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RARCHIE RAZZIALI E ADATTAMENTO CULTURALE:

LA "IPOTESI VALIGNANO"

PAOLO ARANHA

mIro Valignano riteneva che !'immensa Provincia gesuitica
die Orientali fosse chiaramente divisa in due parti da una li

aginaria sègnata dal Gange: al di qua del fiume (citra Can-
i trovava l'India, intesa come la linea costiera compresa fra

e Sào Thomé (oggi il sobborgo di Santhome nella città di
il nota come Madras); al di là vi era invece Malacca, le Iso
che, la Cina ed il Giappone.'
ica non era inclusa da Valignano all'interno della provincia

die Orientali, sebbene i missionari che lavoravano nell'Impero
onomotapa (trascrizione europea di Munhumutapa)2 o in Etiopia

Goa.
ignano trascorse a partire dal 14 luglio 1574 circa tre settimane
la di Mozambico (Ilha de Moçambique) nel suo viaggio alla volta

ndia. Si trattava infatti di una tipica tappa intermedia nella car
a das Ìndias, la rotta che collegava Lisbona all'Oriente. A Valignano
tarono tuttavia quei pochi giorni per elaborare un giudizio assolu
ente negativo sulle popolazioni della regione di Monomotapa,
ispondenti agli attuali stati del Mozambico e dello Zimbabwe.'
egli espresse in una lettera scritta al Padre Generale Everardo
curiano durante quelle tre settimane di sosta.

sandro Valignano, S.J., Summarium Indicum, Malacca, 22 novembre-8 dicembre
Doc. Ind., XIII, 3-4.

ecenti studi su questo impero africano sono: Innocent Pikirayi, The Archaelogical Iden

ifthe Mutapa State: Towards an HistoricalArchaeology ofNorthern Zimbabwe (Usala: Socie
Archaeologica Upsaliensis, 1994); Stanislaus I. G.,A Political History of Munhumutapa

arare: Zimbabwe Publishing Press, 1988) .

•Valignano ad Everando Mercuriano, S.J., Moçambique, 7 agosto 1574. Doc. Ind., IX,

~04. Cfr. anche Alessandro Valignano, S.J., Historia del Principio y Progresso de la
.ania de JesttS en Las Indias Orientales, 1542-1564, a cura di J. Wicki, S.J. (Roma:

titutum Historicum S.I., 1944), pp. 394-95. L'opera sarà indicata d'ora in poi come
storia.
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partenza testuale. Egli infatti esaminava Ia.eorrdizione.reli-

liafricani a ricevere il battesimo potesse essere spiegata come
compiacere i portoghesi" assimilandone i costUIl1ie le

vita (tale proposizione
dìttìciìmente ~VH~.'HC'LnlC con .la precedente afferma-

passato appariva come una totale tabularasa: l'assenza
i'riJ:rastrutitur'a culturale conduceva infatti il missibhà:riogesuita
ìderare 'quel popolo inferiore persino ai pagani, dal momento

r~va che essi non avessero alcuna religione visibile dotata di
ultoesteriori; Per·Valignanociò' era una conseguenza della

ignoranza del condMo di ••• anima. In tal modoiLmissiò-
,sirmalva che essi non disponessero affatto di ragione naturale,

àUmanàche nella tradizione cattolica costituiva una base
te su cui si poteva successivamente impiantare

non erano in ricevere
penitenza, a meno che non avessero trascorso molti anni in

'LV:h(.1'UV e lì raggiunto un livello più alto, ancorché sempn? limitato,
ònOscenza del cristianesimo.

Alessandro Valignano concludeva riaffermando infine ciò che a
va detto al principio a proposito della natura servile degli abitanti

onomotapa, asserendo che sembrava che essi fossero nati appo
attività vili e spregevoli e che fossero incapaci di di

di se stessi. Una tale conclusione era in piena coerenza con la
descrizione complessiva, ma nel decennio successivo sarebbe sta-
lui parzialmente rivista. Nella sua Historia del principio y progres

scrisse infatti che l'imperatoredi Monomotapaera potente e
sia per l'estensione del territorio che governava sia perle mi

e di argento sotto il suo controllo. A lui prestavano obbedienza
lti re e signori." Quale nuova conoscenza poteva avere indotto Va
ano a mutare il suo giudizio su Monemotapa? In realtà egli non

alcun territorio africano salvo la fortezza portoghese di Mo-

Historia, p. 395. Valignano chiama re il monarca di Monomotapa, pur essendo chiaro
di fatto egli lo descrive quale un imperatore che abbia molti re sotto il proprio do-

zia in cui vivevano e ad un'alimentazione comprendente topi,
ti e rane. .Per il missionario la loro inclinazione alla sozzura
stata tanto coerente ed univoca da indurli a non mangiare
ne putrefatta, a tale scopo fatta appositamente decomporre s
ra. Gli uomini poi andavano in giro pressoché nudi, coperti so
un panno che copriva i genitali e scendeva sino al ginocchio., Le
ne avevano un simile abbigliamento, che però copriva anche il
Il regime matrimoniale ed il sistema di parentela di questo pop
rano infine una poligamia sfrenata.

Valignano condannava perciò gli abitanti di Monomotapa
to in ragione di una loro presunta inferiorità teologica, morale
tropologica. Successivamente traeva le conseguenze sociali e p
di questi presupposti. Egli sosteneva che la loro avidità non er
perata da alcuna dignità e rispetto per se stessi, sì che persino-m
della famiglia reale di Monomotapa non provavano vergogna
lemosinare dai funzionari portoghesi le più vili cianfrusaglie.
modo Valignano minava la percezione europea di un potere ese
to dall'Impero di Monomotapa, mostrando come tale forza non
in realtà confermata e legittimata dall'onore e dalle buone manie

In una sorta di composizione circolare (Ringkomposition), la
sione della descrizione di Valignano era in realtà lo sviluppo

PAOLO ARANHA

sulla loro terra come schiavi e bestie.
Se il puntodipé'l.rte!1za testuale è, come abbiamo visto,Q.

teologica il gnoseologico
che Valignano dava del popolo Monomotélpa sembra
piuttosto allivello di una negativa percezione di ditterenze'
in termini di caratteri fisici, costumi alimentari e disciplina
Valignano afferma che quella gente era nera come il car

Nella linea argomentativa sviluppata in questo testo si
tutto che il punto di partenza è di natura teologica e pastoralet
gnano riteneva infatti che l'esperienza sua e degli altri missior
suiti dimostrasse come gli abitanti di Monomotapa fossero
apprendere i più elementari principi del cristianesimo. Per V
tale difficoltà non derivava naturalmente dall'elaborazione s
mente europea della fede-ehesi-veniva-a predicare, né tarttonteì
la sostanziale irrilevanzà di bili dogmi e norme col vissuto
quelle comunità. Al contrario egli sosteneva che il fallimento
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riteneva che tutti gli asiatici di pelle più scura avessero capa
fossero. gente"più tosto> (como dice Aristbtele) .di

servire che percommandare". Il missionario riteneva che
in(::tìatn.1 fossero impegnati in attività. vili, ancorchévifossèfra

un'articolata distinzione in caste. Valignano paragona la strut
ciale indiana a quella europea e ne deduce che in India la con
nobiliareeràoggettodiconsiderazione••·maggibre. chei~o~.nel-

terra d'origine..Egli. nondimeno·. non riusciva a comprendere
fQssépossibile che persone di casta superìore, eccezion fatta per

anti,fosseroimpegnatUnattività. prosaiche e si sostentassero
delle mani. Osservava

ortoghesi Ie trattano con il massimo disprezzo', come ebbe a scrivere l'italiano Ales
Valignano, superiore dei gesuiti, peraltro estremamente magnanimo.in fatto di
interculturali. Giapponesi, Cinesi, Coreani e Vietnamiti venivano invece accetta

per molto tempo ancora furono considerati bianchi!". Wolfgand Reinhard,
delcolonialismo (Torino: Einaudi, 2002), p. 37.

Bruno Nardi, Saggi sull'aristotelismo padovano dal secolo XIV al XVI (Firenze: Sanso
Gregorio Piaia, ed.., La presenza dell'aristotelismo padovano nella filosofia della prima mo

Atti del colloquio internazionale in memoria di Charles B. Schmitt (padova, 4-6 settembre
O) (Roma-Padova: Antenore, 2002).

teoria della schiavitù naturale, esposta
llàsua Politica, secondo la quale la ragione era una specifica carat-

fica dei padroni e gli schiavierano definiti dalla loro ~minente

reità .e dalla soggezione ai sensi. Secondo lo Stagirita, uno
aveva infatti una partecipazione molto limitata alla ragione

differente da un cittadino libero per il fatto di avere un corpo
per il servizio necessario". Il corollario principale di tale ap

IfOICCIO era stata la giustificazione della guerra che i popoli civilizzati
nell'antichità, gli europei nell'età. moderna), padroni per natu-

muovevano contro i barbari, per natura schiavi, ogni qualvolta i
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tante non solo in sé, quale testimonianza di opinioni europ
centesche sullecìviltà. a.fricane, ma anche quale termine di
col quale confrontare le sue opinioni su diverse popolazi
che.6 Il suo primo contatto concìyiltà non europee avvenne]

le
ovvio che tutti i successivi incontri fossero iscritti in unos
nografico segnato in qualche modo da quella sua prima esperié

Abbiamo visto come Valignano considerasse divisaTifìfé
vincia gesuitica delle Indie Orientali in due sezioni principal
Gangem ultra Gangem. Nel Summarium lndicum del 1577 egli
sce una descrizione generale dei popoli d'Oriente? che è però a
ta secondo una suddivisione parzialmente differente: Ciapp
na da una parte e tutte le altre regioni dall'altra. Egli scriveva
lacca e non aveva ancora raggiunto l'Estremo Oriente. Ciò nonost
era in grado, in virtù di sue letture e di ciò che gli era stato riferit
distinguere i giapponesi e i cinesi dal resto di tutti gli altri "indi
in virtù della pigmentazione presumibilmente bianca dei

zambico durante il suo viaggio da Lisbona a Coa nel
sue ulteriori informazioni derivavano da ciò che gli potevanri
ferito altri missionari e i funzionari portoghesi. È quindi
dopo esser vissuto per alcuni anni in Oriente egli sia vPrlnfi\

scenza di rapporti più precisi su Monomotapa. Nondimeno
mutò la sua impressione complessivamente negativa sugli a
per certi aspetti. l'accentuò ulteriormente; affermando.adese
nella Cafraria (ovveroI'Aftica Orientale in generale) vieta.
tribù cannibali."

5 Historia, p. 394.

6 È anche interessante vedere come egli descriva l'Etiopia solo per sentito
landa le ultime tracce del mito del Prete Gianni. Si veda a tale proposito il
conto di Francisco Alvarez sul suo viaggio in quel regno cristiano d'Africa,
am das Indias. Verdadera informaçam das terras do Preste Joam, segundo vio e
Francisco Aluarez capellà del RIi)I nosso senhor. Agora nouamente impresso por mandado
senhor em casa de Luis Rodriguez liureiro de sua alteza, [Lisboa] : em casa de Luis Rodrz'g
Outubro 1540. Mi sia anche permesso di citare P. Aranha, Il cristianesimo latino
Franco Angeli, 2006), pp. 70-71.

7 Valignano, Summarium Indicum, pp. 5-6.

8 "Nella scelta delle mogli tra le indigene così come nel reclutamento dì sacerdon
geni e dei membri degli ordini religiosi si soppesava a lungo e con attenzione
della pelle (chiara, va da sé), 'giacché le razze nere sono stupide e viziose
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secondi rifiutassero di assoggettarsi ai primi, come
dovuto accadere perché fosse rispettato 1'ordine naturale. lO

Nella sua Historia del principio y progresso Valignano sviilUrrn
estesamente la sua valutazione negativa degli indiani,
do loro una qualche razionalità. Ad esempio ammette che
grado di governarsi da soli e razionalmente, sia in pace sia
seguendo. una complessa .gerarchiadigradieduffici.'LGlii
appaiono inoltre. come un popolo estremamente attentoall
maniere, persino più degli indiana

ni l'analogia agostiniana fra un regime politico non tondato
stizia e l'ordine interno di una banda criminale." allorquando
che re e signori sono tiranni, dal momento che né
scienza li trattengono dal depredare i beni dei loro vassallìrj
bìlmente anche grazie alla sua cultura aristocratica Valignan
ve accuratamente il sistema indiano delle caste. Egli delinea-n
lelo con le antiche tribù d'Israele, evidenziando come la diffe
con tale sistema risieda nella concezione specificamente indian
gerarchia. Valignano identifica i tre principi di endogamia,
lità (non restringendola tuttavia ai rapporti con le caste. piÙ1J.
commensalità con i membri della propria casta. Particolarmente
ressante e sorprendente è la sua annotazione sulla facilità co
bambini di tenerissima età sono in grado d'apprendere le numer
complesse regole di casta, dal momento che rivela nel missionari
insospettato interesse pedagogico.' 5

Valignano naturalmente condanna la religione pagana rlP,o-lllTl,

ni, quello che oggi noi chiamiamo induismo, specialmente

lO Aristotele, Politica, collo 1252a , 1252b, 1254b, 1256b, 1333b-1334a.

Il Historia, p. 25. È interessante notare che proprio un paragrafo prima Valigriano
citato ancora una volta la teoria aristotelica della schiavitù per natura per dimo
l'incapacità degli indiani a governarsi. Egli sviluppa tale contraddizione in questo
gli indiani si considerano cosi nobili che, se vogliono lodare qualche europeo,
che in lui vedono qualche somiglianza con loro stessi! Historia, pp. 24-25.

12 Historia, p. 28.

'3 Agostino d'Ippona, De civitate Dei, IV, 4.

'4 Historia, p. 25.

'5 Historia, pp. 28-29. Vedi anche Valignano, SummariumIndicum, pp. 6-8.
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descl'izilorLÌ orientalistiche britanniche dell'Ottocento vennero poi
ati juggurnaut ed.hook-swinging("oscillazione· dal gan.cio"),tieo
do come .penitenze pagane tanto: rigorose. potesseroi sia con-
eicristiani, sia anche farli vergognare, probabilmente perché
ano in grado di conseguire loro stessi un siffatto grado

UlILal.lU. La penitenza consisteva
rtando il moto centrifugo che dilaniava la carne. Henry Yule, Arthur Burnell,

Glossary ojcolloquialAnglo-Indian Words and Phrases, and ofkindred Terms, etymo
bistorical, geographical and discursive (N ew Delhi: Rupa & Co., 2002) (4" rist. della 1a

presso Rupa & Co. del 1986, rist. anastatica della z- ed. di Londra del 1903, a tura di
illialll Crooke, con integrazioni all'ed. originale del 1886, stampata da ]ohn Murray;
ora in poi tale glossario sarà indicato come Hobson-jobson, Glossary) p. 220; Geoffrey
Oddie, PopularReligion, Elites and Reform: Hook-swinging and Its Prohibition in Colonial In

~ia, 1800-1894, (New Delhi: Manohar, 1995). Nell'aprile 2004 chi scrive ha assistito ad
'l.lncaso di hook-hanging nella città di Kodaikanal, sulle montagne dello stato indiano del

amil Nadu. Nel brano Valignano menziona anche una variante del cbaraè: paja: il peni
te si taglia pezzi della propria carne, li conficca su frecce e tendendo unarto li lancia

I pellegrini considerano sacri tali brandelli e perciò li raccolgono come reliquie.
n'illustrazione di questo rito risalente al XVI secolo si trova in L. Matos, ed., Imagens

no século XVI: Reproduçào do codice portugués da Biblioteca Casanatense, Collecçào
Presenças da imagem, Imprensa Nacional - Casa da Moeda (Lisboa: 1985), p. 97 ed
immagirle n. XLVIII (Nlaneira de sacrificio quefazem.osgintiosa seus deos, metidos peloslombos em

ganchos deferro, que estào neste pao, e cortam a sua carne com uà navalha e metem-a na ponta
destasfrecbas; e tira com elas pera o ar e assi dafim a sua vida. A gente, que isto alba, tomo a carne

ele de si bota egoarda-a pera as reliquias. Bramene). Iljuggurnaut era un tipo di suicidio ri
di massa commesso da folle di pellegrini che si lanciavano sotto le ruote di un car-

processionale su cui era trasportato l'idolo del dio ]agannatha (juggurnaut è naturale
la trascrizione inglese di questo epiteto del dio Visnu) in occasione della sua festa

annuale nella città di PurI, nell'attuale stato dell'Orissa. Hobson-jobson, Glossary, pp.
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seguente, sembra piuttosto che egli volesse imporre uno
prestabilito su un insieme più complesso e plurivocodiespe~

Historiadel principioy progresso.de.scrive le
livello scièntìfico degli indiani, egli affermainprimo

genere quella .gente è primitiva, senza istruzione ed i
soprattutto di ciò che riguarda la vita eterna. Subito dopo

<H',"H"n'OCH,,,,spètialmèni:e in

Iingua e che su foglie di palma in in
registravano le loro storie antiche e le false dottrine delle loro

pagane, anche se poi avevano una limitata intellìgenz"l e non
SCIenze né arti." In questo brano, proprio' come in

llo"pl'ecedente, èevidenfe chéValignano· sicontraddicé.23 Il suo
ònamento è chiaro: gli indiani hanno scienze e lettere, tuttavia
possono essere considerati pari agli europei. Se mai ci chiedessi-
laragione di tale giudizio, probabilmente Valignano risponde
e che semplicemente gli indiani non erano come i cinesi e i giap
esi. Abbiamo visto infatti che il missionario riteneva questi ultimi

chi", della stessa razza degli europei. A tale proposito [òàn-Pau
ìés afferma persuasivamente che

ltlconcJ'usiorte nella gerarchiaclelle civiltàdelineata da Valignano gli in
di pelle scura, occupavano una posizione lievemente superiore a
dei neri africani, dal momento che non erano totalmente privi di

istoria, p. 30.

alignano, Summarium Indicum, p. 8.

edi M. AntoniJ. Ùçerler, S.]., "Alessandro Valignano: man, missionary, and writer,"
aissanceStudies, 17/3 (1992), 353.

P/lOID AR/lNHA

. .. questa gente è nel vestire molto lussuriosa, che tengono il
sarto del mondo che fa loro i panni: questi è Domenedio: voglio inf
che vanno ignudi dal minore fino al re di questa terra [... ] la villa
chin], dove questo re tiene i suoi palagi e dove vivono i suoi cittadih
come dire tanti porcili quante case sono; e non dico questo per voI
menomare le cose altrui, ma fate conto che elle siena sotterra un poc
to, e che dentro non vi si possa per un uomo stare ritto. Sono le t11U

anche il tetto, tutte di foglia di palma, e l'uscio e le finestre sono
sima cosa; io non vidi mai la più laida cosa di quella ... 20

Valignano non può perciò essere considerato il più feroce
tore europeo della civiltà indiana del XVI secolo. Come

dotale del paganesimo indiano, tuttavia riusciva nondimenòi
prezzare il rigore della loro dieta e la loro presunta
pragmatica, applicata con frutto nel commercio e nella
dell'agricoltura."

Nonostante questi parziali apprezzamenti Valignano,
sprezzantemente descritto l'abbigliamento succinto

con panni di cotone, bianchi o colorati. Capitava tuttavia
quella gente uscisse svestita dal momento che il dima
v'era perciò un costume generalizzato in quella regione
andare in giro mezzi ignudi.18

Valignano descrive le case indiane come capanne
con foglie di palma a ma' di tetto. Eglì non fOI'millare
tica particolarmente aspra,'? se solo si paragona il suo resocòrìfé

in stessi anni scriveva il fiorentino tìJìpPCJ

setti a proposito degli abiti e delle case degli abitanti della
stiera del Malabar:

17 Ilistoria, p. 31.
18 H , . 26istona; p. .

19 Historia; p. 27.

20 F. Sassetti, Lettere dall'India (1583-1588) (Roma: Salerno Editrice, 1995), p.
a Francesco Valori, spedita da Cochin nel dicembre 1583).
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ragione, ma erano comunque di una natura inferiore a quella
pei e degli altri popoli di razza bianca.24

Sembra perciò molto arduo negare che Valignano rioorress
tegorie chiaramente razziste. Potremmo nondimeno ip()tizz,ar€
sue distinzioni razziali siano di qualcos'altro,

po l'inizio
ragione che indusse Francesco Saverio
Egli riferisce l'incontro che
marinai portoghesi (fra di essi vi era quasi certamente
Jorge Àlvares), che gli tesserono le lodi dell'intelligenza, del
verno e dei costumi giapponesi. dissero che essi erano
polo razza bianca, governati secondo ragione e ben disposti
vertirsi. Saverio avvertì allora il desiderio ardente di recarsìa
care in quel paese: se i giapponesi erano così differenti dallag
gra, lì sarebbe stato possibile servire con maggior frutto il Si
Quasi certamente Valignano presenta in questo brano una p
retrospettiva: ciò che avrebbe udito Saverio nel 1547 era stato"
to dopo quattro decenni di attività missionaria. Quali che fos
almente le ragioni che inducevano i giapponesi al battesimo, i
ritenevano in genere che si trattasse di un desiderio sincero d'
salvati. Valignano, non diversamente da molti altri missionari;
va invece che fra gli indiani si verificasse ii contrario. Secondo l
non erano mossi né da un moto interiore né dalla ragione

24 "In conclusion, in Valignano's hierarchy of civilizations the dark skinned
cupied a position slightly superior to the black Africans, since they were
without reason, but were of a lower nature than the Europeans and other
ples." joan-Pau Rubiés, Travel and Ethnolo!!J in the Renaissance. South India

Eyes, 1250-1625 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 7. La traduzio
liana è nostra.

25 Historia, p. 111.
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conversione al cristianesimo. I missionari ritenevano anzi
i indiani si battezzassero allo scopo di •. evitare la punizione che
vano. a causa di crimini, altrimenti perché speray~nodicon

qualche vantaggio materiale. A causa della loro limitata capa
rale era molto difficile raccogliere alcun frutto spirituale fra i

un notevole
t'Buone simile era sostenuta dai aprbpositodei ci-

quali Matteo Ricci fu in grado di conseguire importanti ri-

degli

era il cristianesimo
secondi, mentre i primi potevano essere caricati

i usi e costumi d'Europa. Nel suo apprezzamento della cultura
811ese Valignano contrastava l'approccio del confrategoFranci
abral, per il quale era necessario che i giapponesi si adattassero

civiltà occidentale. Alessandro Valignanoriteneva .al: contrario
essenziale che i gesuiti, il principale ordine religioso che la-

in Giappone, imparassero le complesse norme d'etichetta vi
paese che li ospitava. Per questo motivo egli compose anche

maruraìe sui katagi (da lui trascritti in portoghese come catangues),
orme giapponesi di cortesia.'?
La mentalità aristocratica di Valignano si acconciava bene alla ne
~ità per i gesuiti in Giappone di adattarsi ad un complesso sistema
gerarchie d'onori. Al principio. del. suo .: trattato. egli ammoniv~ i
i confratelli a seguire l'etichetta dei giapponesi sì da non appanre

alignano, Summarium Indicum, pp. 9-10.

alignano, Il Cerimonialeper i missionari delGiappone. Advertimentoseavisos acerca dos co

es e catangues de Jappào, a cura di Josef Franz Schùtte, S.J. (Roma: Edizioni di "Storia
Letteratura", 1946). È un importante documento circa i metodi di adattamento nella
issione giapponese del secolo XVI. Il testo portoghese è pubblicato in tale volume in
me ad una traduzione italiana.



dltnente si sarebbe
sarebbe conservata, se non fosse stata sotto la signoria

luoghi dove il loro potere riuscisse ad estendersi, come caso
marittima. Lì avrebbero potuto, passando e giungendo le armate di

.filICeZZa, favorire o castigare questa gente secondo i loro meriti.
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affidanlellto sulla persuasione argomentativa. Gli indiani doveva
es~:;er'e trattati diversamente, anche ricorrendo a,differenti
coercizione che. solo coloniale. portoghese, era in
esereitare, ancorché solo in limitate zone costiere sotto.con

indiretto. Nell'Historia del principio y progresso Valigna
analisi ponnca di estrema lucidità per spiega-

ed ultima ragione a favore dell'apostolato sulla costa era
il vantaggio che così si era posto termine alle razzie che, per
per mare, gli abitanti compivano ai danni dei mercanti porto

esi che si trovassero a passare in quella regione, lungo la rotta che
al Malabar conduceva alla regione del Coromandel.

