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Noblemen against outsiders: Rio de Janeiro and
Pernambuco in the first half of the 17th century

Between 1707 and 1747, officers of the Chamber of Rio de Janeiro sent
many petitions to the monarch to secure old families’ control over repub-
lican honorable offices. The good men of the municipality considered
themselves noble and worthy of the control over local powers. Indeed,
the chamber was a concession, a royal reward granted as compensation
for the military services that led to the conquest and foundation of the
city, after casting out the French from the Guanabara Bay. The descen-
dants of the conquerors and first settlers still received the privileges of
the Chamber of Porto, in the D. Jodo IV government, as a compensation
for the military achievements against the Dutch in Angola. The reward
made them noble, inserted in the political nobility, legitimizing even
more the control over the local power. Nevertheless, the services provid-
ed to the monarchy did not grant the benefactors the perpetual control
over the offices available to any full-blooded subject ex-officio.

In the first half of the 1700s, officers of the chamber, although lifted
to the nobility, perceived that their privileges were threatened by
"outsiders, freebooters and fake noblemen coming from the king-
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Nobres contra forasteiros: Rio de Janeiro e Pernambuco
na primeira metade do Século XVII

Entre 1707 e 1747, os oficiais da Camara do Rio de Janeiro enviaram inimeras pe-
ticdes ao monarca para resguardar o controle das antigas familias sobre os car-
gos honrosos da republica. Os homens-bons da camara se consideravam nobres
e merecedores do controle sobre os poderes locais. De fato, a camara era uma
concessdo, mercé régia concedida como remuneracdo pelos servicos militares
que resultaram na conquista e fundacédo da cidade, apds a expulsao dos franceses
da Baia da Guanabara. Os descendentes dos conquistadores e primeiros mora-
dores ainda receberam, no governo de D. Jodo IV, os privilégios da Camara do
Porto como remuneracao pelos feitos militares contra os holandeses em Angola.
A mercé os tornou nobres, inseridos a nobreza politica, legitimando ainda mais o
controle sobre o poder local. Entretanto, os servicos prestados a monarquia ndo
facultavam aos beneméritos o controle perpétuo sobre os cargos que estavam
disponiveis a qualquer sudito com limpeza de sangue e de oficio.

Na primeira metade do setecentos, mesmo alcados a nobreza, os oficiais da cama-
ra perceberam que seus privilégios estavam ameacgados por “forasteiros, flibustei-
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dom". The expansion of the city attracted waves of immigrants,
like merchants from the kingdom, who either headed to the mines
or settled in the city to benefit from the wealth accrued in trade.
Moreover, the petitions of the officers of the Chamber of Rio de
Janeiro were not quite different from the privileges claimed in Per-
nambuco.

In that captaincy, old families also considered themselves noble and,
deep seated in the Chamber of Olinda, rejected the advances of the
traders coming from the kingdom. The foundation of the Chamber of
Recife leveraged the uprising of rural landlords and sugarcane farm-
ers. The land nobility armed themselves against hawkers, manual
workers enriched in a questionable way, as denounced by the ancient
people from Pernambuco. To get the royal support, the principals de-
nounced the attempts of traders to control the chamber, trade and
sharing of wealth in the captaincy of Pernambuco. Yet the appeals
were in vain: the monarchy positioned for the freedom of the traders
from the kingdom, since it would be a scandal to prevent the entrance
in the chamber of "loyal, rich and irreproachable" subjects.

In Rio de Janeiro and Olinda, the local nobility not only faced the waves
of Portuguese immigrants, of mechanical origin and newly enriched,
but also the royal intervention in the local powers. Indeed, the D. Jodo
V government continued the administrative reforms that also affected
the municipalities, like the creation of external judges, rules for the elec-
tions and greater royal control over the tax office. In summary, the repre-
sentations sent by officers of the Chambers of Rio de Janeiro and Olinda
dealt with the preservation of the privileges of the nobility and with the
advance of the mercantile elite. In general, the pleas of the "land princi-
pals" also included allotments and sought to restrain the fragmentation
of their assets as a result of debts. It is also worth mentioning that they
asked the monarch to control the value of the colonial currency and free-
dom to appeal to the Houses of Mercy in order to obtain cheap credit.

