inquisition and its means of social affirmation that achieved a

consensus. Written on the basis of an ample bibliographic survey, Bethencourt’s book

remains a milestone even today. In the case of the Portuguese Inquisition, apart from new

factual knowledge, it gave up contrasting ideological positions regarding the hereditary
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nature of the tribunal. It also encouraged studies about the Inquisition, overcoming the

habitual  national  barriers and expanding the tools available to historians engaged in

other  social  sciences,  ranging from anthropology to sociology.  Based on a  long-term

analysis of rites and procedures (auto da fé, processions), the internal organisation (the

genesis of the institutions, relationship between local structures and higher authorities,

periodical  reports,  correspondence),  models  of  action  (pace  of  repression,  strategies,

visits)  and  the  symbolic  dimension  (representations,  emblems,  internal  memory),

Bethencourt’s approach has one flaw, in my view, which is that of neglecting the wealth

of individual trials as a privileged source to understand the concrete historical evolution

of the inquisitorial tribunals, limiting itself to contemplating them from the outside while

merely extracting comprehensive statistical data.45

20 Bethencourt’s  monograph was followed by a series of  reconstructions of  inquisitorial

bureaucracy and its impact on areas  corresponding to the district of a single tribunal or

more limited regions. This was complemented by the study by Elvira Cunha de Azevedo

Mea about the Coimbra Inquisition in the 16th century ;46 the volume by Paulo Drumond

Braga about its presence in the Azores ;47 the book by Michèle Janin-Thivos Tailland about

the district  of  Évora from the second half  of  the 17th century to the abolition of  the

inquisitorial  tribunal  in  Portugal48 (as  well  as  Ph.D.  dissertations,  focusing  on  the

repression of New Christians, by Maria do Carmo Teixeira Pinto about Elvas in the mid-17
th century  and  by  Claude  Stuczynski  about  Bragança  during  the  16th century).49

Geography, the type of personnel, the pace of repression and the punishments meted out

continued to be the most developed aspects in these works, as well as in those works that

have focused on the itinerant nature of territorial and social monitoring on the part of

the Holy Office by means of the long arm of the inquisitorial visits.50 The progress that

was achieved further highlighted the dearth of analyses regarding the Lisbon tribunal,

which  was  undoubtedly  the  most  important  of  all  the  tribunals  that  were  active  in

Portugal and in the empire.51

21 The study of the social networks that sustained the Spanish Inquisition is a classic theme

in the historiography.52 In recent times the first surveys have been carried out regarding

this complex subject also in the case of the Portuguese Inquisition. An ambitious plan has

been set in motion to prepare a comprehensive prosopography of familiars based on

qualification  processes,  presently  limited  to  a  single  volume.53 Since  the  capillary

diffusion of peripheral bodies served to ensure a greater effectiveness on the part of the

Inquisition during the early 17th century, it is no coincidence that existing monographs

tend to focus on Brazil, a vast colonial territory that did not have a fixed tribunal.54 There

is a lack of suitable studies regarding other minor functionaries active at a local level,

starting from the commissaries, in charge of pointing out suspected cases and compiling

testimonies, while preliminary research about the brotherhoods that united inquisitorial

officials both in Portugal as well as in imperial territories has matured in the wake of

Bethencourt’s seminal work.55

22 Moving  from  the  inquisitorial  apparatus  to  the  upper  hierarchies,  the  scenario  is

surprisingly disheartening. There are few available works, which are often outdated and

until  now have not shed any light on the role of  the delicate power balances in the

functioning of the higher bodies of the tribunal or that of clientary ties in the selection of

internal personnel. There is still no overview of the activities of an inquisitor-general,

while the working of the General Council of the Holy Office also remains unexplored.56

Although they have often been claimed, prosopographic studies have never been fully
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developed, despite the fact that the Torre do Tombo has a wealth of documents that could

easily enable scholars to recreate almost every stage of an inquisitorial career.57