Alla luce dell'interpretazione storiografica che, .Valignano dà
Il'apostolato di Francesco Saverio appare chiaro come nei docu
enti che, abbiamo precedentemente esaminato fossero posti i, fon

,amenti antropologici di un approccio missionario che in buona mi
l1,ra tendeva ad identificarsi con una politica religiosa repressiva,

La differente valutazione che Valignanp offriva dei giapponesi e di
uesti in rapporto agli indiani e agli africani, come pure i due corolla

da questo assunto, possono essere ,sintetizzati Jn uno

28 Valignano, Il Cerimoniale, pp. 118-24.

me e offici, quale posizione dovevas
ai gesuiti? Tale problema era di cruciale importanza ed inoltre
munava al caso giapponese anche le missioni stabilite in
pure quella fondata da Roberto de Nobili a Madurai.

Valignano offre una soluzione chiara ed univoca per il
ponese: i gesuiti erano i "bonzi religione cristiana" p T)PT'J

mizzare l'efficacia della loro predicazione dovevano collocarsi
alto livello nella gerarchia dei bonzi, ovvero dovevano essere c
derati pari ai monaci della setta Zen la cui posizione superiore
metteva loro d'interagire liberamente con tutte le sezioni
lazione giapponese."

La differente considerazione di cinesi e giapponesi in ratroortn
indiani implicava necessariamente anche una differente strategia
sionaria. Se infatti Valignano divenne il paladino del metodo
1'accomodatio in Giappone e Cina, non propose nulla di simil
l'India. Potrebbe non essere una mera coincidenza il fatto che so
chi mesi dopo la morte di Valignano Roberto de Nobili
durai, capitale culturale dell'India meridionale nella prima
derna, una missione in cui il metodo dell'adattamento
veniva esteso anche agli indiani.

Se quindi l'accomodatio non era considerata da Valignano
tegia adeguata, egli tuttavia prospettava con una certa
un' altra soluzione. Il gesuita sosteneva che
l'India non potesse prescindere dal sostegno politico e militare
ghese. Dal momento che gli indiani erano esseri razionali
misura limitata, per la loro conversione non era possibile fare
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rozzi ed incivili ai loro occhi. Una simile incomprensione avrebb
gionato un grave danno alla causa dell'evangelizzazione,
discredito sia sui missionari sia sulla religione cristiana.

L'insieme intricato di regole che i gesuiti rI ..,vP1l::lnn rispel!ti
spondeva all'esigenza di trattare ogni persona, fosse un
dhista o un laico, secondo la specifica sua posizione nella
attribuendogli hépiù.hé l11èhÒonori
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di una loro presunta natura servile. Anche nell'Estadodain
pìuttoste comune, sebbene il suo carattere fosse

:mente ditterente. Nel XVI le principali merci vendute
Goa erano infattiragazzeegiovarii don

noteva essere acquistata con 30 cruzado, quando invece
comprare un cavallo o 3

1

c!lIsi,one dell' argomentaziorte riassunta nella "ipotesi Vali-

o sudditi. L'accomodatio era quindi un -mètodo.mìssiona-
caso di popoli, i cinesi e i giapponesì,

potessero essere etichettati nell'uno o nell'altro modo e che
parissero superiori persino agli europei.f

schiavi né sudditi erano certamente i cristiani di S. Tommaso,
della tradizione della chiesa siriaco-orientale. Alessan

angnano ne ammirava la fede e il rigore e si spingeva sino al

Pearson, "The Portuguese in India", in The New Cambridge History of India, l,l

Cambridge University Press, 1987), p. 96.

trade and loot, Goa in the halcyon days of the sixteenth century was a
ome citv of great houses and fine churches [•.. ] In the eyes of stern moralists the

another Babylon, but for men of the world it was a paradise where, with beau-
urasian girls easily available, life was a ceaseless round of amorous assignments
ual delights." Geoffrey V. Scammell, The World Encompassed: the First European

.. Empires, c. 800-1650 (London: Methuen, 1981), p. 243.

reconhecimento da inferioridade europeia cm relaçào às civilizaçòes orientais,
ialmente [...] respcito à China e ao Japao, terà estado na origem de muitas ini
as dos Jesuitas de uso e adapraçào dos ritos e costumes locais." Diogo Ramada
; "Cultura Escrita e Praticas de Identidade," in Francisco Bethencourt, Kirti

dhuri (a cura di), Historia da Expansào Portuguesa, II: Do indico ao Atlantico (1570
(Lisboa: Circulo de Leitores, 1998), p. 473.

di comprendere perché mai culturale non fos
derato da Valignano come uno strumento efficace per
gente negra. Se egli riteneva barbari per la differenza
mi rispetto a quelli d'Europa o se al contrario, come abbian
dato or ora, egli li bollava in tal modo per il loro scarso
cristianesimo, perché mai egli non considerò
il Vangelo alla loro cultura, per quanto limitata e primitiva
potesse apparire?

Riteniamo che non si potrebbe dare alcuna risposta a
manda se non tenessimo in conto anche fattori economici e p

Valignano considerava sia gli abitanti di Monomotapa sia
diani quali schiavi per natura. Il riferimento alla pigmentaziof
quale un carattere sintetico e rappresentativo per differenziar
fricani e i popoli dell'Asia meridionale da quelli dell'Estremo
- ovvero la dicotomia di bianco e nero - indicherebbe la ril
della categoria specifica di razzismo. Si potrebbe naturalmente
tare che in tal modo stiamo proiettando su un uomo del Cinqu
forme di pensiero discriminatorio (africani = "negri" = schi
solo la successiva tratta atlantica degli schiavi rese possibile.
tuttavia che l'obiezione non sia determinante. Gli schiavi afric
bero infatti un ruolo anche nel Medioevo latino e divennero p
merce di primaria importanza quando i portoghesi presero ad
rare nel XV secolo le coste dell'Africa Occidentale." Il mero
gli africani potessero essere acquistati come schiavi rappress
certamente per gli europei della prima età moderna una dìmostn
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3° John D. Fage, Storia dell'Aj'n'ca, 2a ed. (Torino: Società Editrice Internazionale,
pp. 221, 227.

strumento euristico generale che possiamo .denominare
gnano".

Con tale espressione intendiamo una relazione fra percezf
nografica, protorazzismo, metodo missionario e
Abbiamo visto in precedenza come Valignano ritenesse ch
nesi e-cinesi dovessero riceverei! cristianesimo senza tuttavi

perché non sembravano essere interessati al cristianesimo.
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dnrerente valutazione dfdàti di
non il ripudio del ragionamento che.abbiamo riassunto sotto

t1li:eriorml~ni:ecoritermata proprio dalle innovazioni di
misura in cui questi dimostrò che .Ia rela:z:i6hestabilitadaVali-

razza e possibilità accommodatio non era affatto la posi-
approccio con-

111 realtà l'espressione badaga è la mera storpiatura di vatukar, parola che in tamil signi
.'.'isettentrionali". La maggior parte degli studiosi, soprattutto gli antropologi, usa

Il termine badaga solo per indicare un gruppo tribale che vive sui monti Nigiri dello
del Tamil Nadu e che invece del tamil parla un dialetto della lingua kannada,

tra parte gli studiosi di storia indo-portoghese usano il termine badaga per riferirsi ad
comunità di guerrieri di lingua telugu particolarmente attiva e potente nei secoli

Vedi Sanjay Subrahmanyam, David Shulman, "The Men who would be
The Politics of Expansion in Early Scventeenth-Cenrurv Tamil Nadu," Modern

Studies, 24/2 (1990),226. Le due diverse comunità di bada.,ga non sembrano avere
a che vedere l'una con l'altra, sebbene i badaga dei monti Nilgiri fossero "antichi ri

indù", Vedi P. Hockings, Ancient Hindu Refugees: Badaga Social History, 1550-1975
Hague: Mouton, 1980). .

Valignano estese la discussione sull'accomodatioatutta la
rl'O'lTìncìa delle Orientali a cui egli era stato preposto.

tutto ciò è vero in generale, ancor più possiamo identificare il
iso punto di contatto fra la concezione di de Nobili e Valignano

pecifici documenti d'archivio. Il punto di partenza èla lettera che
drea Buccerio; un gesuita che Iavoròcot? de Nobili nella missione
Madurai ma che poi si schierò contro il suo metodo, scrisse il 3 ot

1610 al Padre Generale. La conclusione della lettera era quasi un
onore della comunità dei badaga (vatukar in lingua tamil), il
etnico nelle cui mani era il potere a Madurai." Buccerio seri-

34 Valignano a Mercuriano, fra Cochin e Goa 4 dicembre 1575, in Doc. lnd.,

modello dei cristiani di S. Tommaso costitui quindi un'ispirazione per
culturale attuato da Roberto de Nobili nella missione di Madurai. Non si
dimenticare che i gesuiti furono nel 1599 protagonisti nel sinodo di Diamper,
questi cristiani orientali furono sostanzialmente privati del loro patrimonio
rientale. Anche per tale ragione è molto problematico sostenere che i gesuiti
in tutta l'Asia l'approccio dell'accomodatio solo perché nutrivano ammirazione pc
stianesimo siriaco di S. Tommaso o che Matteo Ricci ideò il proprio metodo .
rio per la Cina sulla base di ciò che vide durante il suo soggiorno nel Malabar
mulata in 1. Zupanov, "'One Civility, but Multiple Religions': Jesuit Mission
Thomas Christians in India (16th-17th Centuries)," Journal of Early Modern Histo

(2005), 284-325. È invece certamente vero che "si profilava un ruolo storico
stiani di San Tommaso rispetto all'India e, forse, a tutta l'Asia". Gino Battaglia,
indiani: i cristiani di S. Tommaso nel confronto di civiltà del XVI secolo (Roma: Urb
University Press, 2007), p. 135. Tale ruolo storico era infatti un'ispirazione, che
Madurai, ed ancor più in Giappone e in Cina, non poteva minimamente soppe
un'approfondita analisi delle realtà locali, tale da suggerire le forme specifiche c
poi si sarebbe potuta attuare un'opportuna accomodatio.

Questo ben dico che il maggiore servigio che si passi fare a
gnore et il mezo che si potesse ritruovare per aprire la

saria il pigliar noi l'assunto di quella

condizione nobiliare poteva. aiutare 1'evangelizzazione
chéssarebbe statopossibìlepersuadere al battesimo i pagaI1t
tre caste si noteva essere
mantenendo i privilegi sociali. A tale scopo erano tOJl1e:ralJ111
costumi che in India corrispondessero alla funzione dei .H....",. ~

testo giapponese, ovvero i segni preminenza e H~'V'""~'

cristiani S. Tommaso è conferma della /I

momento
daiio a posizioni di potere. Va peraltro notato che l'adattament
rale dei cristiani siriaci nel Malabar era l'esito di un processo si
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punto di proporre come chiave per la conversione
dell'India proprio ìlloro modello religioso e sociale:
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esta gente Badaga nào se pode computar con os Indios e outra gente pretta,
nào sào inferiores ao Jappoins come vera V.P. polo adiante". ARSI, Goa, 51, E.

iUc(:es~,e allora al principio del XVII secolo tale da redimere agli
ge~miti l'immagine negativa dei badaga? Come •• divennero

virtù apparivano.evidenti anche dal coraggio con
)ro donne commettevano il satr?
ìootesì Valignano" permette di comprendere tale mutamento.

ento culturale era inteso dai gesuiti come una funzione di_o
diJ.1nage:ra:rchia..razziale.·.•QtiéSt'ultima•• ••· potéva muta.renel
tempo, nella misura in cui popoli diversi dai giapponesi e

ipotessero essere assimilati alla razza bianca, alla razionalità
rnadigoverno dell'Europa. Andrea Buccerio .·forniscé.una
nvincente in favore.. tale interpretazione..Se riteneva che

·one.···di··.·.·Madurai.·.·fossepossibHe.·raccogliere.·.··fruttisilfiili·••• a
eIGiappone e della Cina, eglisuggeriva lapromozione.dì, al

eruooo di Indiani, i badaga, dalnovero<deglischiavidinatu
signori d'Oriente simili agli europei.

accompagnava tuttavia selettivo incremento

più chiara affermazione con cui i badaga fossero distanziati
rìmente e razzialmente dalla massa degli altri indiani. Una simile
ulazione non è però un anello mancante in una deduzione, bensì

specifico che sinora sembra essere sfuggito agli storici. In
1C., cc.._ Roberto de Nobili inviò da Madurai al Padre Generale
ottobre 1609 egli affermò con chiarezza che

ì1.esta gente Badagà non può essere considerata come gli indiani e l'altra
ente scura, dal momento che non sono inferiori ai giapponesi come Vo
ra Paternità vedrà in futuro.39

formulazione è una prova decisiva per affermare la validità
"il)otesi Valignano"anche nel caso della missione di Madurai,

combiniamo tale frase con la descrizione offerta dal Bucce
ediamo allora una chiara relazione fra accomodaiio e .. gerarchie

ali in cui il termine medio è dato, piuttosto sorprendentèménte,
violenza connotata in termini di genere. Ai badaga veniva in

.•• concesso lo stesso status dei giapponesi e dei cinesi, popoli per la

3
6 Andrea Buccerio, S.].. al Padre Generale, Madurai 1 ottobre 1610.

115', (copia ai fE. 120v-21').

37 Essi erano così ostili ai cristiani che subito alcuni gesuiti pensarono che
sere mussulmani. Cfr. il rapporto di Francisco Hcnriques, S.]. e André de
Évora settembre 1561. Doc. Ind., v, 183.

3
8 Cfr. 1. Zupanov, Missionary Tropics: Tbe Catholie Frontier in India fU,fh 'Ilfh

(Ann Arbor: The University ofMichigan Press, 2005), pp. 147-71.

ne, Buccerio si allora quanto esse sarebbero
fare assistite dalla grazia di Dio. Non appena egli
chiese neofito particolarmente devoto e che nnrt;:lv;

croci ed altri oggetti di devozione, cosa avrebbe fatto
vesse intrapreso la persecuzione dei cristiani
questa sua pubblica professione lo avesse condannéte
Il neofita rispose prontamente: "Se Gesù sofferto così
e non a suo vantaggio, più dovrò soffrire io se così face
in realtà guadagnando un profitto per la mia stessa salvezzaè"

Nella lettera di Buccerio abbiamo visto che il sait
l'esito di una sorta d'inganno, tuttavia quest'aspetto non
care un ruolo essenziale. Ciò che più conta per il compagno di
bili è sviluppare una strategia retorica ben articolata per
Padre Generale dell'importanza della missione di Madurai,
to sarebbe stata la conversione dei nobili badaga. Occorre te
sente che tale comunità era in realtà divenuta famosa in Euro
uno dei principali nemici dei pescatori cristiani paraoer"
che riscuotevano pesanti tributi sulla Costa da Piscaria, a vr-var

so nel giugno del 1549 il gesuita italiano Antonio Criminali,
rato da alcuni come il primo martire della Compagnia di

i neofiti cristiani scoppiarono in pianto. Se tali donne
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veva che era possibile aspettarsi da quella parte
spirituale simile a quello raccolto in Cina e Giappone. I
infatti tanto coraggiosi e valenti che nessuna difficoltà li
tere. La loro virtù era persino condivisa dalle loro donne
nate in un modo misterioso, erano solite praticare il s
immolazione sulla pira funebre del marito. Buccerio riferi
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Ah?ss':l.fleiro Valignano (1539-1606),. acclaimed for his commitment

possible. But.whywasit •. that
ristianitv could not be adapted to considered of a lower

? In other words, what was the relation between racial hierarch-
accomodatio? ".

proposes an heuristic tool, the "Valignano hypothesis",
to contextualize the Iesuit rrrissionary methods in the Asian

rissions of the early modern age. The solution this hypothesis sug
in order to understand the association between accomodatio and

cial hierarchies is to take into account the concrete political and
onomic contexts in which evangelization took place. In political
rms the situations were quite different: the Africans and Indians
at converted to Christianity were mostly colonial subjects (Le. in the
tado da india) or tributaries (like the Paraver fishermen): whereas in
è East Asian polities conversions were not accompanied by any ef
tive Portuguese coercion. From an economical point of view, a ma
difference arose from the fact that both Africans and Indians could

bècome slaves of Portuguese, whereas the same was not the case in
or China. No accommodation was possible within the cultures

people who could not be considered either subjects or com-
nodities. As the Thomas Christians of South India did not fall within

of these two categories, Valignano evaluated them in a way
to the East Asians than to the Indians in generaI.
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cui evangelizzazione era necessaria Yaccomodatio, poiché il
dimostrato dalle loro donne nel commettere il san era una
zione di virtù condivise da tutta la loro comunità. È pur
principio Roberto de Nobili cercò a Madurai di convertire-an
bramini, concedendo loro di mantenere i segni del loro privil
casta. Nondimeno sia i bramini sia i badaga erano accomunatid
di condividere ilpÒfere. I bramini erano intellettualipostià
la società, mentreibadagamonopolizzavano l'esercizio legitti
forza. Entrambi i gruppi avevanO le loro vittime, soggetti

prestigio •• e lapll.
bramini implicava il polo opposto dei paria,
impuri. Le virtÙ <tristocratiche dei badagaavevano
zione nel suicidio rituale commesso dalle loro vedove.

Ben lungi dall'essere una conciliazione irenica ed ecumeni
cristianesimo con tutte le culture del mondo,
di la cristianizzazione di gerarchie tradizionali ed il sacrificit
radicalità evangelica all'esigenza di salvaguardare I'autoritàs
fondata in ultima analisi su forme

La discriminazione razziale e la legittimazione diverse
sfruttamento erano quindi elementi costitutivi dell'accomodatio
come essa si manifestò nelle missioni asiatiche della Compagtl
Gesù nella prima età moderna. Qualsiasi proiezione di questa
di adattamento culturale nella costellazione contemporanead
stianesimo postcoloniale e posteuropeo, ad esempio in termini
figurazione dellinculturazione, risulta perciò molto problematicai
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In the same year that Valignano died, Roberto de Nc)hil-i

1656) started a mission in Madurai, outside the reach
guese and in a vibrant cultural centre ruled by a powe
dynasty; it was a mission based on the principles acco
ready seen in [apan and China. The historiography on the
missiort has usually -contrasted

Buccerio, who later opposed him in the controversy on
tatiort'inMadurai, was that the Badaga caste, to which
belonged, was 1/ the other dark people" and
to the Japanese. Inthis' context,cultural accommodationcQ
denied either to the Badagas or the Brahmins.

Alessandro Valignano, Matteo Ricci
Nobili promoted a Christianization of traditional hierarchie

different from notion of accomodatio prevailing
temporary models of inculturation. Consequently, the
hypothesis" offers important evidence against
analogies between the missionary methods of the
century and the Roman Catholic Church' s modern-day C01TInal
to the preaching of a Good News of liberty and justice.

RONl\JIE PO-CHIA HSIA

Spagna Filippo II concesse un'udienza
veste di delegato del

e generali sudditi della Corona portoghesi e spa-
WléiCaU e Manila contro .i cinesi. In particolare la Corona spa

avrebbe tratto. beneficio. dall'immensa ricchezza. dellasnazione
~<cheSanchez.stesso aveva. osservato durante due precedenti
i soggiorni a Guangzhou e Macao. In sezioni dettagliate Sérichez

siztiava rinvio di una forza di circa dieci o dodicimila tercios da
enziare con mercenari giapponesi e soldati filippini, che sarebbero
LaJrmatì superbamente e che sarebbero stati militarmente superi0

i quali erano mal preparati alla guerra e per giunta pusilla-

licato in Francisco Colin, S.)., Laborevangelica,.ministeriosapostolicos deIos obreros de la
ia de Jestis, Fundacion, y progressos de su provincial en las islas Filipinas (Barcelona:
h y compafiia, 1900-1902), I, 438-45. Per studi contemporanei di questo

umento si vedano: Anton Huonder, "Die Eroberung Chinas. Ein spal1isches Kreuz
projekt im 16. )ahrhundert," Stimmen der Zeit, 89(1915), 128-44; )ohnP. Dovle,
osixtcenth-Century )esuits and a Pian to conquer China," in Rechtsdenken: Schnitt

te West und Ost. Recht in den gesellschafts- und staatstragenden lnstitutionen Europas und

a cura di Harald Holz e Konrad Wegman (Miinster: LIT, 2005), pp. 253-73;
~. M. Headley, "Spain's Asian Presence, 1565-1590: Structures and Aspirations,"
anic American Historical Revieu', 75:5 (1995), 623-46; e il più recente e dettagliato

nel Ollé, La inuendon de China. Percepciones y estrategia Filipinas respecto a China durante el
(Wiesbaden: Otto Harrasowitz, 2000).
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In 1767, with the expulsion oj the Society oj ]esus jrom Spanish domin
ions, Paraguayan ]esuits were sent into exile in the Pontificallands oj Romagna, 
especially in Faenza and Ravenna where they came to during the last months 
oj 1768. Decimated by the long sea trave!, threatened by government agents who 
were trying to push them in order to leave the Company, during the jirst years 
oj their exile Paraguayan Ignatians experienced a projound identitarian crisis, 
apart jrom the organizational aspect, that deepened as the suppression oj the 
Company in 1773; nevertheless the Paraguayans were those, among Spanish 
]esuits, who beffer managed that harsh situation, maintaining strong group cohe
sion and spirit oj belonging to the Company. The main leader oj such reslstance 
was Domingo Murie!, last provincial oj Paraguay who, by means oj numerous 
writings, was able to create jor them a cultural space oj radical opposition and 
reaction to the world outside the Company, perceived as hostile. ]osé Manuel 
Peramas, jormer Paraguayan ]esuit, jound inspiration in Muriel works when he 
retook the «reductions» myth, widely known since the end oj Seventeenth 
Century and lately brought to new interest by Muratorz; using the concept to 
criticize the outcomes oj the French Revolution. 

«GLOCAL» CONFLICTS: 
MISSIONARY CONTROVERSIES ON THE COROMANDEL 
COAST BETWEEN THE XVII AND XVIII CENTURIES Cl:) 

Introduction 

The scope of this paper is to consider the Eighteenth-century dispute on 
the adaptationist methods followed by the Jesuits in the South Indian mis
sions of Madurai, Karnataka (Carnate) and Mysore within a much wider con
text of religious contaminations. The main assumption is that the Jesuit atti
tude towards the «pagan» customs of their Indian converts has to be interpreted 
alongside the hybridizations developed by their main religious opponents, par
ticularly the French missionary Capuchins of the Province of Tours, as a 
means to accommodate Catholicism to the early colonial environment of the 
English fortress of Fort St. George in Madras. The paper will be articulated 
in four parts. First, I will discuss the meaning and the utility that the concept 
of «glocalization» might have in a context of missionary history, relating it to 
a recent proposal made by Ines Zupanov. Secondly, I will analyze an instance 
of glocal conflict of the mid-Seventeenth Century, namely the Inquisitorial 
process into Fr. Ephraim de Nevers. As a third step, I will consider the ini
tial phase of the controversy on the Malabar Rites and finally I will try to draw 
some conclusions. 