From another point of view, the disputes took place between pow-
ers legitimized by blood and powers grounded on money. There-
fore, the clash between the "land nobility" and traders - usually
Portuguese immigrants enriched by trade - became more evident
in the first half of the 18th century. Since the beginning of the settle-
ment, those segments of the colonial elite clashed, either in the 16th
and 17th centuries, for the loans and debts that weakened the rural
landlords or, in the 18th century, for the increasing control of the mu-
nicipal power by rich traders. It is not unusual to mention the social
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ros e falsos nobres vindos do reino”. Com o crescimento da cidade e as levas de
imigrantes, chegavam os mercadores reindis que se dirigiam as minas ou se radi-
cavam na urbe para usufruir da riqueza acumulada no comércio. Alids, as peticoes
dos oficiais da Camara do Rio de Janeiro ndo eram muito diferentes dos privilégios
reclamados em Pernambuco.

Nessa capitania, as antigas familias também se concebiam como nobres e, en-
quistadas na Camara de Olinda, repudiavam os avancos dos comerciantes pro-
venientes do reino. A fundagdo da Camara do Recife impulsionou a revolta de
senhores de engenho e lavradores de cana. A nobreza da terra entdo pos-se
em armas contra os mascates, mecanicos enriquecidos de forma duvidosa, con-
forme denunciavam os antigos pernambucanos. Em busca de apoio régio, os
principais denunciavam as tentativas dos mercadores de controlar a cdmara, o
comércio e a circulagao de riqueza na capitania de Pernambuco. Mas os apelos
foram em vdo: a monarquia se posicionou a favor da liberdade dos comerciantes
reindis, pois seria escandalo barrar a entrada na camara de suditos “leais, ricos
e morigerados”.

No Rio de Janeiro e em Olinda, a nobreza local ndo se defrontava somente com as
levas de imigrantes portugueses, de origem mecanica e recentemente enriqueci-
dos, mas também com as intervenc¢des régias sobre os poderes locais. De fato, o
governo de D. Joao V deu continuidade as reformas administrativas que também
atingiram os municipios, como a criacdo de juizes de fora, de normas para as elei-
¢oes e maior controle régio sobre o fisco. Em suma, as representacdes enviadas
pelos oficiais da Camara do Rio de Janeiro e de Olinda tratavam da preservagao
dos privilégios da nobreza e do avanco das elites mercantis. Em geral, os pleitos
dos “principais da terra” ainda pediam sesmarias e buscavam conter a fragmenta-
¢ado de seu patrimonio motivada por dividas. Vale ainda mencionar que pediam
ao soberano o controle o valor da moeda colonial e liberdade para recorrer as
Misericérdias para obter crédito barato.

Sob um outro ponto de vista, as disputas travavam-se entre poderes legitimados
pelosangue contra os poderes respaldados pelo cabedal. Assim, na primeira me-
tade do Século XVIII, tornaram-se mais evidentes os embates entre a “nobreza
da terra” e os mercadores - em geral imigrantes portugueses enriquecidos pelo
comércio. Desde o inicio da colonizagéo, esses segmentos das elites coloniais se
enfrentaram, fosse nos Séculos XVI e XVII pelos empréstimos e endividamentos
que debilitavam os senhores de engenhos, fosse no Século XVIll pelo crescente
controle do poder municipal pelos ricos mercadores. Nos enfrentamentos, ndo
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hierarchies of the Old Regime in the clashes, the division between
noblemen and mechanics; between nobility and wealth: those le-
gitimized by military achievements and lineage against enriched
traders of plebeian origin. Therefore, royal rewards and wealth
promoted social upscaling in the colonial Brazil, where the elite oc-
cupied prestigious offices from the 18th century onwards, not only
underpinned by lineage, but also by accrued assets.