23 Amidst the omissions of the historiography pertaining to the Portuguese Inquisition one

finds  the  absence  of  general  analyses  at  a  normative  level,  based  on  regulations  (

regimentos), codes that were periodically revised and which regulated the organisation

and the procedures of inquisitorial tribunals.58 Only the ‘edicts of faith’ have been deemed

to  be  a  possible  source  for  studying  crypto-Judaism.59 On  the  contrary,  decrees  and

instructions,  as  well  as  the  consultations  that  preceded  intervention  by  the  central

authorities, or the manuals for inquisitors that proliferated during the early decades of

the 17th century, have not yet attracted the attention of scholars, whose research has

been limited to the exceptional aspects of the Portuguese judicial system, especially the

use of individual testimonies.60

24 Greater precision in terms of defining the juridical nature of the Portuguese tribunal is

also an essential condition to be able to respond to a question that is critical for any study

of the Iberian Inquisitions :  the relationship with the monarchy.61 The absence of this

critical  issue could perhaps  help explain the main reason for  a  surprising dearth of

comparisons,  on the part  of  historians studying the Portuguese Inquisition,  with the

proposals of António Manuel Hespanha, who firmly upheld the intrinsic weakness of the

modern State.62 The  silence  regarding  Portugal  is  in  stark  contrast  to  the  abundant

studies about the relationship between the Crown and the Inquisition in Spain as well as

the attention that is paid in Italy to the model of a history of Catholic justice as proposed

by Paolo Prodi.63 The 17 th century,  which particularly attracted Hespanha’s  attention,

would be an ideal common ground, since the best results provided by those who view the

Inquisition as a power, reconstructing the informal, institutional and economic relations

with the Crown, have been achieved thanks to research on the relations between the

tribunal and the royal authority during the period when the Habsburgs ruled Portugal

(1580-1640).64 The impression is that,  if  sovereigns maintained a considerable level of

control  over  the  Inquisition,  the  time  has  come  to  discuss  whether  the  Holy  Office

peacefully submitted to the Crown : the recurring tensions between inquisitors-general

and the kings (Cardinal Infant Dom Henrique with King Dom João III in 1548 and with

King Sebastião in 1576 ;65 the open clash between Dom Francisco de Castro and João IV in

the mid-17th century ;66 the destitution of Dom José de Bragança by the Marquis of Pombal

in 1760)67 reveal how, in critical moments of its history, the Inquisition was at the centre

of a clash, with varying outcomes, between the hierarchies of the tribunal and the Crown.

Naturally,  this did not prevent the latter from always providing the Holy Office with

material support, which is patently evident in the handful of available studies about the

financial structure of the Inquisition : in this context too studies pertaining to Portugal

lag behind the information that is available about Spain and Italy, although there are

signs that this tendency is possibly being reversed.68

25 The view of the Inquisition as a composite institution of power and the recognition of the

complex dynamics  that  regulated its  actions finally promoted a  new approach to its

spheres  of  competence,  the  crimes  committed  and  the  social  levels  involved.  A

resumption of research and syntheses about control over intellectual life, from printing

to the University,  would allow a better understanding about the Inquisition’s  role in

containing  and  orienting  debates,  which  could  have  had  not  just  religious  but  also

political implications.69 On the other hand, an increasingly attentive reconstruction of the

ways  in  which  the  Holy  Office  established  a  presence  in  the  territory  is  being
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accompanied by an increasingly less generic awareness of the concrete social impact of

the Inquisition, based on its main targets : the New Christians. The suggestion by Robert

Rowland  to  again  propose  in  the  case  of  Portugal  the  classic  model  of  Sotos  contra

Riquelmes mooted by Jaime Contreras has largely gone unheeded. 70 But the traditional

studies  about  the  incessant  persecution  of  New  Christians  have  benefited  from  the

research by Elvira Mea about the strategies of resistance that the accused used before the

judges of the Holy Office, frequently agreed upon in prisons at considerable risk.71 Indeed,

the prisoners were under a special system of control (approved by the central authority

and unknown to the Roman and Spanish Inquisition) based on peepholes that allowed the

guards to keep a lookout for what happened in the cells at any time. As pointed out by