1. Glocalization and missionary tropics 

As we try to rethink early modern missions in a global perspective, a pos
sible approach is to decline missionary history within the framework of global 
history (1). Global interactions and the global circulation of people, ideas and 

(*) I am very grateful to Dr. Clare Ashdowne (St Edmund Hall, Oxford University) for 
the precious and insightful suggestions she gave me whilst I was revising this papero 

(1) A recent contribution in this direction is L. CLOSSEY, Salvation and Globalization in tbe 
Early fesuit Missions, New York, Cambridge University Press, 2008. 
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goods that are implied in the missionary activity stand very weli within the 
borders of a discipline - global history - that is trying to move beyond the 
economical, political, demographical and environmental constraints whhin 
which the field has been initially developed. In its turn, the early modern mis
sions have often been considered in the past - as Pierre-Antoine Fabre and 
Bernand Vincent argue in the presentation of a recent and major coliection 
of essays (2) - either through the lens of a national and apologetic institutional 
history or as a reposhory of sources for ethnographers. Is h ever possible to 
combine these two unilateral approaches in order to aliow a more compre
hensive interpretation of the missions which is able to relate the departure 
and the destination, the message of salvation and the concrete environment 
where it was supposed to be implanted, the European clerics and the non
European «pagans» whose conversion was sought? Such a synthesis would be 
very ambitious and h is not clear whether h is either possible or even useful. 
Nonetheless, here we would like to consider a possible interpretation that tries 
to move beyond a spatial dichotomy that is very much related to the dynamic 
of missionary history. The opposhion between the global and the local dimen
sion can be linked to the one of institutional approaches versus ethnographic 
gazes. The religious orders of the early modern age, and the Society of Jesus 
(the most studied among ali of them) in primis, expressed a global projection 
by the means of an organization able to encompass continents and keep, with 
very different outcomes, forms of coordination and a sense of unity. On the 
other hand, the ethnographic dimension implicit in any history of missions rep
resents instances of localisation. If the gospel was a universal message to be 
spread by a global body of religious specialists, on the contrary «paganism» 
and «idolatry» expressed particularities whose meaning remained opaque. As 
Ines Zupanov has argued in the case of the Madurai mission, the otherness 
of these local religions could be grasped by the means either of analogies (aris
tocratic ones in the case of Roberto Nobili), or descriptions (demotic were 
the ones undertaken by his confrere and adversary Gonçalo Fernandes) (3). 

If however a mission can be defined basicaliy by the fact that someone 
is sent somewhere by someone else to whom he or she has to account (a def
inition that was agreed upon by participants at a doctoral seminar held at the 

(2) Missions religieuses modernes: «Notre lieu est le monde», par P.-A. Fabre et B. Vincent, 
Rome, École française de Rome, 2007, pp. 1-2. 

(3) I. G. ZUPANOV, Disputed Mission: ]esuits Experiments and Brahmanical Knowledge in 
Seventeenth Century India, New Delhi, Oxford University Press, 1999. 
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Écale française de Rome in February 2004) (4), then we also have to consider 
the feedback that came from the local context of the pIace of destination back 
to the pIace of origino A classical example is, of course, given by the studies 
that historians like Paul Hazard and Virgile Pinot undertook in the 1930s in 
order to emphasize how the Jesuit missionaries, by giving detailed accounts 
on China, provided materials that would then be used as tools to attack the 
exclusivist pretensions of Christianity in relation to the rest of the world (5). 
The fictitious cultural artefact of «Confucianism», constructed in order to be 
compatible with Christianity, would become a tool in the hands of Voltaire to 
assert Deism against Christian exclusivism (6). A similar process also took pIace 
in the Indian case, when the Ezourvedam, an alleged Veda that had been lost 
for centuries, was published with the enthusiastic sponsorship of Voltaire (7). 
The deistic appearance of the text, meant to be a relic of the most ancient 
Indian philosophy and very different from both the contemporary Indian 
«heathenism» and the dogmas, rites and ceremonies of the Catholic Church (8), 
would eventually be interpreted by scholars as the clear sign of a Jesuhic for
gery, whose aim was to introduce some basic tenets of Christianity in a dis
guised way leaving asi de, as a task for further evangelization, the indoctrina
tion of the positive specificities of the faith (9). 

A possible way to interpret within a single frame the complex dynamics 
of early modern missions, triggering circulations with plural directions (a clear 
case are the triangular passages between Europe, Mexico and China), could 
probably be the concept of glocalization (10). This notion was developed in 

(4) Missions religieuses modernes, cit., p. 16. 
(5) P. HAZARD, La Crise de la conscience européenne (1680-1715), Paris, Boivin, 1935, trans

lated in English as The European Mind, 1680-1715, London, Hollis and Carter, 1953; V. PINOT, 
La Chine et la lormation de l'esprit philosophique en France (1640-1740), Paris, Paul Geuthner, 
1932. 

(6) L. JENSEN, Manulacturing Conlucianism: Chinese Traditions & Universal Civilization, 
Durham, Duke University Press, 1997. 

(7) I.:Ezour-Vedam ou ancien Commentaire du Vedam: contenant l'exposition des opinions 
religieuses et philosophiques des Indiens; traduit du Samscretan par un brame; Rev. et pubi. avec 
des observations préliminaires, des notes et des éclaircissemens, Yverdon, dans l'Imprimerie de 
M. De Felice, 1778. 

(8) J. MORAN, La civilization la plus antique: Voltaire's Images 01 India, in <<Journal of 
World History», XVI (2005), pp. 173-185. 

(9) The whole critical fortune and disgrace of the Ezourvedam is reconstructed in Ezourvedam: 
A French Veda 01 The Eighteenth Century, ed. by L. ROCHER, Amsterdam-Philadelphia, John 
Benjamins Publishing Co., 1984. 

(10) R. ROBERTsoN, Glocalization in Global Modernities, ed. by M. Featherstone, S. Lash, 
R. Robertson, London, Sage Publications, 1995, pp. 25-44. 
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the field of business studies in the 1980s, probably on the model of <<Japanese 
dochakuka (deriving from dochaku, "living on one's own land"), originally the 
agricultural prindple of adapting one's farming techniques to local conditions, 
but also adopted in J apanese business for globallocalization, a global outlook 
adapted to local conditions» (11). The concept has since been borrowed by so d
ology in order either to interpret the process of globalization in a different way, 
or to highlight a single aspect of it. Roland Robertson, among one of the first 
authors to use the concept in a sodological sense, adhered to the first option 
in writing that «globalization - in the broadest sense, the compression of the 
world - has involved and increasingly involves the creation and incorporation 
of locality, processes which themselves largely shape, in turn, the compression 
of the world as whole» (12). Such a notion may be useful to historical analy
sis, as Robertson claims that globalization not involves only now, but has 
involved also in the past, the incorporation of locality - meant as the local dimen
sion. In order to better understand such a <docality» it might be useful to gen
eralize a concept originally proposed by Ines Zupanov as a way to interpret the 
Jesuit missions to South India during the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (13). 
Zupanov has introduced a notion of «missionary tropics» that refer 

to two particular spaces: a geographical space - India and the Indian 
Ocean - and a metaphorical space in which texts about India bring home 
to Europe a sense, sensibility, and knowledge of what lies out there. Tropics 
is also used in this book as a metaphor for time, that is, for movement, change, 
and turning to or turning away from established routines and practices. 
Finally, tbe term may also help us think about the formation of new iden
tities that mushroomed on the frontier between the Portuguese Indian world 
and the vast gentile and infidel subcontinent. In fact, the Portuguese them
selves already established tbe connection between tropical c1imate and the 
oversensual bodies and minds of the Indians (14). 

These missionary tropics are a dense category as they refer to space, time 
and identities. Zupanov shows in a convindng way how the Portuguese mis
sionaries feh that some inherent character of the land they were working in 
impeded the success of their evangelical efforts. Some essential features of India 
led to paganism, a certain je ne sais quai that could be easily summarized by 

(11) Ivi, p. 28. 
(12) Ivi, p. 40. 
(13) L G. ZUPANOV, Missionary Tropics: The Catholic Frontier in India (I6th- 17th Centuries), 

Ann Arbor, The University of Michigan Press, 2005. 
(14) Ivi, p. 1. 
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a climatic concept. The missionary tropics were therefore a space of contam
ination, both for European Christians and for Christianity in itself. Tropics 
derive ultimately from the Greek root 'tQE:rtltQO:rt: the verb 'tQÉ:rtELV means 
«to turn, to return», so that 'tQ6:rtOL (tròpai) are rhetorical figures (for instance 
metaphors) based on a linguistic twist of the normal sense of a word (15). In 
this sense tropics become spaces where semantic inversions take pIace and where 
it is sure that any message or news, even the Good News par excellence, is 
condemned to change its meaning into something that cannot be determined 
a priori. Our contention is that a notion of missionary tropics so defined could 
be relevant even in the context of the first half of the Indian Eighteenth 
Century. If the recent historiography tends to postpone the final consolida
tion of a European colonial mIe to weli within the Nineteenth Century (16), 

then the kind of marginaI early colonial religious encounter designed by the 
expression missionary tropics could be applied correctly to a period like the 
one we are considering here, the dme span between the Seventeenth arid the 
Eighteenth Century. In other words, we propose to conjugate the global dimen
sion of early modern missions together with the localized marginality of the 
missionaries within a non-European environment. In these contexts, the local 
peoples were stili able to exert an effective agency and to manipulate the mes
sages that the missionaries brought to them, religious as weli as sdentific and 
of many other different kinds. The feedbacks to Europe were hybridizations 
that could scare or be assimilated. The Malabar Rites definitely feli within the 
first category, and the sodal system of castes that expressed them failed to 
find an immediate reception in Europe (17). A hybrid like the Jesuit inter
pretation of Confudanism, to a great extent a model of Western wisdom tele
scoped to China, achieved a much greater success (18). 

(15) Ivi, p. 8. 
(16) André Gunder Frank sums up this common historiographical orientation in the fol

lowing terms: «Europe did not emerge as a Newly Industrializing Economy (NIE) challenging 
Asia until the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Only then and not before did the 
world economie center of gravity began to shift to Europe». ID., ReOrient: Global Economy in 
the Asian Age, Berkeley, University of California Press, 1998, p. 166. 

(17) The history of the controversy on the Malabar Rites, a topic that has been scarcely 
studied by historiography, is the object of the PhD thesis that I am currently completing by 
the European University Institute, Florence. A recent and balanced synthesis is provided by E. 
R. HAMBYE S.J., History ofChristianity in India: The Eighteenth Century, Bangalore, The Church 
History Association of India, 1997, pp. 211- 237. 

(18) Cfr. P. A. RULE, K'ung-tzu or Confucius? The ]esuit Intepretation of Confucius, Sydney
Boston- London, Allen and Unwin, 1986. 
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2. Ephrem de Nevers 

The notion of a missionary glocalization can be tested in the case of the 
French Capuchin Ephrem de Nevers (19), founder in 1642 of the first Christian 
church in Fort St. George, the settlement of the East India Company around 
which the metropolis of Madras (today called Chennai) developed thereafter. 
The most striking fact in the apostolate of Fr. Ephrem is his contiguity with 
Englishmen, Anglican or belonging to more radicaI Protestant denominations, 
right at the time of the English Civil War. Not surprisingIy, his proximity to 
so-called heretics and schismatics was the pretext under which he was accused 
and tried by the Inquisition of Goa. The conventional interpretation of the 
persecution he faced between 27 June 1649 and 5 November 1651 is that he 
was a victim of a conflict between the moribund royal Portuguese patronage 
of missions (Padroado Régio) and the evangelizing dynamism of the Roman 
Congregation de Propaganda Fide established in 1622. H, however, we con
sider the case of Ephrem de Nevers together with the officiaI and public begin
ning of the MaIabar Rites controversy, namely the presentation by the French 
Capuchin François-Marie de Tours on 7 March 1703 of a dossier against the 
Jesuit missionaries (printed as a libel the following year) (20), then we will under
stand both some difficult points of this dossier and the nature of the Capuchin 
mission of Madras. 

In fact the Questions submitted by Fr. François-Marie, in spite of a spe
cific reference to «pagan ceremonies» in the title, contained even some ques
tions on practices that definitely were not used by the Jesuits. Among 36 ques
tions, that were indeed dealing mainIy with the J esuit paganizing customs that 

(19) J. A. IsMAEL GRACIAS, Pr. Ephraim de Nevers e a Inquisiçiio de Goa, in «O Oriente 
Portugues», X (1913), passim; F. RICHARD, Ephrem de Nevers et Zénon de Baugé, premiers 
auteurs Irançais d'ouvrages en tamoul, in «Moyen-Orient et Océan Indien», VI (1989), pp. 151-
163; G. J. AMEs, The Perils 01 Spreading the True Paith in Asia: Pr. Ephraim de Nevers and the 
Goa Inquisition, 1650-1651, in «Western Society for French History: Proceedings», XXII (1996), 
pp. 81-94; M. P. M. VINK, Church and State in Seventeenth-century colonial Asia: Dutch-Parava 
relations in Southeast India in a comparative perspective, in <<Journal of Early Modern History», 
IV (2000), pp. 1-43, in particular pp. 38-43; G. J. AMEs, Trade and Inquisition: Pr. Ephraim de 
Nevers, M. Dellon and the Challenges Conlronting the Prench in India, ca. 1650-1677, in «Western 
Society for French History: Proceedings», XXVIII (2002), pp. 113-126. 

(20) Questions proposées a la Sacrée Congregation de la Propagande sur les ceremonies payen
nes que certains Missionaires permettent aux Chretiens Malabares dans les Indes Orientales. Par 
le R.P. Prançois Marie de Tours Capucin, Missionaire aux Indes Orientales. A Liege chez Guillaume 
Schupper, rui! des Maures, proche la grande Eglise. M. DCC. IV 
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came to be called «MaIabar Rites», there was also a series of issues (7 in totaI, 
from number 21 to 27) deaIing with the relations that Catholics could have 
with heretics. In the early Eighteenth Century context of the Coromandel Coast 
this could only mean the English, the Dutch and the Danish Protestants in 
the trading settlements of the region (21). François-Marie de Tours asked 
therefore (q. 21) whether the marriage of a Catholic woman to a heretic man 
celebrated in front of a heretic minister was aIways invaIid and the children 
therefore considered illegitimate. Supposing that such a marriage were invalid, 
was it possible (q. 22) to validate it by the simple fact that the parish priest 
questioned the heretic husband in front of witnesses about his married sta
tus, even though he did not have the intention of ratifying his marriage accord
ing Catholic discipline? The Capuchin wondered also (q. 23) whether the 
Catholic woman could access the sacraments even though she was not regu
Iarly married; this was in order to avoid scandal, given the fact that children 
of such mixed couples were often baptized as Catholics and they thetefore 
had free access to the sacraments. The Capuchin tried aIso (q. 24) to pIay the 
card of the missing notification of the Council of Trent and of its decrees on 
marriage: in fact Fr. de Tours wondered whether in places under the rule of 
heretics and therefore where the Council decrees had not been published, a 
Catholic priest could marry a heretic man to a Catholic woman. Re added 
aIso, passing from a point de jure to one de facto,. that these mixed marriages 
were happening at all times and there was no way to impede them. Indeed, 
the Iack of ministers of their own sects Ied sometimes the heretic rulers to 
request the assistance of Catholic missionaries in order to celebrate marriages 
between heretics. The Capuchin wondered whether this could be acceptabIe 
(q. 25), adding the circumstance (q. 26) that the refusal of the priest could 
prompt hatred, persecution and even the expulsion of the Catholics from the 
territories of the heretics. Finally (q. 27), what was to be done if heretics asked 
a Catholic missionary to baptise their children but omitting rites that were 
peculiar to the Roman RituaI? On the one hand, if baptism was refused, chil
dren could die without being redeemed of their originaI sin; on the other hand, 
heretical parents would not accept Catholic accessory rituaIs being practised 
on their children. These rituals had an exorcistic meaning and included saIt 
being put in the mouth of the child, the smearing of saliva according Christ's 

(21) For a synthetic account of these European settlements on the Coromandel coast, see 
E. M. JACOBS, Merchants in Asia: The Trade 01 the East India Company during the Eighteenth 
Century, Leiden, CNWS Publications, 2006, p. 100. 
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Ephphata miracle (Mark 7: 33), exsufflation of the Holy Ghost and anointing 
with holy oil (22). 

These seven questions were quite unrelated to the Malabar Rites (23): why 
then did François-Marie de Tours add them to the charges that he was mov
ing against the J esuit missionaries? It is highly improbable that the inclusion 
was just casual. In fact, as the Roman authorities started examining the com
plaints moved by the Capuchins against the adaptationist methods of the 
Jesuits, they ha d, first of all, to determine the trustworthiness of those mak
ing the indictment. Could an accusation of indulgence to idolatry moved 
against the Society of J esus ever be considered if the missionary tradition of 
the prosecutors had been tainted by the suspicion of Lutheranism, Calvinism 
and complaisance with heretics and schismatics such as the Englishmen of the 

(22) «The devil is the enemy of a man's salvation which is acquired through baptism. He 
also has certain power over man from the fact that the latter is subject to original sin, or even 
to actual sin as well. Thus it is wise that demons are cast out by exorcism before baptism lest 
they prove an impediment to a man's salvation. The act of breathing forth itself signifies this 
expulsion. The blessing, along with the imposition of hands, bars the way against the return 
of an expelled demon. The salt placed in the mouth and the anointing of the ears and nostrils 
with spittle signify that the ear receive the teaching of the faith, the nostrils approve its fra
gran ce, and the mouth confesses it. The anointing with oil signifies man's ability to fight against 
the demons»: THOMAS AQUINAS, Summa Theologùe: Latin Text and English Translation, 
Introduction, Notes, Appendices and Glossaries, 57 (3a. 66- 72, Baptism and Confirmation), eds. 
J.J. CUNNINGHAM OP and G. AUSTIN OP, Cambridge-New York, Cambridge University Press, 
2006, p. 177 (3a, q. 71, a. 2). 

(23) The on1y point of contact is q. 27: the request of not using saliva and insufflation was 
considered to be one of the Malabar Rites. The Indian converts refused the contact of saliva 
and the exposure to insufflation because they believed they were impure. An example of this 
attitude can be drawn from the Mrmavadharmasiistra: «But if something made of earth has been 
touched by wine urine, excrement, saliva, pus or blood, it cannot be cleaned by baking it again 
[ ... ] Earth and ~ater should be used as necessary to clean (the organs) that emit urine and 
excrement and also to clean (the following) twelve bodily defilements: oil, semen, blood, bone 
marrow, urine, excrement, snot, ear-wax, phlegm, tears, the discharge from the eyes, and sweat; 
these are the twelve defilements». The Laws 01 Manu: With an Introduction and Notes, tr. W. 
DONIGER, B.K. SMITH, London-New York, Penguin, 1991, V, ns. 123, 134-135 (pp. 112-114). 
The influx of continental Reformation ideas to the Anglican Church led to the reduction of 
baptism to a mere touch of water during the invocation of the Trinity and the abolition of 
accessory rituals like the ephphata sign ma de with saliva and the insufflation of the Holy 
Ghost: «considerable alteration were made in 1552, and ali the ancient ceremonies have now 
disappeared from the English Service except the signing with the cross. It is scarcely necessary 
to add that these ceremonies are no part of the essentials of the Holy Baptism, and that so 
much popular superstition had grown up around them as to make their abolition appear desÌ
rable to those who reconstructed the Offices of the Church of England»: The Annotated Book 
01 Common Prayer Being an Historical, Ritual, and Theological Commentary on the Devotional 
System 01 the Church 01 England, ed. by J. H. BLUNT, London, Rivingtons, 1866, pt. II, p. 210. 
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East India Company? If an evaluation of the Malabar Rites was impossible 
without assessing the importance and orthodoxy of the innovations brought 
by Roberto Nobili, in the same way the stand of the complainants, the French 
Capuchin on the Coast of Coromandel, had to be judged on the basis of their 
past records and of their relation towards the authority of the Holy See. Just 
as the very foundation of the Capuchin Order in the Sixteenth Century had 
been polluted by the apostasy of Bernardino Ochino (24), an originaI sin that 
was probably active even in the Twentieth Century when (as Sergio Luzzatto 
has recently argued) the figure of Padre Pio da Pietrelcina was extolled even 
to provide a new and adequate foundation to the Capuchins (25), so Fr. 
Ephrem de Nevers (t1694), founder of the Catholic mission of Madras , 
expressed a similar peculiar ambiguity: a christic figure to whom only the stig
mata were lacking, but who, like Christ or the later alter Christus Padre Pio , 
had necessarily to pass through the persecution of the ecclesiastic establish
ment. After the loss of its temporal power, the Holy Office could not use impris
onment to restrain the dangerous action of the Capuchin in San Giovanni 
Rotondo, so that all the attempts to organize his transfer to a convent in the 
region of Marche were fruitless. This was not the case for Fr. Ephrem de Nevers, 
tried by the Inquisition of Goa between 1649 and 1651. Even if he finally was 
l'eleased after being compelled to deliver a public profession of orthodoxy, 
nonetheless his reputation would never recover totally from such a slur; the sus
picion of heresy affecting the Capuchin missionaries would also be betrayed in 
the following decades in the report delivered by François-Marie de Tours to the 
Secretary of Propaganda Fide Carlo Agostino Fabroni. In fact Ephrem de 
Nevers was attacked by the Portuguese clergy of Sao Thomé de Maliapur (once 

(24) Bernardino Tommassini, calied Ochino (he was born in Siena in «contrada dell'Oca» 
in 1487), had been Definitore Generale and Vicario Generale in the newly-established Capuchin 
Order. He gained a great reputation as a preacher all throughout Italy and showed an in crea
sing affinity with the Italian evangelical groups, so that in 1542 he decided to leave the 
Capuchins and the Catholic Church, fleeing to Geneva. His anti-Trinitarian beliefs provoking 
ire amongst more orthodox Protestants, he decided to settle in the tolerant Principality of 
Transylvania, but died en route in Austerlitz (in 1564 or 1565), hosted by the Venetian Anabaptist 
Niccolò Paruta. K. BENRATH, Bernardino Ochino Von Siena: Ein Beitrag Zur Geschichte Der 
Relormation: Mit Original-Dokumenten, Portrà't Und Schriltprobe, Leipzig, Fues, 1875; D. 
BERTRAND-BARRAUD, Les idées philosophiques de Bernardin Ochin, de Sienne, Paris, J. Vrin, 1924; 
R: H. BAINTON, Bern~rdino Ochino: esule e riformatore senese del Cinquecento, 1487-1563, 
F1renze, ? c. Sansom, 1941; G.G. WILUAMS, The Theology 01 Bernardino Ochino, Tubingen, 
PhD thesls, 1955; B. NICOUNI, Il pensiero di Bernardino Ochino, Bologna, Pàtron, 1970. 

(25) S. LUZZATTO, Padre Pio: miracoli e politica nell'Italia del Novecento, Torino, Einaudi, 
2007, p. 31. 
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a fortress of the Estado da india but then fallen under the direct rule of the 
Muslim king of Golkonda) on the basis of three specific accusations, all related 
to the peculiar apostolate he was undertaking in Madras. The first issue con
cerned a form of iconoclasm: Fr. Ephrem de Nevers asserted that the Trinity 
should not be depicted and - according to the witnesses gathered against him -
he was generally suspicious towards all representations, which he interpreted 
as leaning towards idolatry. On the basis of an alleged generaI practice of the 
Capuchins in France, he opposed the presence of statues in his church, allow
ing only paintings. The second great accusation levelled against Fr. Ephrem 
concerned his ideas on the nature of Anglican orders, an issue that was dis
cussed within the Catholic Church for centuries until Pope Leo XIII declared 
in 1896 with the Bull Apostolica? Cura? that these orders are «absolutely null 
and utterly void» (26). In the mid-Seventeenth Century, Ephrem de Nevers, 
living among the Anglicans of Fort St. George, had come to the conclusion 
that even if the Englishmen were schismatic, nonetheless their clergy had been 
duly ordained. The consequence was clearly that they were able to celebrate 
the Mass and effectively consecrate the Eucharist. Finally, the third issue was 
the nature of the respect due to the holy cross. The Inquisitors believed that 
this should be latria (worship) (27), whereas Ephrem - following the doctrine 
that was set in 787 at the Second Council of Nicaea (28) - claimed that it was 

(26) G. RAM!lALDI, Ordinazioni anglicane e sacramento dell'Ordine nella Chiesa: aspetti sto
rici e teologici. A cento anni dalla Bolla Apostolicae Curae di Leone XIII, Roma, Editrice 
Pontificia Università Gregoriana, 1995. 