The ideal of nobility was based on honor, lifestyle, privileges and
exemptions legally granted by monarchs. Nevertheless, the influ-
ence of the economic power was increasingly evident, though the
old families, especially the sugar elite, thought of themselves as a
stratified society and stood up for it. In Pernambuco and Rio de Ja-
neiro, the transformation of old families into "land nobility" was in-
tensified in the clash against traders. Since then, the descendants
of the first settlers began to value their noble attributes, consid-
ered themselves full-blooded, though they forgot the mixed mar-
riages that took place, especially in the second half of the 16th cen-
tury, joining rural landlords and new Christian traders or daughters
of Indian leaders.

It is worth mentioning that the society of orders remained as a stat-
utory and legal framework that legally enabled hierarchies, privi-
leges and freedom. Except for the titles provided by the monarchy,
particularly those from the Military Orders and the "honorable of-
fices of the Republic", the other subjects did not have legal grounds
to be included in the nobility, they were there due to the typical
informal dimension of overseas. Therefore, whether rural landlords
or traders, few residents of the Portuguese America were noble
according to the rules of the Portugal kingdom. However, they be-
haved as if they were noble, since they had the command power. In
general, the colonial nobility had titles of knights of the Military Or-
ders, noblemen forums, offices in the chambers and local adminis-
tration provided by the Crown, officership in the ordinances, offices
in the Houses of Mercy and Third Orders. They did not always ben-
efit from all those honors, though they did not refrain from leading
the local power. They played as an elite due to the extensive assets,
troop command or position control.

Brasil em nimeros / Brazil in figures 2018



raro mencionam-se as hierarquias sociais préprias do Antigo Regime, a divisao
entre nobres e mecanicos; entre a nobreza e a riqueza: os legitimados pelos
feitos militares e pela linhagem contra os mercadores enriquecidos e de origem
plebeia. A mercé régia e a riqueza eram, portanto, os principais promotores da
ascensdo social no Brasil colonia, onde a partir do Século XVIII as elites ocupa-
vam cargos de prestigio ndo somente estribado na linhagem, mas também no
patrimonio acumulado.

O ideal da nobreza baseava-se na honra, estilo de vida, privilégios e isencoes juri-
dicamente concedidos pelos monarcas. Entretanto, o peso do poder econémico
era cada vez mais evidente, embora as antigas familias, sobretudo a elite acucarei-
ra, se pensasse e defendesse a sociedade estamental. Em Pernambuco e no Rio de
Janeiro, a metamorfose das antigas familias em “nobreza da terra” se intensificou
no embate contra os comerciantes. Desde entdo os descendentes dos primeiros
moradores passaram valorizar seus atributos de nobres, se consideravam puros
de sangue, mas se esqueciam dos casamentos mistos, ocorridos sobretudo na se-
gunda metade do Século XVI, unindo os senhores de engenhos aos comerciantes
cristdos-novos ou as filhas dos chefes indigenas.

Enfim, vale mencionar que a sociedade de ordens permanecia um arcabouco
estatutdrio e juridico que viabilizava legalmente as hierarquias, privilégios e li-
berdade. Exceto os titulos providos pela monarquia, particularmente os habitos
das Ordens Militares e os “cargos honrosos da Republica”, os demais suditos ndo
contavam com respaldo juridico para a inclusédo na nobreza, 14 estavam devido
a dimenséo informal prépria do ultramar. Assim, fossem senhores de engenhos,
fossem comerciantes, raros moradores da América Portuguesa eram nobres se-
gundo as normas do reino de Portugal. No entanto, se comportavam como se
nobres fossem, pois tinham o poder de mando. Em geral, a nobreza colonial dis-
punha de titulos de cavaleiros das Ordens Militares, foro de fidalgos, cargos nas
camaras e na administracdo local providos pela Coroa, oficialato nas ordenan-
¢as, cargos nas Misericordias e nas Ordens Terceiras. Nem sempre desfrutavam
de todas essas honras, mas nem por isto deixavam de exercer liderar o poder
local. Atuavam como elites devido ao vasto patriménio, ao comando de tropas
ou o controle de postos.
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