Amiel,  it  enabled  to  charge  an  accused  with  a  crime  that  he  committed  after  the

imprisonment. This denial of one of the most fundamental principle of the Western legal

tradition was a distinctive characteristic of the Iberian Inquisitions.72 Moreover, scholars

have  made  the  first  steps  about  the  prickly  question  of  the  imposition  of  statutes

regarding the purity of blood between the 16th and 17th centuries.73 Interest has also been

consolidated  in  this  latter  century,  during  which  anti-Jewish  repression  peaked  in

intensity.74 This has undoubtedly resulted in a more complex framework that can no

longer be limited to a rigid representation that insists on a frontal clash between the

tribunal on one side and a compact block of its victims on the other.

26 Some monographs are now available about the oppression of another minority present in

Portugal, the so-called mouriscos, an expression used to refer to the Muslims who came to

Portugal having just converted or in order to convert, in the decades after the 1497 edict

expelling Muslims from the kingdom.75 In terms of studies on witchcraft the book by José

Pedro Paiva about the activities of the Coimbra Inquisition and the reasons that could

explain the absence of a ‘witch hunt’ has yet to be surpassed.76 Some signs have also

begun  to  emerge  in  the  direction  of  using  the  documents  of  inquisitorial  trials  to

approach the composite universe of popular beliefs, with the enduring precedent set by

Carlo Ginzburg’s Menocchio.77 With regard to vigilance over forms of spirituality deemed

to  be  deviant,  from directing  the  conscience  of  the  beatas (religious  lay  women)  to

quietism,  the  treatise  by  Pedro Vilas  Boas  Tavares  about  the  Portuguese  reaction to

Miguel  de  Molinos  has  renewed  interest  in  a  tradition  that  seemed  to  have  been

interrupted  after  Silva  Dias’  book  about  the  currents  of  religious  sentiment.78 The

Inquisition’s penetration of society to the extent of being able to maintain a surveillance

of individuals’ most intimate habits, often far more so than the civil judicial system, can

be glimpsed in studies about the tribunal’s intervention in the spheres of conjugal and

sexual lives, from bigamy to sodomy, up to soliciting in confessional, a special crime to

keep priests under control, but whose management was often aimed at protecting their

honour and that of the violated sacrament.79

 

The Inquisition and the Church : collaboration and
resistance

27 The Inquisition’s attention with regard to the sacrament of penitence is one of the central

aspects of recent efforts to reintegrate the actions of the Holy Office into the context of

the broader hegemony of the Catholic Church in Portugal under the Ancien Régime. From

this point of view, reflections on the role of the Inquisition in the non-linear events of

Portuguese  ecclesiastical  justice  highlight  the  almost  total  absence  of  studies  about
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relations between inquisitors and civil magistrates. There has been renewed interest in

an old question, one that was already touched upon by Fortunato de Almeida, on the part

of scholars of the Portuguese Inquisition, due to the stark contrast between Bethencourt’s

harmonising vision, based on the efficiency of the alliance between inquisitors and other

ecclesiastical agents, and an approach that is more sensitive to nuances and grey areas

that emerged in the historiography about the Roman Inquisition from the 1970s onwards

up to the Tribunali della coscienza by Prosperi, who insisted on a plurality of courts and

subjects involved in administering the crime of heresy, according to strategies that did

not always complement each other.80

28 In reality, as has been seen, amongst Portuguese scholars the question of which position

was applicable to the delegated apostolic tribunal, founded in 1536, as compared to the

preceding  ecclesiastical  structure  (there  has  recently  been  renewed  interest  in  this

subject  as  part  of  research  on  the  Medieval  Inquisition),81 focused  above  all  on  the

authority of the bishops and has already been debated for some time. In the 1980s, the

meticulous research about pastoral visits in the Coimbra region during the 17th and 18th