(27) This was the dominant Catholic doctrine, as expounded by AQUINAS, Summa Theologùe, 
cit., 3a, q. 25, a. 4. 

(28) «We decree with full precision and care that, like the figure of the honoured and life-
giving cross, the revered and holy images whether painted or made of m?saic or of other sui
table material, are to be exposed in the holy churches of God, on sacred mstruments and vest
ments, on walls and panels, in houses and by public ways; these are the images of our Lord, 
God and saviour, Jesus Christ, and of our Lady without blemish, the holy God-bearer, and of 
the revered angels and of any of the saindy holy men [ ... ] Certainly this is not the full adora
tion [ÙÀlJeLV'!ÌV Àm:geLav] in accordance with our faith, which is properly paid only to the 
divine nature but it resembles that given to the figure of the honoured and life-giving cross, 
and also to the holy books of the gospels and to other sacred cult objects. Further, people are 
drawn to honour these images with the offering of incense and lights, as was piously establis
hed by ancient custom. lndeed, the honour paid to an image travers:s it, re~ching the ~odel; 
and he who venerates the image, venerates the person represented m that lmage». ThlS for
mulation was given in the «definition» (ogoç) of the Coucil: Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils, 
ed. by N. P. TANNER SJ, 2 voll., London-Washington, Sheed & Ward-Georgetown University 
Press, 1990, I, pp. 135*-136*. 
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a case of relative veneration, the faithful being compelled to pay respect to 
the cross merely for the meaning that the sign represented. Ephrem was 
caught in Sao Tomé, transferred to Goa, kept for a couple of years in the pris
ons of the Inquisitionand eventually released after a public repentance in the 
Cathedral. The case of Fr. Ephrem was reported in Europe by French trav
ellers like François Le Gouz de la Boullaye (161O?-1669) (29) andJean-Baptiste 
Tavernier (1605-1689) (30); their works were also known to Charles Dellon , 
the author of a famous description of the Goa Inquisition in which the case 
of Fr. Ephrem was referred to as a sort of precedent and prefiguration for 
the fate that also occurred to Dellon hirnself (31). 

It is in such a context that Nicolao Manucci devoted space in his amor
phous Storia del Mogol to the case of Fr. Ephrem (32). A Venetian traveller 
and self-made medical doctor, he was interested in defending the Capuchins 
mainly because their enemies, the Jesuits, were also his own enemies (the dif
ference in the origin of the two convergent aversions was not very relevant) (33). 

(29) Les Voyages et Observations du sieur de la Boullaye Le Gouz, gentil-homme angevin, 
OÙ sont décrites les Religions, Gouuernemens & situations des Estats et Royaumes d'Italie, Grece, 
Natolie, Syrie, Perse, Palestine, Karamenie, Kaldée, Assyrie, grand Mogo~ Bijapour, Indes Orientales 
des Portugais, Arabie, Egypte, Hollande, grande Bretagne, Irlande, Dannemark, Pologne, Isles & 
autres lieux d'Europe, Asie & Affrique où il a séjourné, le tout enrichy de Pigures; Et Dedié à 
l'Eminentissime Cardinal Cappom; Paris, Gervais Clousier, 1653, pp. 223- 225. 

(30) Les Six Voyages de Jean Baptiste Tavernier, Ecuyer Baron d'Aubonne, qu'il a fait en Turquie, 
en Perse, et aux Indes, Pendant l'espace de quarante ans, & par toutes les routes que l'on peut 
tenir: accompagnez d'observations particulieres sur la qualité, la religion, le gouvernement, les coutu
mes & le commerce de chacque pai's; avec les figures, le poids, & la valeur des monnoyes qui y 
ont cours. Seconde Partie, ou il est parlé des Indes, & des Isles voisines, Paris, Gervais Clouziers 
et Claude Barbin, 1686, pp. 138-146. 

(31) Relation de I.:Inquisition de Goa, Paris, Daniel Horthemels, 1688, pp. 15-16, 137. 
(32) Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana, Venezia (BNMV), lt. Z. 44 (=8299), pp. 125-147 (ori

ginal paging of a section towards the end of the volume); English translation and comment 
with other related documents (but without Manucci's original text, still unpublished) in N. 
MANUCCI, Storia Do Mogor: Or, Mogul India, 1653-1708 By Niccolao Manucci Venetian, transl. 
and ed. by W. IRVINE, Calcutta, Editions lndian, 1907 (orig. ed. London, 1907), I, pp. 407-457. 
A recent study on Manucci is S. SUBRAHMANYAM, Purther Thoughts on an Enigma: The Tortuous 
Li/e of Nicolò Manucct; 1638-c. 1720, in «lndian Economie and Social History Review» XLV 
(2008), pp. 35-76. ' 

(33) Manucci had a strong aversion to the Jesuit Fr. François Catrou (1659- 1737), who 
had established the famous Journal de Trévoux in 1701. In 1705 Catrou published a work whose 
full tide was Histoire générale de l'empire du Mògol depuis sa fondation sur les Mémoires por
tugais de Manoucht; par le p. Pr. Catrou (Paris, chez Jean de Nully). The tide betrayed the rea
~ons. fo~ Manuc~i's rage: the Jesuit had gained access to a copy of Manucci's text and, editing 
lt Wlth mformatlOn taken from other authors, had published it without asking the permission 
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The section of Manucci's manuscript concerning the persecution suffered by 
Fr. Ephrem de Nevers is written with the same handwriting that can be found 
in several documents that the French Capuchins of Pondichéry and Madras 
sent to Rome at the beginning of the Eighteenth Century that were almost 
certainly drafted by the friar Eusebe de Bourges (34). 

Manucci's whole Storia del Mogol highlights a peculiar complicity, if not 
primary responsibility, of the J esuits in any attack moved against the Capuchins. 
Such a model, that was projected in the past in order to establish a sort of 
aetiology, also acted in the present - at the beginning of the Eighteenth 
Century - as a model of interpretation able to explain how the Capuchins 
and the Jesuits, on opposite fronts on the issue of the spiritual jurisdiction on 
the Tamil Christians and consequendy dissenting also on the need of an accom
modatio, could eventually both be victims of the jurisdictional war waged in 
1704 by the Papal Legate Carlo Tomaso Maillard de Tournon. The Patriarch 
of Antioch during his stay in Pondichéry, while awaiting passage to China, 
tried to assert the Roman jurisdiction. On 23 June 1704 he issued the decree 
Inter graviores against the exuberant autonomy of the J esuits in the issue of 
the Malabar Rites; nonetheless, his attack on the Capuchins of Madras was 
even stronger, accusing them of being insubordinate to his Apostolic author-

of the Venetian and claiming authorship. Manucci reacted by sending his originaI manuscript 
to the Venetian Senate through Fr. Eusebe de Bourges: «olfato procuratore yl R. p.e frey 
Euzebio de Bourges Capucino, Missionario franses de cuesta yndia, che adeso parte per Europa, 
y por dare satisfasione A vv. SS. y mostrare là mia veritad, poderano vedere là opera che yo 
Mando yl vero oreginale, y por testimone dy cuesto mandò la. 4. parte che segue la mia ysto
ria, le cualy portera il supre dito RR.». BNMV, It. Z. 44 (=8299), without page numbers, second 
page of the dedication under the title «yl curiosi y benigno lettore, me dare licencia de meludire 
cuesta mia pratice», at the beginning of the volume. 

(34) See for instance Archivio della Congregazione per l'Evangelizzazione dei Popoli «de 
Propaganda Fide», Roma (=AFF), SOCP 23, ff. 77-78r (letter written from Fr. Eusebe de Bourges 
on 30 September 1705 at Saumur); ff. 85-9lv (Detail de l'af/aire suscité aux Capuçins de la Mission 
de Madras par Monseigneur Dom Charles Thomas Maillard de Tournon Patriarche d'nrttlu'~7JI:' 

Visiteur de la Chine &.); Archivio della Congregazione per la Dottrina della Fede, Città del Vaticano 
(=ACDF), St. St., QQ l-i, ff. l4l-l44v (Copia duna [sicJ lettera del R. P.re Eusebio de Bourges 
Capuccino Missionario dell'Indie Orientali al R. P. Timotheo de la /leche, Paris, 1 February 1706) 
The volumes in the historical archives of the former Roman Holy Office that concern the 
Malabar Rites controversy (mainly ACDF, St. St., QQ 1, volumes from a to p) have no 
or folio numbering. In order to quote precisely each of the many documents 
any of those volumes I have chosen to adopt a system of virtual paging, quoting each 
sage according the folio number that each volume would have if it were numbered acc:or<iìn!!' 
to the common use. 
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ity. By tracing back the essential hostility of the J esuits to the Capuchins (a 
hostility which to the latter amounted to real persecution), it was possible for 
Manucci to rule out any kind of interpretation aiming at detecting concrete 
common interests between the two religious orders, at least in relation to the 
jurisdictional pretensions of the Holy See, which was engaged in an attack 
against both these missions. In Manucci's account of the persecution suffered 
by Fr. Ephrem, the Jesuits were therefore portrayed as willing executioners of 
a repressive system based on ignorance and envy. 

The case of Fr. Ephrem, parish priest of a Catholic community in a small 
English fortress under the paramount sovereignty of the king of Golkonda 
became famous in Europe. We know from Tavernier's writing that whil~ 
Ephrem was in prison, his brother Monsieur de Chateau de Bois Counsellor 
in t~e Parliament of Paris, took actions with the Ambassador of' Portugal to 
obtam orders for the release of Fr. Ephrem from king Dom Joao IV (35). Roman 
archival documents also show that the GeneraI Procurator of the Capuchins 
to the Holy See, Fr. Marcantonio Galizzi da Carpenedolo (36), and the Titular 
Archbishop of Myra and Apostolic Administrator of J apan, the Franciscan 
Francesco Antonio Frasella di San Felice (37) (then residing in Goa) intervened 
in favour of Fr. Ephrem, so that the Congregation de Propaganda Fide dis
cussed his case between the 7 September 1650 and 15 J anuary 1652. The ini
tial strategy was to act in Lisbon by informal channels but then, as the situ
ation appeared more dramatic and no solution was in sight, the choice was 
to request the Roman Inquisition to ask the Inquisition of Goa to release the 
Capuchin on the grounds that his innocence was obvious (38). The reaction 

(~~) Les Six Voyag~s de Jean Baptiste Tavernier, cit., 2, p. 143. 
.( ) Fr. Mar~antoruo was the author of works on the thought of Bonaventura da Bagnoregio. 

Lextcon Capucctnum: Promptuarium Historico-Bibliographicum Ordinis Fratrum Minorum 
Capuccinorum (1525-1950), Romae, Bibliotheca Collegli Internationalis S. Laurentii Brundusini, 
1951, col. 1039. 

(37) Cfr. G. SORGE, Matteo De Castro (1594-1677): Profilo di una figura emblematica del 
conflitto giurisdizionale tra Goa e Roma nel secolo XVII, Bologna, Clueb, 1986, pp. 34, 36-37, 
40-42, 44-47. Frasella was also spelled as «Frassella» and «Frascella». See Hierarchia Catholica 
Medii Aevi, Sive, Summorum Pontificum, S.R.E. Cardinalium, Ecclesiarum Antistitum Series: Ab 
Anno 1198 Usque Ad Annum [1903] Perducta: E Documentis Tabularii Praesertim Vaticani 
~o!lecta, Digesta, ~dita, P. Gauchat (ed.), A pontificatu Clementis PP. VIII (1592) usque ad pon
tificatum Alexandrt PP. VII (1667), ed. by C. Eubel et al., Monasterii, Libraria Regensbergiana, 
1935, IV, p. 251 (corrected at p. xv). 

(38) AFF, Acta 1650, f. 415v, n. 9; Acta 1651, f. 98; Acta 1651, ff. 104v-105; Acta 1652, ff. 
33v-34; Acta 1652, ff. 3v-4. 
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of the Holy Office was extremely cold. In the congregation held on 31 J anuary 
1652 (it was a Wednesday meeting, one not in the presence of Pope Clement 
IX) it was decided that attention would be paid to the memoirs sent from 
Fra~ella; much more importantly, the Secretary of the Holy Office, Card. 
Francesco Barberini Sr., was requested to inform Propaganda Fide that on no 
account the missionary secretariat make in future requests to the Roman 
Inquisition in a imperative mode again, as within the Roman administration 
the latter was superior to the former (39). The case of Ephrem de Nevers not 
only gave the chance for a clash between Propaganda Fide and the Holy Office, 
but also became, together with the account of Charles Dellon, one of the most 
well-known cases of inquisitorial oppression. 

The final canonization was the publication of the story of Fr. Ephrem in 
the Histoire des Inquisitions published anonymously by the J ansenist scholar 
Claude Pierre Goujet (1697-1767) (40). The work appeared in 1759, when the 
Society of Jesus was suppressed in Portugal, and merely reproduced the sec
tion on Fr. Ephrem written by Tavernier. In this way the idea became gener
ally accepted that the Capuchin had been released from the Goan Inquisition 
because the King of Golkonda, affectionate to the friar, had threatened to 
destroy Sao Tomé if the Holy Office persisted in keeping him in jail. Manucci, 
who clearly expressed the point of view of the Capuchins in his Storia do Mogol, 
does not mention this intervention at all. The providential and mighty inter
vention of the Muslim king led to a triumphal release of Fr. Ephrem de 
Nevers. In Goujet's account of Fr. Ephrem there was also a print showing the 
procession held in his honour, as he was released from the Santa Casa of the 
Goan Inquisition and moved towards the convent of his Capuchin confreres. 
The pastor of a marginaI Catholic community, on better terms with a hereti
cal government than with his own ecclesiastical hierarchy, was finally projected 
in a glocal constellation. In a somehow similar way the fight that Juan de Palafox 

(39) «Relato Decreto Sacrre Congregationis de propaganda fide circa supplicem libellus fra
tris Britij Rhedonensis Capuccini petens, ut sacra Congregatio dignetur pro~dere! u.t ~rater Ephr~m 
Capuccinus Missionarius Aposto~icus in ~ndijs G.ore carc~ratu~. sub falsis. Ctl~Illnl~US hrereslO
rum libertati donetur titulo sure mnocenUre stanubus tesumonl)s EpiSCOpi Mirensis, decretum 
ut videantur scripturre dicti Episcopi Mirensis, et dicatur D. Secretario Sacrre Congregati?ni~ 
Sanctii Officii non rescribere Sacram Congregationem de propaganda fide Sacrre CongregatlOnl 
Sancti Officij: qure est super omnes Congregationes, modo imperativo»: ACDF, Decreta S. O. 
1652, f. 19. 

(40) Histoire des Inquisitions, OÙ l'on rapporte l'ori gin & les progrès de ces Tribunaux, leurs 
variations, & la forme de leur ]urisdiction, Cologne, Pierre Marteau, 1759, II, pp. 158-174. 
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y Mendoza (1600-1659) engaged in against the Jesuits in Mexico transcended 
its local terms and in the eyes of the adversaries of the Society of J esus he 
became a symbol, which was ultimately to be sanctioned by declaring his sanc
tity (41). 

3. Malabar Rites 

At the beginning of the Eighteenth Century, the adaptationist methods of 
the J esuits became the target of the attacks of several actors, mainly Apostolic 
missionaries of the Pontifical Congregation De Propaganda Fide (both religious 
and secular priests), as well as of some laymen, like the Venetian Nicolao 
Manucci. The Roman archival sources show that, contrary to common belief, 
the controversy on the Malabar Rites did not really start with the presenta
tion in 1703 of the Questions of François-Marie de Tours to Propaganda 
Fide (42). A discussion occurred in a Particular Congregation of Propaganda 
Fide held in Rome between 17 and 22 December 1702 can be considered the 
moment in which the Holy See started to consider again, after the contro
versy on Roberto Nobili had been solved by Gregory XV in 1623 with the 
Brief Romana? Sedis Antistes} the complaints moved against the way the Society 
of Jesus undertook its missionary endeavour in South India (43). Cardinals Carlo 
Barberini (Prefect), Gasparo Carpegna, Fabrizio Spada, Leandro Colloredo, 
Benedetto Pamphilj, Giuseppe Sacripante, Fabrizio Paolucci and Giuseppe 

(41) See for instance C. ALVAREZ DE TOLEDO, Politics and Reform in Spain and Viceregal 
Mexico: The L/le and Thought of ]uan De Palafox, 1600-1659, Oxford-New York, Clarendon 
Press-Oxford University Press, 2004 (1st ed. 2000); A. R. GARCIA, St. Palafox: Methaphorical 
Images of Disputed Sainthood, eh. 10 of Colonial Saints: Discovering the Holy in the Americas, 
1500-1800, edited by A. Greer, J. Bilinkoff, New York, Routledge, 2003, pp. 193- 207. 

(42) Fr. de Tours' memorandum has lately been presented once again as the start of the 
Malabar Rites controversy in the paper Inquisizione romana e riti malabarici: una controversia 
read by Sabina Pavone at the International Conference A dieci anni dall'apertura dell'archivio 
della Congregazione per la dottrina della fede: storia e archivi dell'inquisizione, held in Rome 
(Accademia dei Lincei, Biblioteca del Senato and Biblioteca Casanatense) on 21-23 February 
2008. De Tours' memorandum is definitely the public start of the controversy, but in the years 
immediately before 1703 the conflict between some missionaries of Propaganda Fide and the 
Jesuits working in Madurai, Mysore and «Carnate» had already taken a dear shape that can 
be understood by considering the relevant documents kept in APF. 

(43) APF, Acta CP 2 (1701-1717), f. 31. During our ongoing researches on the Malabar 
Rites controversy it has not been possible to find other denunciations of the Jesuit accommo
datio in India dating between the Romanm Sedis Antistes and the letters of Della Valle and 
Placente. 



94 Paolo Aranha 

Renato Imperiali were informed about the files sent from two Italian missionaries 
working in the Tamil country, Fr. Guglielmo Della Valle, a Theatine settled 
in Madras (Madraspatan), and the secular priest Fr. Ignazio Placente. Both 
Della Valle and Placente were primarily concerned with the activities of the 
Jesuit missionaries, mainly of the French nation, that in their view had cre
ated turmoil in the Eastern Indies Christianity. According to them, the Fathers 
of the Society of J esus daimed in fact an exdusive jurisdiction on the Indian 
neophytes and consistently impeded with prepotence missionaries of other 
orders, as well secular priests, from entering that field, even though there was 
a great ne ed of more workers for such a big harvest of souls. Furthermore, 
Guglielmo Della Valle and Ignazio Placente «blamed the same Fathers because 
they did not follow the pure Catholic Rite, but practised many superstitious 
and idolatrie rites and ceremonies» (44). Moreover, according to the two Italian 
missionaries, the Jesuits did not observe the Bulls and authority of the Pope, 
being presented as less involved in missionary activities than what amounted 
to a shameful trade. It should be noted, however, that this complaint did not 
apply to the Jesuit missionaries posted on the Fishery Coast, who were engaged 
in a restless apostolate for the salvation of the souls. As a solution to these 
problems Della Valle and Placente suggested that the Congregation of 
Propaganda Fide send an Apostolic Visitor in the East Indies. The two Italian 
priests wrote that this very message was conveyed in greater detail by their 
compatriot Fr. Giovanni Appiani, another Apostolic Missionary, who was 
already on his way to Rome (45). 

In fact the initiative of Fr. Ignazio Placente can be interpreted in the light 
of a letter that he sent from Pondichéry on 20 January 1702 to the Prefect of 
Propaganda Fide (46). In it Placente besearched the protection of the Cardinal 

(44) «Si dolgono ancora de' medesimi PP. perché non osservano il puro Rito Cattolico, ma 
praticano molte ceremonie, e Riti superstiziosi, e idolatri»: ibidem. 

(45) Appiani, in a letter written in Paris on 20 August 1702, stated that he had been appoin
ted by an assembly of Apostolic Missionaries in order to communicate to Rome correct news 
on the condition of the Mughal mission (including even regions beyond the actual reach of the 
Mughal Empire). The Theatine Fathers of Goa had bestowed on him a similar charge and 
departure had been approved by his direct superior, the Titular Archbishop of Ancyra Mons. 
Ferdinando Palma (cal1ed Pietro Paolo da San Francesco, when he was Carmelite), and 
raged by the Apostolic Vicar in Malabar and Titular Bishop of Metel1opolis, Angelo Francesco 
di Santa Teresa (another Carmelite). By 23 July 1702 Appiani had reached the harbour ofPort
Louis on a French ship and on 14 August he was in Paris, planning to reach Rome within a 
month. APF, SRC, Indie Orientali e Cina 8, f. 267. 

(46) APF, SRC, Indie Orientali e Cina 8, ff. 12 Or-v. 
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Barberini on the basis of a connection that bis unde, Don Benedetto Gerace 
(<<Hyerace»), born in the homonymous Calabrian town of Gerace, had with 
the late Cardinals Antonio and Francesco Barberini Sr. Under their patron
age, Gerace had been appointed Bishop of Lipari (1650- 1660) (47); he had 
eventually died in Rome. Ignazio Placente was therefore writing to Card. 
Francesco Barberini J r. as the nephew of a man who had been greatly favoured 
by the Barberini family. Placente requested the Cardinal to appoint him offi
cially as an Apostolic Missionary to the East Indies, the region where he was 
already settled (48). The accusations moved against the Jesuits by Ignazio 
Placente could therefore be linked to his aspirations to achieve the status of 
Apostolic Missionary, an ecdesiastic condition which in concrete terms meant 
a substantial financial endowment (49). By showing his concern for both the 
spread and the conservation of the pure Catholic faith in the missions of the 
East, Placente could therefore have been pleading his own case and interests 
by the means of showing his usefulness to Propaganda Fide. 

On 15 January 1702, just 5 days before his letter asking Card. Barberini 
for the grace to be elevated to the status of Apostolic Missionary, Ignazio 
Placente had written a long letter containing a detailed charge against the way 
the J esuits were proceeding in their mission in the Tamil region (50). More 
precisely, Placente's polemical target were the French Jesuits working on the 
Coromandel Coast (Costa di Ciurmandella). They were, he argued, establish
ing new rites and ecdesiastic ceremonies, both in marriages and in the inter
ment of the de ad and in the order of processions, confusing and mixing up 
everything with the rites of the Gentiles, to the extent that - for the sake of 

(47) P. GAUCHAT, A ponti/icatu Clementis PP. VIII, cit., p. 222. 
(48) In the year 1701 he had been welcomed in the Kingdom of Bengala by Fr. Nicolò Pio 

Pascoli on behalf of the Bishop of Ancyra. Pascoli had sent Placente to Surat in order to let 
him swear the oath of al1egiance to the Congregation of Propaganda Fide, required to become 
an Apostolic Missionary. Placente writes however that, probably as a consequence of his many 
sins, he only reached Surat when Mons. Palma was already dead. For this reason he had dared 
to disturb Card. Francesco Barberini Jr. 

(49) An idea of the financial expenses that Propaganda Fide had to bear in the XVIII Century 
in order to support its missionaries is given in J. METZLER, Die Kongregation in Zeitalter der 
Aufkliirung: Struktur, Missionspliine und Maflnahmen allgemeiner Art (1700- 1795), in Sacra e 
Congregationis de Propaganda Fide memoria rerum: 350 anni a servizio delle missioni, ed. by J. 
Metzler, Rom-Freiburg-Wien, Herder, 1973, II, specifica1ly pp. 64-72. 

(50) APF, SOCP 22, ff. 360-362v. The fact that the two letters had been written at distance 
of 5 days only can be easily understood considering that both messages would have been sent 
on the same ship. 
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decency - it was impossible to explain everything, but the mere order of the 
ceremonies they performed. Even more precisely, the victims of the J esuits were 
the Indian Christians of the city of Pondichéry, where these Fathers held the 
office of parish priests for the Tamil people (gente Malaver) (51); these Christians 
were the very ones amongst whom the J esuits used to perform their shame
ful ceremonies, of which Placente could not describe the whole, but only the 
most curious (non li discrivo totalment'il tutto, m'il più curioso). Placente dealt 
with superstitions foliowed by the Christian converts (mainly during marriages 
and funerals) rather than with the rituals of the pagans. 

The perfect correspondence of the data referred by Placente with two illus
trations drawn by another Apostolic Missionary, Giovanni Battista de Maij, is 
surprising. The latter was a member of the party accompanying Carlo Tomaso 
Maillard de Tournon; on 26 June 1704, just a few days before their departure 
to the Philippines, he wrote from Pondichéry to a cardinal in Rome (proba
bly Carlo Barberini) (52). De Maij sent a brief account on the religion of the 
Indian pagans (focused mainly on the trimurtt') , on their ceremonies and their 
government. Re claimed that his source was a manuscript written by a J esuit 
missionary. In fact the visual illustrations of the pagan burials and weddings (53) 

that de Maij attached to his letter corresponded in detail to what Placente had 
been writing two years before in order to describe the ceremonies not of the 
pagans, but of the paganizing Christians under the direction of the J esuits. 
Furthermore, the same rituals were denounced in a third source, of a very dif
ferent nature, namely the part IV of the Storia del Mogol of Nicolao Manucci (54), 

(51) Malabar is properly the historical name of the region today called Kerala. In the 
Seventeenth-Eighteenth Centuries the Tamil region was part of the Jesuit Province of Malabar. 
Moreover «the Portuguese [ .. .J sailing from Malabar on voyages of exploration [. .. ] made their 
acquaintance with various places on the eastern or Coromandel Coast [ ... ] and finding the lan
guage spoken by the fishing and sea-faring classes on the eastern coast similar to that spoken 
on the western, they carne to the conclusion that it was identica! with it, and called it in con
sequence by the same name - viz. Malabar [ .. .J A circumstance which naturally confirmed the 
Portuguese in their notion of the identity of the people and language of Coromandel Coast 
with those of Malabar was that when they arrived at Cael, in Tinnevelly, on the Coromandel 
Coast [ .. .] they found the King of Quilon (one of the most important places on the Malabar 
Coast) residing there». R. CALDWELL, A Comparative Grammar of the Dravidian or South Indian 
Family of Languages, London, Triibner, 18752, pp. 10-12, quoto in HJ 541. 

(52) ASV, Fondo Albani 228, ff. 168-183v. 
(53) ASV, Fondo Albani 228, ff. 182v, Esequie, ò sia Processione che li Gentili fanno nel 

tempo delle loro esequie; f. 183, Processione fatta dalli Gentili nel tempo di Matrimonio. 
(54) Storia do Mogor, cit., III, pp. 1-71. 
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that reached Lorenzo Tiepolo, the Venetian Ambassador in Paris, by January 
1706 (55). The description that Placente drafted in 1702, either based or not 
on Jesuit sources as claimed by Giovanni Battista de Maij, was going to pro
vide a sort of compact set of knowledge on the idolatry, real or just assumed, 
into which the Tamil Christians had fallen as a consequence of being misled 
by their J esuit missionaries. The accusation became standardized and its dr
culation much easier, so that a commonly shared view on the Indian supersti
tion could take shape and compete in Europe as an authoritative interpreta
tion of the J esuit missions in the Tamil country. One of the most interesting 
tasks in a study on the controversy on the Malabar Rites is therefore the recon
struction of the local missionary context within which a standardized inter
pretation of paganism and of accommodated Christianity, often represented as 
one and the same, eventually emerged. The pictures that we have mentioned, 
similar to many others concerning the Chinese Rites (56), represent in a very 
icastic way the glocal transmission by which forms of ethnographic knowledge, 
drafted in terms of accusations, were standardized and made available for lob
bying at the other end of the world, in the Roman curia. 

4. Conclusions: GIocaI networks 

The two cases of Ephrem de Nevers and the first charges against the 
Malabar Rites have been considered here as examples that might support a 
gIocaI paradigm within the history of missions. The gIocaI dimension is a syn
thesis that tries to highlight the global dimension without losing the local one. 
The hope is clearly to avoid the eurocentrism into which we would fali if we 
were to pay attention only to movements of European missionaries around 
the globe, to the flow of information from the periphery to the centre and 
consequently the transmission of orders and instructions along the reverse direc
tion. Rather, the model that we have presented here is instead based on the 
assumption that, within the narrow margins of the early modern colonial set-

(55) N. MANUCCI, Storia Del Mogol, (partial edition), ed. by P. Falchetta, Milano, Franco 
Maria Ricci, 1986, I, p. 35. . 

(56) The model can be found even in representations of a much later period and concer
ning Asian regions other than India and China, as for instance Cochinchina. See APF, SOCP 
75 (1822- 1833), f. 383: Breve idea del modo, ed ordine, onde con cerimonia sacro-pagana si cele
brano in Cocincina i funerali, e si portano i cadaveri a seppellir nel Cimitero da' Cristiani. 



r 

98 Paolo Aranha 

tlements in South India, local dynamics took pIace that would eventually exert 
considerable effects on a global scale and at a great distance. 

A glocalized interpretation of missionary history might lead to a greater 
convergence with fields of research like economic history, where the concept 
has been initialiy tested. Such a possibility should not be considered as a loss 
of the peculiar specificity of missions, but as the recognition of what the 
sources betray, even though historians have difficulties in understanding them. 
An example can illustrate this point. In Storia del Mogol, Manucci defends 
the Capuchin Fr. Michel Ange de Tours, parish priest in Madras, daiming that 
he was punished unjustly by the Patriarch of Antioch (57). In fact the crux 
of the controversy was that Fr. Michel Ange had been entrusted a consider
able amount of money by an Armenian Dominican priest named Fr. Dominic, 
who had passed away in Madras on 24 November 1703; this money had been 
gathered among the Armenian communities in the East and was meant for 
the support of the Dominican Province of Greater Armenia or Naxivan (58). 

The Abbé Francesco Giacinto Biandrate di San Giorgio, Apostolic 
Commissioner sent from Patriarch de Tournon to Madras, had requested Fr. 
Michel Ange to hand the money over as it was to be transferred to the 
Apostolic Camera of the Holy See. 

This incident triggered an extremely complex conflict. The interesting point 
is that Manucci daims that Biandrate di San Giorgio wanted the money of 
the Armenian Dominican in order to establish the capital for an Italian trad
ing company. The Abbé hoped that Manucci might help in obtaining a fir
man (royal decree) from the emperor Aurangzeb to concede the new ltalian 
company freedom of trade within the Mughal empire. The Venetian dedined 

(57) Storia do Mogor, cit., IV, pp. 1-55, 99-105. 
(58) The name of the region is also spelt as Nakhitchevan, Naxijewan and Naxcevan. It 

was a part of Armenia where Catholics exerted a special influence. Sin ce the Fourteenth cen
tury the pastoral care was entrusted to the Fratres Unitores, the Armenian branch of the Fratres 
Peregrinantes, the missionaries of the Dominican Order. B. L. ZEKIYAN, La formazione e gli svi
luppi tra gli armeni di correnti ecclesiali simpatizzanti per la comunione romana. Spunti per una 
rilettura delle dinamiche storiche, in EYKOL:MIA. Studi miscellanei per il 75° di Vincenzo Poggi 
SI, a cura di V. Ruggeri e L. Pieralli, Soveria Mannelli, Rubbettino, 2003, p. 649. On the gene
ral history of the Fratres Unitores, see F. TOURNEBlZE, Les Frères Unitaires ou les Dominicains 
Arméniens (1330- 1794), in <<Revue de l'Orient Chrétien», XXII (1921-1922), pp. 145-161,249-
279; M. A. VAN DEN OUDENDRl]N O.P., Uniteurs et Dominicains d'Armenie, in «Oriens Christianus», 
XL (1956), pp. 94-112; XLII (1958), pp. 110-133; XLIII (1959), pp. 110-119; XLV (1961), pp. 
95-108; XLVI (1962), pp. 99-116. Fr. Dominic came from the convent of All Saints at «Baranein», 
sent by the Provincial Fr. «Stefano Surata». Letter of the Capuchin Father «Lorenzo 
D'Angoulesme» (Laurent d'Angouleme), without date. APF, SC, Indie Orientali e Cina 8, f. 7. 
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the proposal on account of his old age and by daiming that at that time he 
no longer had a dose relationship with the imperial court (59). According to 
Manucci, Biandrate di San Giorgio did not just need a contact with the 
Mughal court but also believed it was necessary to strengthen the presence of 
Italian missionaries on the Coromandel coast. This goal would be achieved by 
pushing the Capuchins out of Madras and the parish priest Fr. Paulo de Sii 
out of Cuddalore. They would be replaced by Italian missionaries sent by 
Propaganda fide, who would provide a support for the new Italian Company 
of the East Indies: they would «prepare the bed» and make everything ready 
for the officers and directors of the Company to come to the Indian coast. 
Moreover, the Italian missionaries would serve as intelligence agents, provid
ing the Company with ali the information necessary to ensure that profits would 
paraliel the endeavour put into the whole trading enterprise (60). 

(59) Storia do Mogor, cit., IV, pp. 4-6, 8. The original Portuguese text describes in the fol
lowing terms the intention of establishing an Italian trading company: «Be de saber em pri
meiro lugar (pois he certo) que o S[enh]or Abbade Fran[cis].co de Sao George, logo q[ue] 
chegòu a Madrasta, deo à entender por seus modos, q[ue] a sua primeira e principal intençao 
(exceptuando sua vizita) foi a buscàr meyos pera negoçiar na Costa de Chormandel, dos luga
res, em q[ue] fundar hu[m]a Companhia nova de alguns mercadores Italianos què pretendiao 
navegàr nos mares da India, & contratar nàs terras do Mogo!. O primeiro passo que deo sobre 
esto desenho foi sigùrar huma pessoa capaz, e de consideraçao que pudeçe soliçitar na corte 
esta diligençia, elalcançar do Rey hum firma; com olqual pùdeçe livre mente alnova e Italiana 
companhia tratar, e contratar neste seu tao admiravel comò dilatado emperjo, principal m[ent].e 
em Golconda, aonde ha minos de preçiozos diamantes, ou os conduzem allj os mercadores com 
façildade por ser mais proximo a Ellas. 

Pera o q[ue] selvaleo delmj? por falar allimgoa perçiana, e Industana com perfeiçao elter 
grande entrada com os Mouros, elmuita experiençia delles; olqual por velho elpor ter delpre
zente pouco trato nalCorte do Rey melescuzey. Comlolq[ue] se recorro, oIS[enh].or Abbade 
aloutras certas pessoas, mas como estes negoçios nao correm senao muito devagar; elnem 
selpodem acabar senao alpoder deldinheiro oltempo alquem por agora me remetto mostrara o 
suçeço deste primeiro avante, que athe olprezente senao sabe». BNMV, It. Z. 44 (=8299), pp. 
165-166 (originaI paging of a section entitled Relaçiio dolque passou em Madrasta patiio da che
gada do Ill[ustrisstJ.mo elReverendissimo S[enhJ.or Carlòs Thomas de Tournon Patriarcha de 
Antiochia elvizitador apostolico de China com poder de lega do a latere &/ athe alsua partida deste 
costa de Choromandel pera as Ilhas de Philipinas), with English translation in Storia do Mogor, 
I, pp. 5-6. 

(60) « .. em segundo lugar pareçeo essenti al ao S[enho]rAbbade para dar hum felis princi
pio alseu projeto; foi lançar fora de Madrasta os Capuchinhos, elde Codolur ao Rdo p.e Paulo 
de Saa que administra ambas as Igrejas de ally, como Parocho que he dellas, e colocar em lugar 
destes outros Padres Italianos que pudeçem defpouco alpouco mançam[en].te e sem estrado 
dispor todas, ou aslmais da couzas que foçem necessarias para olnegoçio; delmaneira que che
gando os S[enhor].es ministros eldirectores da nova companhia achacem alcama feita, eltudo 
leste [=lesto?] elaperelhado pera poder comecar logo seus contratos; e com alassistencia dos 
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At first sight Manucci's reconstruction of the projects envisaged by 
Biandrate di San Giorgio might appear somewhat fanciful; on the contrary, 
the Venetian's interpretation is confirmed by archival evidence that shows 
how relevant the connection was between evangelization and early modern 
European colonial trade in Asia. Fr. Giovanni Appiani, whom we have already 
mentioned in relation with Fr. Guglielmo della Valle and Fr. Ignazio Placente's 
denunciations of the Malabar Rites, wrote on 20 February 1701 to Cardinal 
Francesco Barberini (a member of the congregation of Propaganda flde) con
firming exacdy what Manucci daimed. Appiani had been sent to India in order 
to find a solution to the conflicts among missionaries that were making it impos
sible to assert the pre-eminence of Propaganda fide. Different nationalities, 
customs, doctrine, institutional bodies and principles created great confusion 
and could be overcome only when the authority of Propaganda flde had been 
acknowledged by all missionaries. To achieve this, Propaganda fide deemed it 
necessary to have as many Italian missionaries as possible in the eastern coun
tries, basing their policy on the assumption that Italian missionaries were nat
urally devout and obedient to the Congregation whereas missionaries of other 
nationalities more easily resorted to the authority of their sovereigns in order 
to avoid obedience to the Roman missionary secretariat. It was decided to invite 
«well regulated» religious priests from seminaries in Rome, Bologna or Genua 
or any other expedient Italian cities to the mission in the Indies. Appiani was 
appointed by Propaganda fide to find candidates for the eastern missions but 
Propaganda flde and also entrusted with a second more difficult task. The car
dinals of the Congregation had observed that «all» European nations had set
tlements, fortresses and cities on the coast and ports of the Mughal empire, 
in a position that allowed them to trade with Europe, Mrica and all the Asian 
kingdoms; Appiani was asked to solicit some of the wealthiest Italian mer
chants to form a company that would sail to and trade in the Mughal Empire, 
using the information that he would be able to provide them. The establish
ment of the Italian trading company wouldput an end to the quarrels amongst 
missionaries as Propaganda fide would be able to appoint its own representa
tives in all the colonies of the ltalian company and therefore assert its author
ity. The headquarters of the company and the residence of its Generai Directors 

p'es Italianos nos lugares referidos lhes nao faltariao avizos e notiçias deltudo para mayor asse
sto; pois sendo assi disposto selpodia esperar mediante albom gouverno que he serto olaviao 
de ter no negoçio logro equivalènte ao trabalho». BNMV, It. Z. 44 (=8299), p. 166, with 
English translation in Storia do Mogor, cit., I, pp. 6-7. 
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would be in Rome; the company would also have a commerciai port in the 
PapaI States. It was hoped that such a dose connection with the Holy See 
would prevent the possible problems that could derive from having the com
pany associated with another Italian state. If the Italian trading company to 
the East Indies could not be established, then a possible solution to the mis
sionary quarrels in India might be the appointment of an Apostolic Nuncio 
to Goa, in order to counteract the pretensions of the Portuguese Padroado 
with a direct representative of the Holy See. Finally, Appiani should propose 
any other suggestions that could help to increase the diffusion of the Catholic 
faith and defend the authority of Propaganda flde against the frequent attacks 
it suffered (61). 

(61) «4°. la diversità delle nazioni, de costumi, della dottrina, de corpi, e delle massime, 
generando, e nodrendo tutti i scompigli che vi sono tra i missionari, si osservava che mai si 
vedrebbe il fine di tanta miserie, sinche 1'autorità della Sacra Congregatione, venendo da tutti 
li missionari di qualunque corpo riconosciuta, non termini le differenze, con ridurre in se 
medesima tutta la disposizione delle missioni, facendo in maniera che ad essa medesima si apelli 
nelle cause ecclesiastiche che toccano li missionari e ad essa medesima si facci ricorso ne dubbi 
che occorrono per ottenere la decisione; il che non può facilmente riuscire sin che non vi siano 
in questi paesi molti operari Evangelici di nazione Italiana, per mezzo de quali si possino man
dare li ordini, e ricevere le giuste notizie, come quelli che sono naturalmente divoti della S. 
Congregatione che non avrà con li medesimi tante misure da prendere, come è obbligata con 
quelli di diverse nazioni, che si prevalgono dell' autorità de loro Principi naturali per palliare 
la loro o poca ubbidienza, o aversione contro la Sacra Congregatione, di cui soffrono mal volon
tieri l'autorità. 

5°. Perché questo mezzo potesse più facilmente porsi in esecuzione si considerava esser 
necessario d'eccitare i corpi di Religiosi ben regolati in Italia a mandar soggetti, e suscitare 
seminari di Preti Secolari in Roma, Bologna, Genova o altra città d'Italia opportuna per que
st'impresa, che mandassero parimente soggetti a queste missioni sotto la direzione ed ordini 
della S. Congregatione; e che avrebbe molto giovato a questo fine l'andata di una persona 
informata del sistema di questi Paesi, perché potesse dare i lumi necessari per prendere le più 
giuste misure. 

6°. Vedendo che tutte le nazioni dell'Europa sono in più e più luoghi stabilite con colo
nie numerose, fortezze e città, alle coste e porti di questo vasto Impero, che è opportunamente 
a portata di corrispondere, far trafico e commercio coll'Europa, Affrica, e tutti li Regni dell'Asia, 
si giudicò espediente d'incaricare la medesima persona, che si mandava di sollecitare alcuni de 
più ricchi mercanti d'Italia ad unire una Compagnia che mandasse anche vascelli a quest'Impero, 
il che non sarebbe stato molto dificile ad ottenersi, quando si avessero le giuste notizie delle 
disposizioni che vi sono, che la medesima Persona avrebbe suggerite. 

7° Con questo mezzo si sarebbe posto fine alle discordie tra i missionari venendo l'auto
rità della Santa Sede a gettare solidi fondamenti in questi Regni coll'assistenza de suoi ministri 
nelle colonie della nazione Italiana. . 

8° Si doveva avvertire di procurare che li Direttori Generali di questa Compagnia risie
dessero in Roma, ed avessero un Porto per il commercio ne' Stati della Chiesa, per evitare i 
scompigli che col tempo potrebbero nascere, venendo stabilita in altro Stato. 
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No trading company under the auspices of Propaganda fide was ever 
established, but the very fact that it had been discussed and examined is note
worthy (62). It shows a global economic venture, such as an ltalian trading 
company, being considered a possible solution to a local missionary problem, 
here the contested pre-eminence of Propaganda fide on the Coromandel coast. 
Moreover, in order to find the start-up capitaI for a company that had been 
envisaged primarily by the Roly See, an attempt was made to seize the money 
that Fr. Dominic had been able to gather among the Armenian merchants of 
the East and out of which he aIready hoped might derive income from a globaI 
network to be used on a more specific local cause. Manucci states that the 
aIms amount to 5000 pagodas (63); the Capuchin Fr. Laurent d'Angouleme trans
lated it into Roman terms, giving a figure of 10,000 scudi, aIso specifying that 
Fr. Dominic had invested this in ships involved in wholesale trade between 
Madras and Bengal, gaining 20% interest. When Fr. Dominic fell ill, he 
appointed three attorneys to execute his testament, namely Fr. Michel Ange 
de Bourges, Superior of the Madras mission, and two Portuguese meno Re 
asked Masses to be celebrated and alms to be given for the salvation of his 
soul, but most importantly gave instructions on how the capitaI he had gath
ered among the Armenian merchants of the East should be sent to his Province 
of Naxivan. We might imagine that the obvious way to do this was to send 
exchange bills directly from Madras to Persia. Fr. Dominic, though, instructed 
that the money be handed over to Armenian merchants for them to take to 
Bengal and onto Isphahan, from where the money was to be transferred to 
Venice and deposited in a bank, the interest it gained being used as a peri
odical income for his poverty-stricken convent in Greater Armenia (64). At 

9° Supposto che questa Compagnia non potesse stabilirsi, l'autorità della Santa Sede 
avrebbe potuto prender radice in queste parti, per l'assistenza d'un Nunzio apostolico in Goa. 

10° La persona che mandava doveva suggerire molt'altri spedienti particolari che servirebbero 
grandemente all'aumento della nostra S[anha Fede, ed allo stabilimento dell'autorità troppo 
vilipesa della S.[acra] Congregatione». AFF, SRC, Indie Orientali e Cina 8, ff. 62r-v. 

(62) The failed project of a Propaganda fide East India company can be compared with the 
project for a Luso-Italian East India Company that was envisaged in the years 1665-1685 and 
is currently studied in Portugal by the young Italian historian Antonella Viola. 

(63) BNMV, It. Z. 44 (=8299), p. 165, with English translation in Storia do Mogor, cit., I, 
p. 4. In 1700 a pagoda was equal to 12 English shillings. S. MENTZ, The English Gentleman 
Merchant at Work: Madras and the City of London 1660-1740, Copenhagen, Museum Tusculanum 
Press, 2005, p. 147. 

(64) « .. havendo dato buona parte di questo denaro alla Grossa, à vinti per cento sopra i 
vascelli che trafficano da Madras à Bengala, et essendosi in questo punto ammalato nell'ospi
tio nostro di Madras, e vedendosi morire, chiamò un Christiano del Paese per aiutare i suoi 
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the beginning of the Eighteenth Century, the poverty of a Dominican convent 
in a remote Caucasian region could be tackled by the use of a globaI trading 
network that, passing through Madras, extended its rea eh from the Far East 
to Venice. 
If in Madras Fr. Dominic considered this network the most expedient tool to 
solve the problems of his confreres in Naxivan, in Rome the same network was 
discovered to be a possible solution to the financiaI precariousness of the mis
sionaries of Propaganda Fide in the East. On 15 February 1701 Lorenzo 
Casone, PapaI Nuncio to Naples, wrote a letter to Card. Carlo Barberini (65). 

Casone had been asked by the latter to look in Naples for merchants who had 
correspondents in Isphahan or in other places in Persia. Bis efforts had been 
vain and he was very sorry about it as he was aware that, by finding merchants 
whose network extended up to that region, it would have been possible to pay 
the salaries to the missionaries who were toiling there «in the Lord's vineyarro>. 
Nevertheless, a merchant had informed him that in Venice and Leghorn it was 
possible to find Armenian merchants who could help Propaganda Fide in ensur
ing the payment of its missionaries. These were the Armenians of New Julfa, 
today a suburb of Isphahan, who had developed a commerciaI network spread 
out all over Asia with a major hub in India (66). It is not surprising that during 
his stay in Rome François-Marie de Tours took care not on1y to denounce the 

Interessi, nominò per esecutori della Sua ultima volontà l° il P.re Michelangelo di Bourges supe
riore della Missione di Madras. 2° il S. Franc[esc]o Cardozza di Mancedo 3° Gabriele del Rosario. 
Questi due Portughesi, tutti e tre congregati, doppoi morì alli 24 novembre 1703. il detto P[ad]re 
ordinò prima di morire che doppo soddisfatto il bene per l'anima sua, e l'elemosine scritte l'Anno 
1703 adi 24 novembre il detto denaro sia consegnato nelle mani dell' Armeni, per esser tra
sportato à Bengala, di Bengala a Ispahan Capitale della Persia, e di la à Venezia, per esser messo 
nel banco, e mandare il frutto al detto Convento di tutti S[an]ti». AFF, SC, Indie Orientali e 
Cina 8, ff. 7rv. 