centuries developed by Paiva and Joaquim de Ramos Carvalho revealed the singularity of

the Portuguese episcopacy in the context of Catholic Europe during the modern age : an

economically strong episcopacy that enjoyed a great deal of social prestige, dedicated to

the  post-Tridentine  mission  of  re-educating  society  through  periodical  inspections

policing customs, conducted by means of the instrument of visits.82 However, there is

almost no trace of New Christians in episcopal sources. In the light of an orientation for

prelates  that  was  moreover  marked  by  a  tendency  towards  severity,  how  can  one

reconcile this with the image transmitted by inquisitorial documents, which instead seem

to indicate a kingdom grappling with an endemic crypto-Judaism ? Why did the bishops

and their visitors not see what the inquisitors recorded almost everywhere ? The first to

answer this question was Paiva, in a quick but incisive article in which he proposed the

idea of a division of labour between bishops and inquisitors :  the former would have

occupied  themselves  exclusively  with  Old  Christians,  while  the  latter  would  have

concentrated on Jewish converts ; moreover, hundreds of inquisitorial trials reveal that,

as a norm, when a diocesan authority received news of a crime of crypto-Judaism, the

case would be referred to the Holy Office after carrying out the necessary verifications.

Paiva was thus able to formulate a thesis of a close collaboration between bishops and

inquisitors, subsequently adopted by all scholars.83

29 Elvira Mea drew attention to the singular framework afforded by the activities of the

Inquisition in the region of Braga during the tenure of the Dominican friar Bartolomeu

dos  Mártires,  who was  the  local  archbishop between 1559  and  1581.84 She  proposed

viewing the inquisitorial process as a tool to separate the wheat from the chaff in terms of

denunciations against New Christians collected during pastoral visits.  Having edited a

comprehensive  collection  of  sentences  issued  by  the  Coimbra  Inquisition  against

residents  in  the  archdiocese  of  Braga  and  in  the  suffragant  dioceses  during  the

administration  of  Bartolomeu  dos  Mártires,85 Mea  openly  raised  a  question  which,

however,  she  did  not  answer :  why  was  it  that  under  a  prelate  like  the  Dominican

archbishop, who had greatly encouraged pastoral visits, the Inquisition had persecuted a

singularly scanty number of Jewish converts ?

30 I have set out on the basis of this question, examining the Portuguese sources along the

guidelines  proposed  by  Prosperi,  while  also  incorporating  the  early  results  of  the

research  by  Stefania  Pastore  about  the  Spanish  Inquisition  and  by  an  Italian
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historiography that had purposefully raised the issue of the relationship between cases in

courts (external forum) and the powers of absolution of confessors (internal forum).86

With a research about the relations not just between bishops and inquisitors but also

between  inquisitors  and  confessors,  likewise  including  missionaries  (especially  the

Jesuits) in this overall design (Federico Palomo’s research has also shed light on this issue,

although he did not deal with the question of their relations with the Holy Office), I have

tried  to  provide  a  less  pacific  and  linear  image  of  how  the  apostolic  tribunal  was

implanted  into  Portugal  during  the  modern  age.87 The  underlying  idea  is  that  the

Inquisition would have undergone a process of putting down roots in Portugal, which also

resulted in  friction  with  some bishops,  who  opted  to  implement  partly  autonomous

strategies to manage heresy ; if most prelates immediately participated in building an

integrated system to control orthodoxy, there was still room in the early decades of the

Inquisition’s activities, albeit without significant ruptures, for alternative paths, which

found  willing  ears  even  amongst  members  of  religious  orders,  thus  transforming  a

sacrament with judicial  implications such as  the confession into a  fertile  ground for

clashes.88 The  Holy  Office  managed to  achieve  a  comprehensive  supremacy  over  the

Portuguese Church only at the end of the 16th century, thus implementing the model

glimpsed by Bethencourt and Paiva.