(65) «Havendo io fatte, in esecutione del comandamento di V. E. esattissime diligenze in 
questa città per trovare negotianti, ò altre persone, che havessero corrispondenza in Aspaam, 
ò in alcuni luoghi del Regno della Persia, mi sono riuscite, non senza mio grandissimo dispia
cere, infruttuose per veder differito il sussidio a quei poveri ministri, che lavorano nella vigna 
del Signre, mi ha però uno de medesimi negotianti soggiunto, che facendosi le prattiche in Venetia, 
et in Liovorno, dove non mancano mercanti Armeni, sarebbe facile, che qualcheduno di essi 
si prendesse il pensiero di servire cotesta Sacra Congregazione nel modo significatomi da V. 
E.». AFF, SRC, Indie Orientali e Cina 8, f. 57. 

(66) I. BAGHDIANTZ MCCABE, The Shah's Silk for Europe's Silver: the Eurasian Trade of the 
Julfa Armenians in Safavid Iran and India (1530-1750), Atlanta, Scholars Press, 1999; S. ASLANIAN, 
«The Salt in a Merchant's Letter»: The Culture of Julfan Correspondence in the Indian Ocean 
and the Mediterranean, in <<Journal of World History», XIX (2008), pp. 127-188. 
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Malabar Rites, but also to request Propaganda fide to endow him with Armenian 
books for the mission of Madras (67). 

The origin of the Malabar Rites controversy, the project of an ltalian 
company of the East Indies under the patronage of Propaganda lide and the 
conflict over the legacy of the Armenian Fr. Domine have a common charac
ter. On the one hand they appear as sodal interactions set in a predse local 
context, the early Eighteenth-century Coromandel coast; on the other hand, 
they are active parts of processes that act well beyond the narrow limits of 
those «missionary tropics». Local interactions so globally interconnected and 
global processes so highly localized really suggest that a gIocaI paradigm might 
help uso 

PAOLO ARANHA 

At the beginning 01 the Eighteenth century the Holy See was calted to solve 
the controversy on the Malabar Rites. The Jesuits that were working in the mis
sions 01 Madurai, Mysore and «Carnate» were blamed lor their tolerance 01 pagan 
practices and caste discriminations against the pariahs. This article proposes a 
category 01 «gIocaI», synthesis 01 «global» and «Iocal», as a tool to interpret 
the conflict over the Malabar Rites beyond a narrow Romanocentric perspective. 
The Jesuit accommodatio appears therelore as a particular case 01 a more gen
eraI trend towards adaptation shared by alt the Catholic missionaries operating 
in South India. The article shows then that the denunciation made by the 
Capuchin François-Marie de Tours, considered until now as the very origin 01 a 
theological conflict on global scale, was in lact just an expression 01 an anti
Jesuitic Iront developed along the Coromandel coast and that included also the 
Venetian traveler Nicolao Manucci or the obscure Calabrian missionary Ignazio 
Placente. Finalty, the article shows how the category 01 «gIocaI» may be uselul 
not only to interpret the origin 01 the Malabar Rites controversy but also to con
textualize the project, never accomplished, 01 an Italian East India Company to 
be established under the aegis 01 the congregation 01 Propaganda Fide. 

(67) APF, SC, Indie Orientali e Cina 8, ff. 725-726. 

CRITIQUE DE LA GLOBALISATION ET HISTOlRE 
DES MISSIONS D'ÉVANGÉLISATION 

TROIS PROPOSITIONS (1) 

I. r; avenir d'un «désenclavement» 

Les années récentes ont été largement dominées, dans le domaine de l'his
toire des missions d'évangélisation, par la Compagnie de Jésus (2). Le trrut le 
plus remarquable de cette historiographie a été, dans ce domaine comme dans 
d'autres, de propulser l'rustoire de l'institution jésuite dans une série de champs 
- politique, sdentifique, artistique, etc. - qui ont progressivement constitué l'rus
toire de cette institution comme un observatoire privi1égié pour la compréhen
sion des grandes évolutions du monde moderne, du point de vue de la per
ception du monde, du monde sodal, du monde des créations humaines, de 
l'articulation entre les discours de ces différents mondes, philosopruque, théo
logique, etc. Cette dynamique centrlluge, extremement féconde, a parallèlement 
mis en évidence les conditions en fonction desquelles la Compagnie de J ésus 
pouvrut etre un pareil observatoire, et le chemin a été parcouru, des sources 
documentaires par lesquelles ces conditions étaient réunies jusqu'aux conditions 
de la production des sources, c'est-à-dire jusqu'à l'exceptionnalité rustorique et 
non pas seulement historiographique, de cet ordre religieux spécifique. Nous 
en sommes là, et ce que l' on appelle familièrement la <~ésuitologie» (les plus 
éminents des jésuitologues se défendant souvent d'en etre, prédsément parce 

(1) Je me permets de renvoyer, pour un panorama plus complet de l'historiographie récente, 
à P.-A. FABRE, Missions chrétiennes modernes: notions, terrains, problèmes dans Historiographies 
religieuses croisées, éd. par C. Duhamelle, Paris, Editions de la MSH, 2009. Voir aussi dans la 
production critique récente, en particulier pour le domaine latino-américain, J. VALENZUELA, El 
culto a las imagenes en la cristianizaci6n del Peru: herencias, ambigiiedades y resignificaciones, in 
«Rivista di Storia del Cristianesimo», (2008). Je suis enfin et surtout reconnaissant aux contri
butions du dossier réuni ici, auxquelles les réfldions qui suivent s'efforcent de faire écho. 

(2) Antonella Romano et moi-meme avions tenté, il y atout juste dix ans, un premier bilan 
de cette historiographie, in Les jésuites dans le monde moderne, «Revue de Synthèse», CXX 
(1999). 
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Sacramenti o saṃskārāḥ?
L’illusione dell’accommodatio nella 
controversia dei riti malabarici*

1. Accommodatio o inculturazione? La missione di Madurai e la con-
troversia sui riti malabarici

Diverse ragioni spiegano perché la controversia dei riti malabari-
ci, pur essendo ritenuta un episodio importante nella storia del cri-
stianesimo in India, non sia stata approfondita maggiormente dagli 
studiosi. Una prima difficoltà è data dal carattere interdisciplinare 
del tema, situato all’incrocio fra la storia della chiesa e delle missioni, 
la teologia, l’antropologia e l’indologia. La grande ricchezza di fonti, 
sparse in archivi e biblioteche di più continenti, costituisce un’ulte-
riore sfida per uno studio complessivo della questione. Il maggiore 
ostacolo a una comprensione adeguata della controversia dei riti ma-
labarici è però rappresentato dalla sedimentazione di interpretazioni 
anacronistiche del concetto e della prassi della accommodatio missio-
naria. Sulla scorta di letture apologetiche, elaborate inizialmente dal-
la storiografia interna alla Compagnia di Gesù ma poi accolte anche 
da altri studiosi, si è quindi ritenuto che tale controversia avesse avu-
to ad oggetto l’adattamento del cattolicesimo tridentino alla cultura 
dell’India meridionale da parte del gesuita italiano Roberto Nobili 
(1577- 1656).1 Come ha osservato Matteo Sanfilippo, “non è facile ri-

* Ringrazio vivamente Ines Županov (Centre d’Études de l’Inde et de l’Asie du Sud 
/ EHESS, Paris) per la gentilezza con cui ha voluto leggere e commentare questo 
saggio. La responsabilità per le opinioni qui esposte è soltanto ed esclusivamente 
mia.

1 Una sintesi attuale degli studi su Roberto Nobili e sulla missione di Madurai è pre-
sentata negli atti di un recente convegno, M. Sanfilippo, C. Prezzolini (a cura di), 
Roberto De Nobili (1577-1656): Missionario gesuita poliziano: Atti del convegno 
Montepulciano 20 ottobre 2007, Perugia 2008). I primi studi gesuitici su Roberto 
Nobili (noto anche come De Nobili) e sulla controversia dei riti malabarici furono 
opera di missionari francesi attivi nella nuova missione di Madurai, fondata nel 
1838 in seguito alla restaurazione della Compagnia di Gesù dopo la sua soppressio-
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ne universale nel 1773. Vi sono anzitutto alcune opere di Joseph Bertrand, uno dei 
quattro gesuiti fondatori della nuova missione. Altri contributi vennero dai gesuiti 
Auguste Jean, Leon Besse, Jean-Baptiste Castets, Paul Morère, e Pierre Dahmen. 
Attorno all’epoca dell’indipendenza indiana (e temendo che essa pregiudicasse le 
missioni cattoliche in India) si situano anche gli studi del gesuita italiano Domenico 
Ferroli. Alla storia della missione di Madurai ha fornito un contributo anche Joseph 
Wicki, curatore della monumentale collezione dei Documenta Indica (ferma ormai 
dal 1988 a un XVIII volume che include le fonti gesuitiche sulle missioni in India 
sino all’anno 1597). Wicki pubblicò Sei lettere inedite del P. Roberto Nobili S.I., 
1606, 1607, 1615, in Achivium Historicorum Societatis Iesu (d’ora in poi AHSI), 37 
(1968) 129-145, come pure alcune Lettere familiari del P. Roberto Nobili S.I., 1609-
1649, in AHSI, 39 (1969) 313-325. Lo storico gesuita che però ha dato i maggiori 
contributi alla storia della missione di Madurai è stato Savarimuthu Rajamanickam, 
impegnato per decenni a promuovere l’immagine di Roberto Nobili e a preparar-
ne un’eventuale causa di beatificazione. Occorre ricordare The Goa Conference of 
1619, in Indian Church History Review (1968)/2, 81-96; Roberto de Nobili on Adap-
tation, Palayamkottai 1971 (testo latino e traduzione inglese di un trattato di Nobili 
intitolato Narratio fundamentorum quibus Madurensis missionis institutum cæptum 
est et hucusque consistit); Roberto de Nobili on Indian Customs, Palayamkottai1972 
(testo latino e traduzione inglese di una Informatio de quibusdam moribus nationis 
indicæ composta da Nobili); The first oriental scholar, Tirunelveli 1972. Negli anni 
’60 e ’70 Rajamanickam ha pubblicato numerose opere teologiche in lingua tamil 
attribuite a Roberto Nobili e ha anche perfezionato e pubblicato una biografia di 
Nobili composta dal gesuita A. Saulière, His Star in the East, Madras 1995. L’opera 
ha un chiaro intento agiografico ma è fondata su una ricca documentazione che 
tuttavia, per ragioni difficili a comprendersi, non viene richiamata con opportu-
ne note. Va osservato come i gesuiti Rajamanickam e Wicki, pur accomunati da 
un’analoga valutazione positiva di Nobili e della missione di Madurai, esprimessero 
due impostazioni politiche e storiografiche opposte: il primo vedeva in Nobili un 
possibile esempio di un cristianesimo indiano non coloniale mentre il secondo era 
partecipe della storiografia ultramarina fiorita in Portogallo negli ultimi decenni 
del regime salazarista. Ci sia consentito rimandare in proposito a P. Aranha, Ro-
berto Nobili e il dialogo interreligioso?, in M. Sanfilippo, C. Prezzolini (a cura di), 
Roberto De Nobili…, 137-150, in particolare 143-145. In un clima post-conciliare 
si situano A. Rocaries, Robert de Nobili ou le “sannyasi” chrétien, Toulouse 1967 
(proponendo Nobili come confutatore della presunta esistenza di una “civiltà cri-
stiana”) e N. Tornese SJ, Roberto De Nobili, 1577-1656. Contributo al dialogo con i 
non cristiani. Saggio storico-teologico, Cagliari 1973. Nobili viene presentato come 
modello di dialogo interreligioso soprattutto nell’importante studio di Soosai Aro-
kiasamy SJ, Dharma, Hindu and Christian according to Roberto de Nobili. Analysis 
of its meaning and its use in Hinduism and Christianity, Roma 1986. Il merito 
principale di quest’opera è l’approfondita analisi delle opere teologiche di Nobili in 
lingua tamil. Un contributo analogo è stato offerto da A. Amaladoss SJ, F.X. Clooney 
SJ (a cura di), Preaching Wisdom to the Wise: Three Treatises by Roberto De Nobili, 
S.J., Missionary and Scholar in 17th Century India, Saint-Louis 2000. Amaladoss e 
Clooney tuttavia, pur evidenziando il contributo pastorale e culturale di Nobili e 
l’importanza della missione da lui fondata, non impiegano più gli schemi agiografici 
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costruire la biografia di Roberto De Nobili perché una lunga tradizio-
ne agiografica ha accumulato troppi materiali eterogenei impedendo 
la corretta comprensione delle scelte del missionario”.2 Tale tradizio-
ne ha oggi il suo lascito più vitale nella convinzione che Nobili abbia 
profeticamente adattato il cristianesimo occidentale alla cultura in-
diana e anticipato di almeno 350 anni l’elaborazione della categoria 
teologica di “inculturazione”. L’esperimento di Nobili sarebbe stata 
visto con sospetto da Roma: approvato inizialmente, sarebbe poi stato 
sconfitto da un presunto rigurgito eurocentrista a metà Settecento. 
Secondo questa persistente tradizione agiografica l’arrivo nel 1606 di 
Nobili nella città di Madurai, capitale culturale per molti secoli della 
regione del Tamil Nadu, avrebbe segnato una netta discontinuità nel-
la storia del cristianesimo, non solo in India. Ispirato dalle missioni 
gesuitiche in Cina e Giappone e seguendo le indicazioni del Visita-
tore Alessandro Valignano (1539-1606), Nobili si sarebbe convinto 
che per convertire i popoli dell’India meridionale, e soprattutto le 
loro élites, fosse necessaria l’accommodatio, ovvero l’adattamento di 
sé stesso e del cristianesimo alla cultura di un popolo che era sì molto 
diverso dagli europei, ma in nulla ad essi inferiore. Altri missionari, a 
partire dal suo confratello lusitano Gonçalo Fernandez (1541- 1621), 
avrebbero invece ritenuto impossibile ogni adattamento, nella certez-
za che solo un’assimilazione ai costumi e alla cultura dei portoghesi 
dell’Estado da Índia potesse garantire lo stabilimento di una nuova 
chiesa missionaria. Roberto Nobili, in virtù di connessioni familiari 
con gli ambienti della Curia Romana, sarebbe riuscito ad ottenere 
da Papa Gregorio XV il Breve Romanæ Sedis Antistes del 31 genna-
io 1623, con il quale sarebbero stati ufficialmente permessi alcuni 
costumi praticati dai neofiti della missione di Madurai, meglio noti 
in seguito come “riti malabarici”. Durante il secolo XVII la missione 
iniziata da Nobili si espanse anche alle regioni di Mysore e del Car-
nate (corrispondente all’attuale stato dell’Andhra Pradesh). Secondo 

della precedente storiografia gesuitica e riconoscono apertamente il problema della 
discriminazione di casta nella missione di Madurai. Va infine ricordata la miglio-
re biografia di Nobili sinora pubblicata, P. Bachmann, Roberto Nobili, 1577-1656: 
Ein missionsgeschichtlicher Beitrag zum christilichen Dialog mit Hinduismus, Roma 
1972. L’autore, un sacerdote tedesco non appartenente alla Compagnia di Gesù, 
enfatizzava la centralità di Roberto Nobili nella fondazione della missione di Ma-
durai ma soprattutto offriva un quadro sistematico della documentazione sul tema 
conservata nell’Archivio Romano della Compagnia di Gesù. 

2 M. Sanfilippo, Roberto De Nobili: Un’introduzione, in M. Sanfilippo, C. Prezzolini (a 
cura di), Roberto De Nobili…, 13-22, precisamente a 13.
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l’interpretazione corrente la vistosa crescita del numero dei cristiani 
nell’India meridionale sarebbe stata dovuta al lungimirante adatta-
mento propugnato da Nobili e, in assenza di improvvidi interventi 
europei, avrebbe prodotto una cristianizzazione della regione ben più 
ampia di quella poi verificatasi effettivamente. La controversia dei 
riti malabarici, occorsa nella prima metà del XVIII secolo, avrebbe 
quindi guastato un collaudato e sapiente equilibrio. Il missionario 
cappuccino François-Marie de Tours denunciò nel 1703 alla Congre-
gazione de Propaganda Fide alcune presunte contaminazioni pagane 
del cristianesimo introdotto dai gesuiti nelle loro missioni dell’India 
meridionale. 3 Secondo la lettura consueta della controversia dei riti 
malabarici, il soggiorno a Pondichéry (6 novembre 1703-11 luglio 
1704) del patriarca d’Antiochia (poi cardinale) Carlo Tommaso Mail-
lard de Tournon (1668-1710) avrebbe causato la rovina della florida 
chiesa fondata da Roberto Nobili. Inviato da Clemente XI come lega-
to pontificio per le Indie Orientali, anzitutto per risolvere la contro-
versia sui riti cinesi e stabilire positive relazioni col Celeste Impero, 
Tournon emanò il 23 giugno 1704 e promulgò il seguente 8 luglio il 
decreto Inter graviores. Con esso venivano condannati alcuni presunti 
riti e costumi pagani praticati dai cristiani delle missioni di Madurai, 
Mysore e del Carnate. 4 Essi erano di varia natura ed includevano in 
particolare la segregazione dei cristiani paṛaiyār (i cosiddetti “paria” 
o “intoccabili”) dai loro correligionari di condizione sociale superio-
re. Tale separazione vigeva in tutti gli ambiti della vita sociale, com-
presa la partecipazione all’eucarestia e l’amministrazione dei sacra-
menti della penitenza e dell’estrema unzione. Per decenni il decreto 
fu discusso presso la Congregazione del Sant’Uffizio, confermato a 
più riprese dalla Sede Apostolica e più volte contestato dai gesuiti. 
Con la bolla Omnium sollicitudinum del 12 settembre 1744 si man-

3 Il cappuccino pubblicava l’anno successivo il suo memoriale col titolo di Questions 
proposées a la Sacrée Congregation de la Propagande sur les ceremonies payennes 
que certains Missionaires permettent aux Chretiens Malabares dans les Indes Orien-
tales. Par le R.P. François Marie de Tours Capucin, Missionaire aux Indes Orientales, 
Chez Guillaume Schupper, ruë des Maures, proche la grande Eglise, A Liege 1704.

4 Il decreto Inter graviores e i successivi atti pontifici sono riportati nella bolla Om-
nium Sollicitudinum, consultabile in R. de Martinis (a cura di), Iuris Pontificii de 
Propaganda Fide Pars Prima complectens Bullas, Brevia, Acta S.S. a Congregatio-
nis institutione ad praesens iuxta temporis seriem disposita, auspice Em.o ac R.mo 
D.no S. R. E. Cardinali Ioanne Simeoni S. C. de Propaganda Fide Praefecto, cura 
ac studio Raphaëlis de Martinis, eiusdem Cong. Consult. et missionis sacerdotis etc., 
Romae 1890, III, 166-182.
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tennero il decreto di Tournon e tutte le successive conferme papali, 
ma fu anche prevista una fase transitoria di dieci anni per permettere 
un’attuazione graduale dei divieti concernenti quei costumi la proi-
bizione dei quali suscitava maggiori resistenze. 

Le diverse fasi della risoluzione istituzionale della controversia 
dei riti malabarici sono già note in storiografia.5 L’apertura dell’Ar-
chivio del Sant’Uffizio permette tuttavia di scoprire ora come si svolse 
il processo decisionale che condusse alla Omnium sollicitudinum, su 
quali conoscenze dell’India si formarono le posizioni dei diversi attori 
e quale connessione fu stabilita fra la controversia seicentesca sul me-
todo di Roberto Nobili e quella settecentesca sui riti malabarici. 6 Tale 
disputa è tuttavia irriducibile a un mero procedimento interno alla 
congregazione suprema della Curia Romana. È anzitutto un episodio 
centrale nella storia del cristianesimo nell’India meridionale. Ogni 
tentativo per far avanzare la nostra conoscenza su questo importante 
scontro di persone, pratiche e idee necessita – come si è già accen-
nato – di una valutazione globale della ricchissima documentazione 
disponibile sul tema in archivi e biblioteche sparse in Europa, in Asia 
e nelle Americhe. Ancor più necessaria è però una decostruzione ri-
gorosa di categorie che non reggono il confronto con ciò che un’in-
terpretazione critica delle fonti disponibili rivela. 

Occorre anzitutto osservare come costituisca un evidente ana-
cronismo l’impiego della categoria di inculturazione per interpreta-
re l’accommodatio praticata da Roberto Nobili e dai suoi successo-
ri. In comune vi è l’aspirazione a rendere intelligibile il messaggio 
evangelico a popoli che non l’abbiano ancora conosciuto. Estraneo 
all’accommodatio, inteso come adattamento missionario, è tuttavia lo 
specifico obiettivo dell’inculturazione di incarnare il messaggio cri-
stiano, indigenizzando il cristianesimo e cristianizzando una parti-

5 Una sintesi equilibrata è presentata da É. Amann, Rites Malabares, in Dictionnaire 
de théologie catholique contenant l’exposé des doctrines de la théologie catholique 
leurs preuves et leur histoire, Paris 1923-1972, IX (1926), coll. 1704-1745. Una 
lettura gesuitica con ricca base documentaria è E.R. Hambye SJ, The controversy 
about the “Malabar Rites”, in Id., Eighteenth Century, III: History of Christianity 
in India, published for Church History Association of India, Bangalore 1982-, 211- 
237. Tutti i principali manuali di storia della chiesa e delle missioni menzionano la 
controversia sui riti malabarici, facendo generalmente riferimento al citato articolo 
di Amann. 

6 Particolare attenzione merita il volume dell’Archivio della Congregazione per la 
Dottrina della Fede (ACDF), S.O., St. St., QQ 1-g, contenente gli atti della contro-
versia seicentesca e anticamente identificato come vol. 1156. 
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colare cultura.7 Non sorprende che fra la metà dell’Ottocento e gli 
anni immediatamente successivi al concilio Vaticano II la storiografia 
gesuitica intendesse riabilitare la memoria di missioni contro le quali 
erano state mosse gravi accuse. Appare però singolare che ancora 
oggi molti studiosi esaminino la controversia dei riti malabarici par-
tendo dall’assunto per cui la cattiva sorte patita dall’esperimento di 
Nobili deriverebbe dall’avere anticipato i tempi, proponendo l’incul-
turazione quando l’Europa era ancora incapace di trascendere il pro-
prio etnocentrismo. Il fondamentale contributo di Ines Županov8 ha 
invece evidenziato come la base teorica dell’accommodatio proposta 
dal gesuita italiano non fosse certo un’aprioristica empatia verso una 
cultura non europea, bensì una sintonia con le strutture gerarchiche 
della società di Madurai, configurata secondo articolazioni sociali che 
in Europa furono conosciute come “caste”. Mediante “analogie ari-
stocratiche” – per usare la felice espressione proposta da Županov – 
Nobili poté commensurare l’alterità indiana al sistema di valori della 
società da cui egli proveniva, sì da rendere “civili” e “politici” i costu-
mi che ad altri apparivano semplicemente pagani. Il cristianesimo e 
i missionari furono così adattati non a meri costumi ed usanze, bensì 
a strutture di dominio ed esclusione sociale. Non è quindi poi così 
sorprendente che i riti malabarici fossero persino richiamati negli 
Stati Uniti degli anni Cinquanta per dare una giustificazione cattolica 
alla segregazione degli afro-americani.9 Una simile analogia, pur ana-
cronistica, trovava comunque un fondamento nelle gerarchie razziali 
che Nobili, non meno di Valignano, riteneva regolassero i rapporti 
fra popoli di pelle chiara e scura.10 In un simile contesto appare dif-
ficilmente sostenibile l’associazione dell’accommodatio all’incultura-
zione, il cui logico presupposto è invece un apprezzamento positivo 
di tutte le culture e non solo di quelle espresse dai gruppi egemonici 

7 C. Clémentin-Ojha, Indianisation et enracinement: les enjeux de l’“inculturation” 
de l’Église en Inde, in Bulletin de l’École française d’Extrême-Orient 80 (1993) 107-
133, in particolare 110.

8 I.G. Županov, Disputed mission: Jesuit Experiments and Brahmanical Knowledge in 
Seventeenth-century India, New Delhi 1999. 

9 P.W. Mernagh, The Pope Approves Segregation, P.W. Mernagh, New Orleans 1955.
10 In una lettera al padre generale, Nobili aveva osservato esplicitamente come i neo-

fiti di casta superiore di Madurai non fossero inferiori in virtù ai giapponesi e non 
potessero perciò essere assimilati alla maggioranza di “gente pretta” che abitava 
l’India. Mi sia concesso rinviare a P. Aranha, Gerarchie razziali e adattamento cul-
turale: La “Ipotesi Valignano”, in A. Tamburello, M.A.J. Üçerler SJ, M. Di Russo (a 
cura di), Alessandro Valignano S.I., uomo del Rinascimento: ponte tra Oriente ed 
Occidente, Roma 2008, 76-98, in particolare 95. 
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di ogni singola società.11 Ancora meno convincente è l’ipotesi che 
l’adattamento teorizzato e praticato da Nobili implicasse un inten-
zionale allentamento dell’ortodossia religiosa cattolica, invocasse un 
cedimento verso una tradizione religiosa non cristiana o addirittura 
avesse per scopo il sincretismo religioso.12 Come ha osservato Anand 

11 Un esempio recente di questa confusione concettuale è offerta da P.M. Collins, The 
Praxis of Inculturation for Mission: Roberto de Nobili’s Example and Legacy, in 
Ecclesiology 3 (2007)/3, 323-342. L’autore è conscio che l’assunzione di Nobili a 
modello per l’inculturazione è problematica, tuttavia sostiene che sia anacronistico 
pretendere da un uomo del Seicento un impegno esplicito per il sovvertimento di 
strutture gerarchiche e predatorie. L’argomento è certamente valido, nella misura 
in cui è però altrettanto anacronistico trasfigurare un mero atteggiamento dialo-
gico, quale quello che Nobili dimostrò nei confronti degli “intellettuali pagani” 
di Madurai, in una sorta di irenico rispetto per religioni diverse dal cattolicesimo 
romano (se ci riferiamo al dialogo interreligioso) o all’accettazione di una posizione 
paritaria nel confronto con persone di altra cultura e storia (se consideriamo spe-
cificamente l’inculturazione). Il dialogo di Nobili era semplicemente un annuncio 
evangelico rivolto anzitutto agli individui: una fondamentale pratica missionaria 
esistita dagli inizi stessi del cristianesimo. 

12 Nella relazione intitolata Inquisizione romana e riti malabarici: una controversia, 
presentata da Sabina Pavone al convegno A dieci anni dall’apertura dell’archivio 
della Congregazione per la dottrina della fede: storia e archivi dell’inquisizione 
(Roma 21-23 febbraio 2008, intervento disponibile online all’url www.radioradica-
le.it/modules/archivio/playmedia.php?IdIntervento=2215946&m=47) si sosteneva 
infatti che nei secoli XVII- XVIII “Roma era conscia di dover scegliere tra il favo-
rire un numero più consistente di conversioni e il rimanere invece ancorata ad una 
rigida ortodossia ferma nel considerare ogni piccolo cedimento a tradizioni religio-
se diverse come vere e proprie forme di idolatria”. La studiosa affermava inoltre 
che la Compagnia di Gesù fu attaccata da più parti in quanto era “troppo autonoma 
nella sua difesa di forme di sincretismo religioso”. L’intervento si concludeva nei 
termini seguenti: “una vera e propria apertura all’idea d’inculturazione si avrà solo 
con il Concilio Vaticano II. Ma questo sembra già lontano”. Va notato che il termine 
di inculturazione è assente negli atti del Vaticano II e che “nel Magistero pontificio 
il vocabolo appare per la prima volta nell’ Allocuzione ai membri della Pontificia 
Commissione Biblica del 26 marzo 1979”. Pontificia Università Urbaniana, Dizio-
nario di missiologia, Bologna 1993, 281, s.v. “Inculturazione”. Al contrario, uno 
dei documenti più celebri del concilio Vaticano II, ovvero la Costituzione pastorale 
Gaudium et spes, affermò con chiarezza (n. 29, “La fondamentale uguaglianza di 
tutti gli uomini e la giustizia sociale”) che “ogni genere di discriminazione circa i 
diritti fondamentali della persona, sia in campo sociale che culturale, in ragione 
del sesso, della razza, del colore, della condizione sociale, della lingua o religione, 
deve essere superato ed eliminato, come contrario al disegno di Dio”. La condanna 
della discriminazione dei paṛaiyār, formulata nel 1704 e ribadita a più riprese dalla 
Santa Sede sino al 1744 e mai revocata, appare in singolare sintonia col principio 
di uguaglianza di tutti gli esseri umani. Quanto infine alla presunta lontananza del 
Vaticano II dalla vita attuale della chiesa, non è agevole comprendere a cosa pre-
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Amaladoss, noto studioso di storia della filosofia indiana e gesuita 
dell’attuale provincia di Madurai, Nobili alla fine non riuscì a conse-
guire un autentico e duraturo successo. Ciò fu soprattutto dovuto alla 
sua formazione in una specifica scuola teologica, all’inscindibile radi-
camento nella scolastica europea e forse anche ad un atteggiamento 
coloniale che nei suoi lavori in lingua tamil determinava l’assenza di 
una vera empatia con la cultura locale. Appariva invece un senso di 
superiorità nel suo tentativo di dimostrare la veridicità della propria 
religione e l’infondatezza di tutte le altre. La sua stessa comprensione 
del mondo in cui viveva era condizionata e limitata da simili pre-
supposti.13 Roberto Nobili condivideva l’ortodossia del cattolicesimo 
tridentino senza riserve e con piena consapevolezza. Non vi era da 
parte sua alcun cedimento verso il paganesimo indiano ma piuttosto 
un atteggiamento di sfida sul piano della razionalità delle credenze. 
È evidente che, se la sua attività evangelizzatrice rese possibile la 
comparsa di forme di religiosità sincretistica (così come accade nor-
malmente in ogni contesto missionario, non solo cristiano), di certo 
non era questo l’obiettivo a cui mirava. I casi di predicatori intenzio-
nalmente sincretistici sono infatti rari ed estremi, e certamente né 
Nobili né la Compagnia di Gesù ne furono esempi.14 

Se l’accommodatio di Roberto Nobili aveva poco a che spartire 
con l’attuale concetto di inculturazione, ancor meno può essere ri-
chiamata oggi come esempio di dialogo interreligioso. L’interesse per 
le strutture indiane di potere era funzionale al conseguimento del 
maggior numero di conversioni possibili. Così come in Cina i gesuiti 
ricercarono anzitutto la conversione dei mandarini e in Giappone 
quella dei daimyō, così a Madurai si tentò prioritariamente la conver-
sione dei bramini e delle comunità marziali dei Badagas.15 La speran-

cisamente si faccia riferimento. Se si considera l’inculturazione, è difficile trovare 
nella storia del cattolicesimo dell’ultimo mezzo millennio un’epoca con una varietà 
liturgica e pastorale pari a quella attuale. 

13 A. Amaladoss SJ, Towards an Assessment of de Nobili – An Evaluation from an 
Indian Jesuit’s Perspective, in A. Amaladoss, F.X. Clooney (a cura di), Preaching 
Wisdom…, 36. 

14 Cfr. H. Ringgren, The Problems of Syncretism, in S.S. Hartman (a cura di), Syn-
cretism: Based on Papers read at the Symposium on Cultural Contact, Meeting of 
Religions, Syncretism Held at Åbo on the 8th-10th of September, 1966, Stockholm 
1969, p. 12. 

15 L’espressione Badagas è una deformazione portoghese del termine vaṭukar, che in 
tamil significa semplicemente “i settentrionali”. Oggi gli antropologi indicano con 
Badagas un gruppo tribale che vive sui monti Nilgiri nell’entroterra dello stato del 
Tamil Nadu e che parla una sorta di dialetto kannaḍa al posto della lingua tamil. 
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za era infatti che attraverso la cristianizzazione delle élites fosse pos-
sibile conseguire a cascata quella dell’intera popolazione. Va peraltro 
notato che il principio del cuius regio eius et religio, implicito in una 
simile concezione missionaria, ebbe sempre in India un’applicazione 
assai limitata. Secoli di dominio islamico, a livello regionale o quasi 
pan-indiano (come nel caso dell’impero moghul), non cancellarono 
di certo la vitalità di quell’insieme di culti, devozioni e visioni del 
mondo sintetizzati normalmente sotto la categoria di “induismo”.16 
Contrariamente alle aspettative, le missioni gesuitiche dell’India me-
ridionale raccolsero infine molte più conversioni fra gruppi sociali 
meno privilegiati che non fra quelli dominanti.17 Tale circostanza di 
fatto non deve tuttavia far dimenticare che non erano stati essi i de-
stinatari diretti degli sforzi missionari, sebbene la loro conversione 
fosse certamente, insieme a quella di tutti i “pagani”, lo scopo ulti-
mo dell’attività evangelizzatrice. L’accommodatio non implicò infatti 
un’attenuazione del principio extra ecclesiam nulla salus. Era anzi 
proprio la tensione verso la salvezza di interi popoli a spingere alla 
ricerca di metodi non convenzionali ma efficaci. L’“induismo” era 
paganesimo e inganno diabolico tanto agli occhi dei gesuiti fautori 

Gli studiosi di storia indo-portoghese definiscono però Badagas una comunità mar-
ziale di lingua telugu che fu particolamente attiva e potente nei secoli XVI e XVII. 
Cfr. S. Subrahmanyam, D. Shulman, The Men who would be King? The politics of 
Expansion in Early Seventeenth-Century Tamil Nadu, in Modern Asian Studies 24 
(1990)/2, 226. Queste due popolazioni non hanno nulla in comune se non una 
generica origine settentrionale. Va però notato che i Badagas dei monti Nilgiri Hills 
sono stati anche considerati come degli “antichi rifugiati indù”. Cfr. P. Hockings, 
Ancient Hindu Refugees: Badaga Social History, 1550-1975, The Hague 1980.

16 Occorre osservare come negli ultimi decenni, anche sulla scorta della critica 
all’orientalismo promossa da Edward Said (Orientalism, London 1978), si sia messa 
in discussione l’adeguatezza della categoria di “induismo”. Da più parti si è soste-
nuto che tale concetto sia una mera astrazione occidentale che, almeno sino al XIX 
secolo, non era in grado di rappresentare la diversità delle credenze e delle pratiche 
religiose dell’India. Così ad esempio R. King, Orientalism and religion: Postcolonial 
theory, India and the “mystic east”, London 1999, 98. Il tema è discusso vivace-
mente ma la maggior parte degli studiosi ritiene che, se l’induismo contemporaneo 
è incomprensibile a prescindere dall’influenza coloniale, tuttavia esso non fu creato 
o “inventato” dagli inglesi. Un’utile introduzione a questo dibattito è fornita da 
Brian K. Pennington, Was Hinduism invented? Britons, Indians, and colonial con-
struction of religion, New York 2005. 

17 Ad esempio nel 1644 la missione di Madurai contava 1208 cristiani di caste supe-
riori e intermedie (perciò non solo bramini) e 2975 paṛaiyār. J. Thekkedath SDB, 
From the Middle of the Sixteenth to the End of the Seventeenth Century (1542- 
1700), II: History of Christianity in India…, 222
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dell’accommodatio quanto nella visione degli ecclesiastici che a loro 
si opponevano. Ciò che differiva era la delimitazione precisa del pa-
ganesimo, non il suo apprezzamento e caratterizzazione.18

Se dunque il metodo seguito dai gesuiti nelle missioni di Madurai, 
Mysore e del Carnate non anticipava né l’inculturazione né il dialogo 
religioso ed era invece fondato sull’accettazione di gerarchie socia-
li e di razza, appare evidente che l’accommodatio non era un mero 
adattamento culturale. Nobili comprese con lucida intelligenza che il 
cristianesimo non aveva possibilità di diffusione nelle regioni indiane 
non soggette ai portoghesi se non si fosse adattato alle circostanze 
locali. Non egli, ma la successiva storiografia gesuitica, definì poi que-
ste circostanze in termini specificamente culturali. Un caso illustra 
il punto in maniera illuminante. Fra le diverse obiezioni che furono 
mosse a Nobili vi era anche la pratica dei neofiti di casta superiore di 
lavarsi se per accidente fossero entrati in contatto con dei paṛaiyār, 
anche cristiani. Il gesuita risponde che la pratica era assolutamente 
tollerabile in quanto non superstiziosa ma eseguita esclusivamente in 
ragione della repulsione istintiva (præter naturalem nauseam) che le 
caste superiori provavano per quelle inferiori.19 In tal modo Nobili 
chiariva come il pericolo da evitare in un processo di adattamento 
fosse la contaminazione col paganesimo, ma non certo l’adozione di 
costumi sociali particolarmente discriminatori. Era anzi proprio la 
repulsione per le caste inferiori la prova che determinate abluzio-
ni fossero tollerabili. La spiegazione che Nobili dava della varietà 
dei costumi era esattamente la loro mancanza di senso. Centinaia di 
usanze sociali, non solo di Madurai, erano prive di fondamento. Non 
era possibile rinvenirvi l’intenzionalità e la finalità di un autore. Esse 
avevano la propria origine nella tradizione, erano mantenute dalla 
consuetudine e trovavano nella propensione degli animi il fattore che 
ne assicurava l’osservanza. Se anche tali costumi erano inconsistenti 
come enti di ragione, l’educazione li rendeva tuttavia più reali della 
realtà concreta. Perciò le abluzioni per la purificazione dal contatto 
con un paṛaiyan avevano fra gli indiani il carattere di costume distin-
tivo e non vi era ragione di sforzarsi a sopprimerlo dal momento che 
senza timori si tollerò agli antichi cristiani l’osservanza di costumi 

18 Per una critica più estesa all’associazione dell’accommodatio al dialogo interreligio-
so ci sia permesso rimandare a P. Aranha, Roberto Nobili e il dialogo interreligio-
so?…

19 S. Rajamanickam (ed.), Roberto de Nobili on Adaptation…, 170.
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analoghi.20 In tal modo Nobili chiariva che il cattolicesimo doveva 
essere adattato a costumi indifferenti in quanto privi di senso reli-
gioso.21 Il gesuita immaginava in tal modo che le terre non cristiane 
fossero quasi uno spazio vuoto, inquadrato da specifiche gerarchie so-
ciali e  in in attesa di ricevere l’unico senso religioso realmente auten-
tico, quello cristiano. Il paganesimo, ovvero la sfera di una religiosità 
autoctona e precristiana, appariva nella presentazione di Nobili quasi 
come una realtà marginale, divisa in molteplici gruppi e sette che non 
di rado conservavano tracce della vera conoscenza di Dio.22

La neutralità dei costumi sociali era però un assunto di Nobili e 
di alcuni confratelli che lo seguirono nel ministero, non una realtà 
che fosse universalmente evidente, in particolare agli indiani che si 

20 “Hæc et sexcenta alia quæ in civili continentur cultu, fundamento utique carent. 
Si auctorem, vel finem quæras non invenies: traditio tibi prætendetur autrix, con-
suetudo confirmatrix, animorum propensio observatrix. Et licet entia sint (ut ita 
dicam) rationis, ea ab unoquoque nostrum etiam plus quam realia judicantur, cum 
quibus educati sumus; quare et inter cætera huius sæculi entia rationis, Indorum 
hic mos proprium locum obtinet, nec est cur ea iis hominibus pro nunc interdicere 
defatigemur, cum multa alia his similia in antiquis Christianis non anxie patiamur”. 
Ibidem.

21 Vi era un chiaro riferimento alla categoria degli adiaphora. Elaborati nell’ambito 
delle filosofia morale cinica, storica ed epicurea per indicare azioni che di per sé 
non erano né buone né cattive, essi erano poi stati invocati da Filippo Melantone 
allo scopo di ricomporre l’unità dei cristiani. Se le devozioni cattoliche erano in-
fatti prive di significato, nulla vietava che fossero tollerate in quanto non cattive 
in sé stesse. Tale posizione fu duramente osteggiata da Mattia Flaccio Illirico e 
dalla maggioranza dei luterani, dando origine a una controversia nota come Adia-
phoristenstreit. Cfr. C.C. Erhard Schmid, Adiaphora: wissenschaftlich und historisch 
untersucht, Leipzig 1809. Lo specifico ruolo degli adiaphora nella giustificazione 
dell’accommodatio nella missione di Madurai è stato evidenziato per la prima volta 
in I. Županov, Le repli du religieux. Les missionnaires jésuites du 17e siècle entre la 
théologie chrétienne et une éthique païenne, in Annales 51 (1996)/6, 1201-1223. 

22 Cfr. I. Županov, Le repli du religieux…, in particolare 1217. La studiosa dimostra 
come il concetto di azioni indifferenti conducesse Nobili ad avocare a una dimen-
sione meramente sociale gli usi e le istituzioni indiane che altri missionari, anche 
gesuiti, ritenevano infetti di paganesimo, ovvero di falsa religione. Tale caratteriz-
zazione descrive perfettamente l’immagine della missione di Madurai che Nobili 
fornisce nelle sue opere apologetiche. Va però osservato che in testi più privati No-
bili non esitava a evidenziare la fondazione diabolica del paganesimo indiano. Così, 
in una lettera inviata da Madurai al Cardinale Roberto Bellarmino o al Cardinale 
Francesco Sforza il 1 dicembre 1607, Nobili scriveva che “quanto alla religione di 
questa gente, sono Idolatri e ancorche confessino quasi tutti, che Dio he un solo, 
non lasciano di adorare molti Idoli, e demonij de quali contano e credono favole, 
non meno false di quel che contavano li nostri antichi romani, e Ovidio ne suoi 
Metamorfosi”. Archivum Romanum Societatis Iesu, Goa 51, f. 7v.
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cercava di convertire. L’interpretazione che intendiamo qui offrire 
della controversia dei riti malabarici è proprio fondata sulla diver-
genza fra una neutralità immaginata da alcuni missionari gesuiti e 
un’incontrollabile densità semantica della società non europea che 
veniva evangelizzata. La significazione cattolica che Nobili e i suoi 
successori speravano di conferire alla tabula rasa della società india-
na era declinata anzitutto in termini sacramentali, conformemente 
agli indirizzi stabiliti dal concilio di Trento. Ci sembra tuttavia che, 
a dispetto delle loro intenzioni e a causa dell’incoercibile autonomia 
dei neofiti, i riti malabarici segnarono piuttosto la cristianizzazione di 
saṃskārāḥ “pagani”, o addirittura la creazione ex novo di saṃskārāḥ 
cristiani in competizione coi sacramenti cattolici. Ora è perciò neces-
sario tentare di capire cosa siano i saṃskārāḥ e proporre una tassono-
mia dei riti malabarici che evidenzi la loro funzione sociale piuttosto 
che culturale. 

2. Saṃskārāḥ e sacramenti

Il termine sanscrito saṃskāra (al plurale saṃskārāḥ) proviene dal-
la stessa origine da cui deriva la denominazione della lingua a cui 
esso appartiene. Alla base sia di saṃskṛita (sanscrito) sia di saṃskāra 
vi è infatti la radice verbale composta saṃ -s- kṛi, equivalente al la-
tino conficio (cum + facio) e il cui significato letterale è “mettere 
insieme”, “formare bene”, “unire”, “comporre”. La lingua sanscrita 
è quindi qualificata come elaborata e raffinata, specialmente in op-
posizione alle lingue vernacolari indiane. Saṃskāra equivale a sua 
volta a “perfezionamento”, “ornamento”, “purificazione”, “pulizia”, 
“preparazione”.23 In senso specifico, i saṃskārāḥ sono “riti religio-
si di purificazione e cerimonie per la santificazione del corpo, della 
mente e dell’intelletto di un individuo, così che egli possa diventa-
re a pieno titolo un membro della comunità”. Definire i saṃskārāḥ 
semplicemente come cerimonie, riti o rituali è inadeguato in quanto 
non rende conto di quella “peculiare e indefinibile sorta di merito 
acquisito dall’uomo che vi partecipava… una peculiare eccellenza 
dovuta ai riti prescritti (dagli śāstrāḥ) e che era collocata nell’animo 
o nel corpo”. È perciò possibile intendere i saṃskārāḥ in analogia 

23 M. Monier-Williams, A Sanskrit-English Dictionary, Oxford 1899 [prima ed. 1872], 
1120.
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con i “sacramenti” del cristianesimo orientale e del cattolicesimo.24 
Eseguiti su persone o cose, i saṃskārāḥ li rendevano adeguati (yogya) 
a una finalità religioso attraverso un duplice processo: da una parte 
vi era la cancellazione di colpe e difetti (doṣāpanayana) e dall’altra 
la generazione di nuove qualità interiori necessarie all’esecuzione di 
altri rituali.25

Per tentare un confronto con la teologia post-tridentina, si può 
osservare come il Catechismo Romano promulgato da Pio V introdu-
cesse la definizione dei sacramenti ricordando anzitutto il contesto 
storico in cui era emerso il termine. Presso i romani sacramentum 
era l’obbligo di adempiere un giuramento. In epoca cristiana realtà 
sacre nascoste erano state chiamate sacramenta dai latini e mysteria 
presso i greci. Veniva poi ricordata la definizione di Gregorio Ma-
gno secondo il quale i sacramenti permettono che “divina virtus sub 
rerum corporearum tegumentis occulte salutem efficiat”. Seguendo 
infine Agostino si poteva definire sinteticamente che un sacramento 
è “signum rei sacræ” ovvero “invisibilis gratiæ visibile signum, ad 
nostram iustificationem institutum”.26 

È evidente che l’analogia fra sacramenti e saṃskārāḥ non postu-
la una loro uguaglianza. I sacramenti cristiani implicano infatti le 
specifiche categorie di peccato, grazia e giustificazione, per le quali 
non è agevole rinvenire nelle tradizioni religiose dell’India dei ter-
mini precisamente equivalenti.27 Inoltre il concetto di saṃskāra ha 
molteplici accezioni filosofiche, comprensibili solo nel contesto del 
pensiero indiano e non in virtù di un parallelo con una categoria 
specificamente cristiana.28 Ciò che però si rileva in questa sede è che 
i riti malabarici sui quali la chiesa cattolica dibatté nei secoli XVII- 

24 Raj Bali Pandey, Hindu Saṁskāras: Socio-religious study of the Hindu Sacraments, 
Delhi-Varanasi-Patna 1969 (II ed. riv., I ed. 1949), 15-17.

25 B.K. Smith, Ritual, Knowledge and Being: Initiation and Veda Study in Ancient 
India, in Numen 33 (1986)/1, 66.

26 Catechismus, Ex Decreto Concilii Tridentini, ad Parochos, Pii Quinti Pont. Max. Ius-
su editus, In ædibus Populi romani, apud Paulum Manutium, Romæ 1566, 84-85. 