31 The latter has nonetheless strongly emphasised the absence of significant differences

between inquisitors and bishops in the history of the Portuguese tribunal, classifying the

cases presented by me as exceptional  instances.89 According to Paiva,  the episcopacy

would have played a central role in creating the Inquisition, without considering the ties

of obedience common to prelates and apostolic magistrates with regard to a Crown that

had strenuously fought to get the Holy Office and had wielded an almost absolute control

over the Church in Portugal from as early as the late 15th century.90 Yet the tensions are

evident even when one looks at the subdued discussion regarding the validity of forced

baptisms of Jews, which occurred throughout the 16th century, as well as, more broadly,

the tendencies and limits of apologetic literature in Portugal in the early modern age.91

The debate between Paiva and me still continues and reflects, in part, two different views,

one that pays more attention to the quest for a general model, while the other is more

sensitive to the phenomena that emerged during its evolution.92 In both cases,  it  has

opened up unexplored lines of research, producing results even in the no less complex

area of the history of relations between the Inquisitions and religious orders during the

16th century.93

32 The 17th century  continues  to  suffer  from a  dearth of  first  hand research about  the

relations between the Inquisition and other ecclesiastical powers. Following the strands

of the diffusion of Jansenist ideas at the heart of the Church in Portugal and its empire,

Evergton  Sales  Souza  has  provided  a  fascinating  history  of  the  inextricable  relation

between Catholic doctrines, spirituality and politics between the 17th and 18th centuries,

which  once  again  revived  questions  about  the  relationship  between  bishops  and

inquisitors, on the one hand, and between the Holy Office and confessions, on the other.94

In particular, with regard to the former, the acrimonious conflict that developed between

the archbishop of Goa, Inácio de Santa Teresa, and the Inquisition, that accused him of

having proffered a Jansenist sermon (1725), resulted in a dry denial of the authority of the

tribunal : after a long conflict, the Holy Office was obliged to submit to the papal brief by

which  the  Portuguese  prelate  was  rehabilitated  by  the  Roman  Congregation  of  the

Inquisition (1737).  The tension between the reforming faction of the bishops and the
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Inquisition  exploded  once  more  into  a  violent  dispute  about  the  jurisdictions  of

confessors  who violated the tenet  of  secrecy.  This  celebrated question of  secrecy,  or

sigilismo, was the subject of an early study by António Pereira da Silva. It was taken up

once more by Prosperi, who worked on Roman sources, while in his book Sales Souza has

revealed his rare sensibility as a scholar of religious history.95

33 A promising  sector  for  research has  been opened up in  recent  years,  that  of  direct

relations between the Portuguese Inquisition and its Spanish counterpart, as well as with

the Roman Congregation of the Holy Office. This offers possible perspectives not just for

the history of  concrete relations between the three modern tribunals,  but  also for a

comparison  of  their  institutional  forms  and  judicial  strategies.  For  the  moment,  it

presents an as yet blurred image of a general collaboration between the tribunals, albeit

one that did not lack friction, sometimes due to a show of force or even due to profound

procedural differences.96

 

Inquisition and Empire : a court for the world

34 Many historians who have examined the Inquisition in the Portuguese overseas colonies

have attentively followed the development of studies about the Holy Office in Portugal

itself, as well as in the territories of the Spanish Crown or in Italy. Thus, to present their

results in a different section could seem to be a forced and artificial separation. However,

two aspects favour such a solution : on the one hand, the diverse historical nature of the

diffusion of the Inquisition in the Iberian colonial empires as compared to the homeland,

both in terms of the chronology, as well as in terms of the environmental conditions in

which inquisitorial magistrates operated in the tropics ; on the other hand, the existence

of a tradition of scholars who, with rare exceptions like Baião,  rarely deal with both

levels, that of Portugal and that of the empire. In fact, the notable increase in research

about  the  Holy  Office  in  Portuguese  colonial  territories  in  the  last  two decades  has

resulted in a historiographic production that, in large measure, does not conform to the

periods and directions of the studies that have been mentioned in the preceding pages.

There is no doubt that decolonisation and the end of the dictatorship in Portugal and in

Brazil ensured that, as an object of study, the Inquisition in the Portuguese empire was

increasingly  free  of  the  nationalist  and  apologetic  rhetoric  that  still  surrounded

Portuguese colonialism during the third quarter of the last century.97

35 Signs of this openness could already be found in various papers presented during the

aforesaid  Luso-Brazilian  conference  held  in  1987,  enthusiastically  promoted  by  the

doyenne of studies about New Christians in Brazil, Anita Novinsky. The same year also

witnessed the publication of a volume by Laura de Mello e Souza about controlling

witchcraft in Portuguese America, which, for the first time, examined the subject of the

colonial  Inquisition without merely limiting its  gaze to the extension of  the struggle

between the Holy Office and conversos to the New World.98 As for the rest, although the

Tribunal of  the Faith never opened a permanent headquarters in Brazil  – a question

recently re-examined by Bruno Feitler –, this region was not excluded from the scope of

action  of  Lisbon  inquisitors,  whose  jurisdiction  extended  to  include  the  Portuguese

territories in the Atlantic world.99

36 Novinsky and her students pursued traditional research about New Christians, the most

affected victims of the Inquisition in Brazil, reviving topics and opening themselves to

new suggestions,  including, amongst others,  the intriguing book about crypto-Jews in

Toward a History of the Portuguese Inquisition Trends in Modern Historiograph...

Revue de l’histoire des religions, 3 | 2010

13



America by Nathan Wachtel.100 This was complemented, in diverse aspects, by the book in

which Feitler examined North-Eastern Brazil between the 17th and 18th centuries, which

provided a host of new leads even for the institutional history of the tribunal, as well as

by the research carried out by Ricardo Escobar Quevedo about the innumerable Jewish

converts  of  Portuguese origin who were captured by Spanish inquisitors  in the New

World.101 In the meanwhile, however, from the late 1980s onwards, aspects of inquisitorial

actions  unrelated  to  crypto-Judaism  have  also  gained  prominence,  albeit  focusing

especially on Brazilian colonial society. Ronaldo Vainfas used the sources of the Holy

Office to penetrate the universe of an exuberant sexual life, a physical encounter between

European settlers, Amerindians and Africans taken as slaves to Brazil.102 A few years later,

the same author demonstrated the wealth of information available in these documents to

study central aspects of the belief systems of colonised Amerindians, reconstructing the

late-16th century  anti-Portuguese  revolt  by  the  Santidade de  Jaguaripe,  which  also

incorporated indigenous millenarian concerns and the absorption of parts of the Catholic

doctrine imparted by Jesuit missionaries.103

37 Inquisitorial papers have proved to be a first rate source to further study essential aspects

of the centuries of Portuguese domination in Brazil, as well as the Spanish domination in

vast tracts of the Americas.104 They have made it possible, for example, to reinterpret the

history of cultural phenomena that are peculiar to an Atlantic world, which could appear

to be an inferno (hell) for those who viewed it through the lens of demonology, but which

also gave rise to unexpected and widespread behaviours of tolerance, as Stuart Schwartz

has affirmed in a broad and controversial study conducted on the basis of Portuguese and

Spanish inquisitorial archives.105

38 The dynamism of recent historiography about Brazil in the modern age developed on the

basis of inquisitorial sources has also promoted new research about the organisation of

the Holy Office’s  presence and,  in more general  terms,  about aspects  of  institutional

history, including the use of exile in Brazil as a penalty inflicted on specific categories of

those who had been convicted.106 In addition to the aforesaid studies about the network of

familiars by Buono Calainho and Wadsworth, the latter (in an article) and Feitler (in the

first part of his book) have focused on the system of delegating inquisitorial powers and

forms of collaborating with local clerics.107 The Jesuits also played a prominent role and

there were no dearth of conflicts,  such as the clash that resulted in the case against

Father  Manuel  de  Morães  in  the  mid-17th century.108 Neglected  after  the  classic

monograph by  Gonçalves  Salvador,  the  southern  regions  also  became the subject  of

research from an institutional point of view.109

39 The  Inquisition  undoubtedly  had  a  less  visible  presence  in  the  territories  of  the

Portuguese empire in Africa than in Brazil. The tribunal never established there a stable

headquarters but instead depended either on the Lisbon tribunal (North Africa, Atlantic

Isles and settlements along the western shores of Africa) or on that of Goa (east coast of

Africa). Although only a handful of isolated studies are available even today, the activities

of the Portuguese Inquisition in Africa are beginning to gain prominence,  due to the

monograph by José Alberto Tavim about the settlements of Portuguese New Christians in

Morocco, as well as the innovative essays edited by Bethencourt and Philip Havik in the

proceedings of a conference that was held in 2003.110

40 The case of the Goa Inquisition is rather surprising. Only partially justified by the loss of

almost all the documents pertaining to over 17,000 cases (although the invaluable lists

mentioning the names of the accused, the dates of the cases, crimes and a brief summary
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of each case were fortunately saved), the lack of studies about the most bloody seat of the

Portuguese Inquisition is in stark contrast to the historiography pertaining to Brazil.111

For  some  time  now  most  historians  have  concentrated  on  the  persecution  of  New

Christians, who were the favourite target of the Holy Office in India until the early 1580s.

This is the case with James Boyajian, while Ana Isabel Cannas da Cunha demonstrated to

what extent the emergence of the Inquisition was due to the intention to export to India

the persecution of  the conversos who were fleeing from the Iberian Peninsula. 112 The

possibility of extracting data and information even from the limited archival material

available about the Goa Inquisition has been amply demonstrated by the works by Tavim,

especially in his book about the Jews and New Christians in Cochin, published in the same

year in which Amiel wrote an essay summarising the nature of the Indian tribunal.113

41 Along with Anne Lima,  Amiel  also  coordinated the elegant  reprint  of  the celebrated

Relation by Charles Dellon, with an introduction in which he highlighted the multiple

objectives of the Inquisition in India : if, in fact, Jewish converts accounted for the highest

number of death sentences, the Inquisition had a far vaster and more insidious impact on

Indians,  especially  Hindus ;  the  repression that  the  latter  faced,  as  did  neophytes  of

Muslim origin,  other  presumed heretics  and  even  non-converts  still  awaits  in-depth

research.114 Much still remains to be studied, including the aspect of relations between

inquisitors,  bishops  and  missionaries.  Feitler  has  already  taken  the  initiative  in  this

regard,  with an article written on the basis of  material  about the Holy Office in Goa

preserved at the National Library in Rio de Janeiro.115 The renewed interest in studies

about  the history of  Portuguese colonialism,  as  well  as  about  the religious  backdrop

against which it developed, will go a long way towards ensuring due recognition of the

central role that this tribunal played in the history of the Inquisition in the Portuguese

empire. Moreover, alongside a study of the Holy Office in Portugal itself, the institutional

history of the Inquisition in the Portuguese empire can be examined using the most up-

to-date methodological proposals, so as to ensure an in-depth knowledge of the global

impact that the Inquisition had on the extraordinary religious and cultural variety of its

victims in the Portuguese world.116 After the preliminary groundwork by Caio Boschi, I

have just concluded an essay that traces the emergence of a cohesive vision and the

preparation of  an overall  strategy on the part  of  the authorities  in Portugal  for  the

diverse overseas territories where the Inquisition had a presence. My essay also reflects

upon organisational models and forms of intervention and their circulation throughout

the empire, often due to the services rendered by the missionaries.117

 

Conclusions

42 Although not bereft of significant gaps and reticence, modern historiography pertaining

to the Portuguese Inquisition has made it possible to achieve a range of results and has

produced new stimuli, thanks to approaches and indications in the field of research that

are maturing and are increasingly capable of reducing the gap with regard to knowledge

about the activities of the Holy Office in Spain and in Italy. Even a return to studies about

the origins of the tribunal or its decline and abolition reveals a widespread awareness

about the Inquisition as a well-defined historical object, albeit one that has undergone a

constant evolution :  an institution that had a beginning,  an often tumultuous history

during the three centuries of its existence and an end that occurred during an age that

marked a fundamental shift in Portuguese history, from the Ancien Régime to the liberal
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age,  inaugurating  a  turbulent  phase  in  the  nation’s  political  life.118 A  symbol  of  the

watershed between the modern and the contemporary age, the abolition of a tribunal

that had had a deep impact on the history of Portugal and its overseas empire marked the

beginning of a new era, in which many social and moral conditions protected by the

Inquisition were called into question. The Inquisition nonetheless left an enduring legacy

in a country like Portugal, which even today has a strong Catholic identity.

43 Perhaps it is finally time to dare to set in motion a preliminary attempt to reconstruct a

general overview of the history of the Holy Office in Portugal and its overseas empire

between the 16th and the 19 th centuries. Anyone who wishes to embark upon such an

endeavour in the coming years will be able to avail of a wealth of studies and research,

apart from the advantage of being able to access a centralised archive to clarify hitherto

unexplored aspects. Scholars must be aware that they will only be able to proffer a partial

glimpse of this history, without any pretensions of being an exhaustive guide, let alone an

objective one. What is currently needed is an intelligent response to the pressing need for

a general history of the Portuguese Inquisition, as exists in the case of the other two

modern Inquisitions. One hopes that in the not too distant future it will be possible to

peruse a first coherent narration, with a pondered equilibrium amongst the parts of the

whole :  a  bold  proposal  for  a  global  overview,  aimed  not  so  much  at  providing  a

systematic organisation of what is already known, thus confining the great energy of a

historical subject like the Portuguese Inquisition to the pages of an elegant volume that

will never leave library shelves, but rather at promoting new discussions and critiques, as

also  the  emergence  of  explicit  divergences.  This  is  an  inevitable  outcome  for  a

historiography that has consistently grown in recent decades and is now acknowledged to

be of international importance, so that in the future it can move towards new and more

penetrating questions.
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ABSTRACTS

The Portuguese  Inquisition’s  general  history  has  yet  to  be  written.  This  article  explores  the

reason of such a surprising dearth, in a close comparison with the Italian and Spanish cases. A

wide range of works is here discussed in order to promote a perspective from which the first

critical  synthesis  on  the  Portuguese  Inquisition  could  come  to  light.  Firstly,  classic

historiography will  be  analyzed up to  the  ‘Carnation Revolution’  (1974).  Since  then,  modern

historiography  has  remarkably  developed.  So,  the  focus will  be  on  the  three  main  lines  of

research on a court that marked the religious life of early modern Portugal : the relationship of

the  Inquisition  with  State  and  society ;  the  collaboration  between  the  inquisitors  and  other

ecclesiastical agents, as well as the forms of resistance from inside the Church ; the multifaceted

action of the Inquisition in the colonial empire.

L’histoire  générale  de  l’Inquisition  portugaise  attend  encore  d’être  écrite.  Le  présent  article

sonde les raisons de cette étonnante absence, par comparaison avec les cas italien et espagnol.

Une vaste sélection de travaux est  discutée ici  dans le but de dégager une perspective et de

permettre une première synthèse critique sur l’Inquisition portugaise. Après un bref examen de

l’historiographie  classique  jusqu’à  la  Révolution  des  Œillets  (1974),  on  soulignera  les

remarquables progrès réalisés par l’historiographie moderne dans trois directions de recherche

sur un tribunal qui a marqué profondément la vie religieuse portugaise à l’époque moderne : les

relations  de  l’Inquisition  avec  l’État  et  la  société ;  la  collaboration  entre  les  inquisiteurs  et

d’autres membres du clergé, ainsi que les formes de résistance à l’intérieur de l’Église ; l’action

aux multiples facettes de l’Inquisition dans l’empire colonial.
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