27 Il confronto fra categorie teologiche cristiane e della spiritualità indiana è tuttavia 
una ricerca particolarmente urgente. Il rapporto fra i concetti cattolici e protestanti 
da una parte e quelli prevalenti nel Tamil Nadu è stato studiato da B. Tiliander, 
Christian and Hindu Terminology: A Study in Their Mutual Relations with Special 
Reference to the Tamil Area, Uppsala 1974. Essenziale per comprendere la trasmis-
sione di categorie teologiche che ebbe luogo nella missione gesuitica di Madurai è 
Arokiasamy, Dharma…

28 Una ricca analisi del concetto di saṃskāra da un punto di vista prevalentemente 
filosofico è offerta da L. Kapani, La notion de saṃskāra, Paris 1992-1993, 2 voll.
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XVIII erano essenzialmente dei saṃskārāḥ. I missionari gesuiti non 
erano consci del carattere “sacramentale” di quei riti. A loro avviso 
si trattava di riti meramente “politici” (ovvero civili), dai quali si po-
tevano eventualmente rimuovere le incrostazioni superstiziose che si 
fossero accumulate nel corso del tempo. Tale fu la linea seguita dalla 
Romanæ Sedis Antistes di Gregorio XV.29 Essa permetteva ai neofiti 
della missione di Madurai il mantenimento di quattro specifici riti: la 
linea ed il corumbynum “in signum politicæ nobilitatis et officii”, l’uso 
della polvere di sandalo “pro elegantia” e “ad civile ornamentum 
corporis” ed infine la pratica di bagni “pro munditia corporis” e “non 
alia occasione et fine, quam corporis reficiendi et a naturalibus sor-
dibus mundandi”. Il latino corumbynum altro non era se non il tamil 
kuḍumi (noto in sanscrito anche come śikhā), il ciuffo di capelli che 
veniva lasciato sulla testa di un neonato in occasione del saṃskāra 
del cūḍākaraṇa. Questo era un rito che veniva praticato a bambini 
di uno o tre anni appartenenti alle caste superiori e consisteva nella 
rasatura della testa del bambino allo scopo di assicurargli lunga vita.30 
La tonsura poteva avere luogo anche in occasione dell’upanayana, il 
fondamentale saṃskāra con il quale i bambini maschi appartenenti 
ai tre varṇāḥ superiori dei brāhmaṇa, kṣatriya e vaiśya diventavano 
dvija, ovvero “nati due volte” e atti allo studio vedico. Tale rito poteva 
avere luogo a età diverse, ma in genere le tre varṇāḥ lo ricevevano 
rispettivamente a otto, undici e dodici anni.31 In occasione dell’upa-
nayana i bambini ricevevano anche e soprattutto la linea menzio-
nata nella Romanæ Sedis Antistes, ovvero il cordone sacro chiamato 
pūnūl, yajñopavīta o upavīta. Esso era composto da tre fili, ciascuno 
dei quali formato arrotolando tre fibre.32 Il Breve stabiliva che linea 
e corumbynum non potessero essere ricevuti nei templi e dai ministri 
del culto pagano quali gli Jocim o i Botum.33 In realtà questa norma 

29 Il testo è consultabile in R. de Martinis, Iuris Pontificii de Propaganda Fide…, I 
(1888) 15-17.

30 Raj Bali Pandey, Hindu Saṁskāras…, 98-99.
31 B. Barua, A Study of the Socio-Religious Ceremony of Upanayana [Investiture with 

Sacred Thread] in the Sutras and Dharmasastra, Calcutta 1994, in particolare 17, 
19, 36; Raj Bali Pandey, Hindu Saṁskāras…, 111-139. 

32 B. Barua, A Study of the Socio-Religious Ceremony…, 44-45.
33 Si indicavano così rispettivamente uno yogin e un bhaṭṭa, ovvero qualcuno che 

pratichi lo yoga e un certo tipo di bramino. Va notato che per secoli nel principale 
tempio di Madurai, dedicato alla dea Śri Mīnakśi, lo status sociale dei paṭṭar (plurale 
tamil del sanscrito bhaṭṭa), sia sempre stato braminico ma nondimeno subalterno 
in confronto ad altri bramini impegnati prevalentemente nell’insegnamento. C.J. 
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non considerava che il luogo dove i saṃskārāḥ venivano celebrati era la 
casa, il loro attore principale era il padre di famiglia e la divinità che li 
presiedeva era il focolare domestico.34 Erano quindi riti il cui evidente 
carattere religioso non era sancito da una loro esecuzione in un tem-
pio o da parte di sacerdoti, che infatti non svolgevano presso i “pagani” 
dell’India lo stesso ruolo che le chiese e i presbiteri potevano avere nel 
culto cattolico. La Romanæ Sedis Antistes oscillava tra una neutraliz-
zazione civile dei riti di iniziazione indiana e una loro risignificazione 
specificamente cristiana. Per tale ragione era previsto che il pūnūl fosse 
conferito solo dalle mani di un sacerdote cattolico. In tale circostanza il 
neofita doveva recitare il Credo e pronunciare alcune speciali preghiere 
preparate dall’ordinario della rispettiva diocesi. Venivano bandite tutte 
le circostanze superstiziose associate normalmente a tali riti, come ad 
esempio l’indossare intenzionalmente il pūnūl in un verso piuttosto che 
in un altro. Il Breve ammetteva che non era chiaro quale fosse il signi-
ficato preciso di tali rituali accessori, ma che in ogni caso era opportuno 
abolire “pravum omne mysterium”.35 La riconfigurazione cristiana del 
rito dell’upanayana implicava che mai più i neofiti portassero la linea 
in onore degli dei pagani, bensì in memoria e devozione alla santità ed 
indivisibile Trinità. Il Breve tuttavia sosteneva anche che la linea dovesse 
semplicemente essere indossata quale segno di nobiltà e di distinzione 
delle stirpi e professioni. A rendere ancora più confuso il senso dell’adat-
tamento cristiano vi era la prescrizione di non appendere al cordone 
alcun emblema pagano ma solo immagini della santa croce, di Cristo, 
della Vergine Maria o di altro soggetto cristiano. L’uso di tali simboli non 
era solo concesso ma veniva anche qualificato come lodevole. La natura 
parziale della sacralizzazione cristiana del pūnūl era dimostrato anche 
dal fatto che non lo si potesse tenere in mano mentre si pregava, così 
come invece facevano i pagani. In tal caso la qualificazione come rito 
civile prevaleva sulla consacrazione alla Santissima Trinità. 

Fuller, Gods, Priests and Purity: On the Relation Between Hinduism and the Caste 
System, in Man 14 (1979)/3, 459-476, specificamente 462.

34 Raj Bali Pandey, Hindu Saṁskāras…, VIII.
35 Probabilmente si faceva riferimento al diverso uso del pūnūl a seconda della qualità 

del sacrificio che uno dvija dovesse eseguire. In occasione di cerimonie fauste il 
devoto doveva essere upavītī, ovvero occorreva che il pūnūl pendesse dalla spalla 
sinistra. Nel caso di riti infausti il cordone si appoggiava invece alla spalla destra 
e lo dvija era prāchīnāvīti. Infine, vi erano circostanze in cui il sacrificante doveva 
essere nivīti ed allora il pūnūl veniva portato al collo come una ghirlanda. Raj Bali 
Pandey, Hindu Saṁskāras…, 133. 
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La Romanæ Sedis Antistes prevedeva una normativa dettagliata 
per la linea ed il corumbynum ed enunciava solo principi generali 
nel caso dei bagni e dell’uso del sandalo. Se veniva concesso l’uso 
di quattro riti, tuttavia Gregorio XV invitava infine i neofiti a con-
siderare quanto effimeri fossero la gloria e il prestigio di cui tanto 
erano orgogliosi. Il Pontefice rivolgeva perciò un invito esplicito ai 
cristiani delle caste superiori, ai quali erano specificamente rivolte 
le concessioni del Breve, di porre termine al disprezzo per le perso-
ne di condizione sociale inferiore, specialmente se membri anch’essi 
dell’unica e indivisibile Chiesa. La clausola finale era un’esortazione, 
ma non un ordine categorico, a superare la discriminazione di casta 
all’interno della comunità cristiana. Si verificava così una situazio-
ne simile a quella già occorsa in occasione del sinodo di Diamper, 
celebrato nel 1599 dall’Arcivescovo di Goa Aleixo de Meneses allo 
scopo di ridurre alla dottrina e alla disciplina latine i cristiani di San 
Tommaso, eredi sulla costa del Malabar dello slancio missionario del-
la chiesa siro-orientale di Persia. Se infatti Meneses si impegnò ad 
abolire ogni possibile traccia di un presunto nestorianesimo, tollerò 
invece esplicitamente la segregazione dei cristiani paṛaiyār nelle chie-
se del Malabar. Se era stabilita in linea di principio l’uguaglianza dei 
cristiani a prescindere dalle condizioni sociali, tuttavia si constatava 
che i nobili rischiassero di non poter più intrattenere rapporti coi re e 
signori del Malabar qualora si fosse saputo che nelle loro chiese erano 
a contatto con persone di caste bassa. Per tale ragione venivano istitu-
iti sacerdoti e chiese riservati ai neofiti di condizione inferiore, così da 
evitare il rischio di degradazione per i cristiani delle caste superiori. 
In attesa che tali rimedi potessero essere eseguiti, si stabiliva che i 
paṛaiyār partecipassero alla celebrazione dell’eucarestia stando sotto 
i porticati delle chiese. Si sperava infine che un intervento risolutivo 
del re di Portogallo potesse assicurare l’iscrizione di tutti i cristiani, a 
prescindere dalla loro casta di origine, in una sorta di Albo d’Oro del-
la nobiltà del Malabar.36 A dispetto quindi della latinizzazione forzata 

36 Actio VIII, Decretum 36, consultabile in Levy Maria Jordão de Paiva Manso (a 
cura di), Bullarium Patronatus Portugalliæ regum in ecclesiis Africæ, Asiæ atque 
Oceaniæ bullas, brevia epistolas, decreta atque S. Sedis ab Alexandro III ad hoc 
usque tempus amplectens, curante Vicecomite de Paiva Manso, Regiis a Consili-
is, Acad. Scient. Olisip. Socio Ordinario, Procuratoris Gener. Coronæ Vices-gerenti, 
Regiique Administri pro negotiis nauticis et coloniarum Consiliario, etc., Olisipone 
1868-1879, appendix – tomus I (1872) 318-319.
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dei cristiani di San Tommaso, il sinodo di Diamper certamente non 
segnò in alcun modo una repressione dell’indigenizzazione del cri-
stianesimo siriaco in India. Se infatti si allentarono i legami con una 
presunta tradizione nestoriana, venne invece ufficialmente ricono-
sciuto il principio di “intoccabilità” e di segregazione dei paṛaiyār.37 

La comune accettazione di una simile norma sociale da parte sia 
del sinodo di Diamper sia della Romanæ Sedis Antistes è un chiaro 
argomento in favore della natura sociale e non meramente culturale 
dell’accommodatio nell’India del Sud durante la prima età moderna. 
Tale constatazione induce anche a comprendere il decreto Inter gra-
viores di Tournon non come un attacco a innocui costumi diversi da 
quelli europei, bensì come il tentativo di rivoluzionare la base sociale 
della Chiesa dell’entroterra meridionale indiano. Non si intende con 
ciò sostenere che il Patriarca d’Antiochia e poi la Santa Sede avessero 
ingaggiato una lotta feroce alla discriminazione dei paṛaiyār quasi an-
ticipando esplicite idee di eguaglianza sociale affermatesi in Europa 
solo con la Rivoluzione Francese. La qualificazione superstiziosa che 
Tournon diede dei riti malabarici era conseguenza del sospetto verso 
l’incrollabile attaccamento che i cristiani indiani dimostravano nei 
confronti di determinate pratiche devianti rispetto al cristianesimo 
europeo. Era la sistematicità e pertinacia con cui venivano osservati 
certi riti a far ritenere a un osservatore occidentale che essi fossero 
superstiziosi. Furono cioè le categorie europee di idolatria e super-
stizione, di chiara derivazione classica, che indussero i missionari eu-
ropei a interpretare l’alterità indiana anzitutto in termini religiosi, 
stigmatizzando come pagane le strutture sociali del subcontinente.38 

37 Per tale motivo suscita perplessità l’articolo di S. Subrahmanyam, Dom Frei Aleixo 
de Meneses (1559-1617) et l’échec des tentatives d’indigénisation du christianisme 
en Inde, in Archives de sciences sociales des religions 43/103 (1998) 21-42. Se infat-
ti l’autore propone una convincente lettura delle motivazioni politiche che spinsero 
Meneses a convocare il sinodo di Diamper, non si comprende invece in che senso 
esso avrebbe segnato lo “scacco dei tentativi di indigenizzazione del cristianesimo 
in India”. La liturgia dei cristiani di San Tommaso era siriaca, non indiana, e i loro 
vescovi erano sempre giunti dal Patriarcato siro-orientale in Persia (e poi in Me-
sopotamia). Subrahmanyam confonde perciò la latinizzazione con la repressione 
dell’adattamento sociale dei cristiani siriaci al contesto del Malabar. Se la prima 
ebbe certamente luogo, la seconda non fu né desiderata né conseguita da Meneses, 
come il caso della discriminazione dei paṛaiyār chiaramente dimostra. 

38 A tale tema sarà dedicata da parte di chi scrive una ricerca biennale presso il War-
burg Institute di Londra grazie al sostegno del Programma Marie Curie della Com-
missione Europea. Si cercherà in particolare di analizzare le categorie concettuali 
e le pratiche conoscitive mediante le quali i missionari cattolici della prima età 
moderna posero le basi per la definizione della categoria di “induismo”. 
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Se quindi classifichiamo i riti malabarici in termini sociali storicizzia-
mo il timore cristiano per la superstizione idolatrica, potremmo forse 
rintracciare una più evidente logica nella congerie di divieti conte-
nuti nell’Inter graviores.39 Le diverse clausole del decreto di Tournon 
possono così essere raggruppate in due grandi categorie secondo il 
seguente schema. Accanto a ogni pratica si indica il numero della 
clausola del decreto che la prevede (esso non era diviso originaria-
mente in paragrafi), seguendo la numerazione che si affermò nel cor-
so dei dibattiti svoltisi all’interno del Sant’Uffizio.

Riproduzione sociale Distinzione e purezza sociale
1. Battesimo tardivo, cl. 4 1. Amministrazione del Battesimo sen-

za i sacramentali della saliva, del sale e 
dell’insufflazione, cl. 1

2. Matrimoni infantili, cl. 5 2. Conferimento di nomi pagani al batte-
simo, cl. 2

3. Tessera nuziale del tāli, cl. 6 3. Traslati in lingua locale di oggetti e re-
altà sacre del cristianesimo, cl. 3

4. Cordone del tāli composto da 108 
fili, cl. 7

4. Privazione dei sacramenti per le donne 
in periodo mestruale, cl. 1

5. Cerimonie nuziali superstiziose, 
cl. 8

5. Astensione dal somministrare i sacra-
menti nei tuguri dei paṛaiyār, cl. 12

6. Frazione del cocco in occasione 
del matrimonio, cl. 9

6. Abluzioni rituali di neofiti e missionari, 
cl.14

7. Festa del primo mestruo, cl. 11 7. Tilakāḥ di cenere, cl. 15
8. Partecipazione di musicisti a ceri-
monie nei templi pagani, cl. 13

8. Segni bianchi e rossi, cl. 16

9. Lettura di libri pagani da parte dei cri-
stiani, cl. 17

39 Un’utile tassonomia dei riti malabarici è offerta da G. Dharampal, La Religion des 
Malabars: Tessier de Quéralay et la contribution des missionnaires européens à la 
naissance de l’indianisme, in Nouvelle revue de science missionnaire (1982) 37-39. 
L’autrice distingue cinque aree tematiche: 1. condanna di pratiche “oscene”; 2. 
interdizione di pratiche idolatriche; 3. interdizione di usi superstiziosi; 4. imposi-
zione di pratiche cristiane ed europee; 5. misure per facilitare e aumentare le con-
versioni. Questa classificazione illustra il diverso tipo di infrazioni che ciascun rito 
rappresentava agli occhi degli avversari dell’accommodatio. Lo schema che invece 
noi proponiamo cerca di evidenziare la funzione di ciascun rito, reale o preteso, 
all’interno della comunità dei neofiti indiani. 
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Secondo questa classificazione i riti malabarici erano fondamen-
tali strumenti per la riproduzione di una struttura sociale fortemente 
gerarchica e per il consolidamento delle sue distinzioni interne. Il 
ritardo nel conferimento del battesimo sembra in tutta evidenza un 
retaggio del saṃskāra del nāmakaraṇa, il cui specifico scopo era con-
ferire un nome al neonato e assicurare così la riproduzione sociale 
della comunità come riflesso di quella biologica. Il rito poteva aver 
luogo in diversi momenti ma vi erano alcuni limiti da osservare. Oc-
correva anzitutto che fosse trascorso il periodo di impurità rituale, 
diverso per ogni varṇa, determinato dall’atto della nascita. La cerimo-
nia poteva poi essere celebrata solamente in un giorno fausto. Per tali 
ragioni era normale che il nāmakaraṇa avesse luogo fra il decimo e 
il trentaduesimo giorno dalla nascita.40 In ogni caso non aveva luogo 
entro l’ottavo giorno, come ordinato da molti sinodi post-tridentini, 
o addirittura entro il terzo, come fu prescritto a Roma da un decreto 
del 1723.41

Nella categoria dei riti funzionali alla riproduzione sociale pos-
siamo poi annoverare la celebrazione di matrimoni indissolubili fra 
bambini di sette anni o anche più piccoli. Un simile costume serviva a 
rafforzare i legami familiari all’interno di una comunità di casta, non 
attendendo il raggiungimento dell’età della ragione da parte dei nu-
bendi. Non a caso osservava Francisco Lainez, missionario a Madurai 
e poi vescovo di São Thomé de Meliapor (oggi quartiere di Chennai, 
capitale del Tamil Nadu) come questo rito fosse praticato non da tutti 
gli indiani ma solamente dagli Optimates.42 Un’evidente funzione di 
riproduzione sociale avevano tutti i riti malabarici associati al vivāha, 
il saṃskāra matrimoniale. L’uso da parte della sposa della tessera au-
rea nuziale del tāli (nota anche come tirumaṅkaliyam), consacrato 

40 Raj Bali Pandey, Hindu Saṁskāras…, 84-85.
41 L.M. Lucini OP, Esame, e difesa del decreto pubblicato in Pudiscerì da monsignor 

Carlo Tommaso di Tournon Patriarca d’Antiochia, Commissario, e Visitatore Apo-
stolico, con podestà di Legato a latere delle Indie Orientali, Impero della Cina, e 
Isole adiacenti. Di poi Cardinale della S. R. Chiesa. Approvato, e confermato con 
breve dal sommo pontefice Benedetto XIII. Presentata alla medesima Santità Sua 
da fra Luigi Maria Lucino dell’Ordine de’ Predicatori, Maestro di Sacra Teologia, e 
Commissario Generale del Sant’Uffizio. Edizione seconda rivista dall’autore, Roma 
1728, 122. 

42 Defensio Indicarvm missionvm Madurensis, nempe. Maysurensis, & Carnatensis, 
edita, occasione decreti ab Ill. mo D. Patriarcha Antiocheno D. Carolo Maillard 
de Tovrnon visitatore apostolico in Indiis Orientalibus lati; & suscepta a Francisco 
Laineze Societate Jesu electo Episcopo Meliaporensi, Romae 1707, 339. L’opera in 
realtà sembrerebbe essere stata pubblicata clandestinamente in India. 
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originariamente al dio Piḷḷaiyār (chiamato nel decreto Pulleyar o Pil-
leyar e corrispondente al dio-elefante Gaṇeśa),43 aveva lo scopo di 
consacrare il matrimonio e assicurarne la fertilità. La sua sostituzio-
ne con un’immagine della Vergine Maria poteva essere considerata 
simile alla cristianizzazione del pūnūl approvata da Gregorio XV nel 
1623, oppure una pericolosa contaminazione pagana di un’immagine 
sacra.44 I gesuiti contestavano la stessa esistenza del cordone del tāli, 
tinto di giallo con una soluzione a base di curcuma e formato da 108 
fili, così come la riproduzione del dio Piḷḷaiyār sulla medaglia nuziale. 
Non minori dissensi suscitava il divieto di una serie di presunti riti 
praticati in occasione del matrimonio, aventi a oggetto l’uso di un 
ramo di Ficus religiosa,45 il numero dei vasi o bacili usati duranti il 
rito, la qualità delle vivande del banchetto nuziale o alcuni circoli 
tracciati con la mano al di sopra della testa degli sposi per scacciare il 
malocchio. Si riteneva che avesse fini scaramantici anche il rito della 
frazione del cocco, presentato nell’Inter graviores come un mezzo per 
trarre auspici sull’esito del matrimonio mentre Lainez sosteneva che 
la polpa della noce di cocco aperta venisse usata per poggiarvi il tāli 
e simboleggiare la purezza sponsale.46 

La festa del primo mestruo veniva censurata da Tournon in quanto 
lesiva del pudore virginale delle adolescenti e occasione per indurle a 
una scatenata libidine. Se il Patriarca vedeva in tale rito un’esaltazio-
ne della sensualità, il Procuratore dei missionari gesuiti del Malabar 
padre Antonio Broglia Brandolini lo presentava come un rito celebra-
to da cristiani e pagani solo nel caso in cui la ragazza fosse già sposata. 
Il rito era perciò considerato un “piccolo matrimonio” e serviva a 
festeggiare la speranza di futura prole.47 Anche questo rito, così come 

43 Una sintesi delle conoscenze che i missionari contrari all’accommodatio avevano 
del dio Piḷḷaiyār è data da G. Dharampal, La Religion des Malabars…, 73-75.

44 Presso i cristiani tamil contemporanei il tāli viene usato al posto della fede nuziale 
della sposa. B. Sébastia, Inculturation ou ethnicisation. Les pratiques religieuses 
des Pondichériens catholiques en Île-de-France, in Archives de sciences sociales des 
religions 47/119 (2002) 99-126, specificamente 119. 

45 Chiamata nel decreto Aresciomara, corrispondeva al tamil aracu o aracumaram. 
Nell’uso anglo-indiano l’albero è oggi noto come peepal. Cfr. G. Dharampal, La 
Religion des Malabars…, 290.

46 Defensio…, 402.
47 Risposte alle accuse date al pratticato sin’ora da’ Religiosi della Compagnia di Gie-

sù, nelle Missioni del Madurey, Mayssur, e Carnate, In due libri diversi dal reveren-
dissimo Padre Fra Luigi Maria Lucino del Venerabil’Ordine de’ Predicatori, Maestro 
di Sacra Teologia, e Commissario Generale del Santo Ufizio in Roma. Opera d’un 
Professore della medesima Sacra Teologia, Colonia 1729, II, 401. Brandolini distin-
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tutte le cerimonie matrimoniali, celebrava la fertilità ovvero – nella 
prospettiva sociale che proponiamo – la riproduzione del gruppo fa-
miliare all’interno di una struttura gerarchica. 

Aveva una natura apparentemente diversa la proibizione fatta ai 
musicisti cristiani (tympanorum pulsatores, tibicines, aut alterius cu-
juscumque musici instrumenti sonatores) di partecipare alle feste e ai 
sacrifici in onore degli idoli, celebrati nei templi o altrove. Ancora 
una volta il decreto enfatizzava la contaminazione pagana dei cri-
stiani. Lainez tuttavia osservava lucidamente come i musicisti cri-
stiani fossero in realtà tessitori che non riuscivano a mantenere le 
loro famiglie a causa dei bassi prezzi pagati per le loro merci e della 
eccessiva pressione dei tributi. L’arte musicale serviva loro per au-
mentare il reddito grazie al servizio prestato in occasione di matrimo-
ni e altre festività civili. Se Tournon riconosceva che questi musicisti 
erano spesso costretti a prestare il loro servizio in cerimonie pagane, 
Lainez aggiungeva che un’eventuale inadempienza veniva punita con 
severi castighi.48 Nel caso di questa clausola del decreto sembra che 
non fosse proibito un saṃskāra dei cristiani indiani, bensì la parteci-
pazione di alcuni di loro alla celebrazione di saṃskārāḥ dei pagani, 
eventualmente anche nel quadro della prestazione obbligatoria di un 
servizio.

Si sono considerati sinora quei riti malabarici che erano funziona-
li alla riproduzione di gruppi gerarchizzati. Occorre ora considerare i 
riti che servivano invece a demarcare una distinzione sociale o a pre-
venire una contaminazione. Lainez obiettava che, fra i sacramentali 
del battesimo, solo il il rito dell’Effata (cfr. Marco 7, 23) era stato co-
stantemente omesso, mentre il sale e l’insufflazione venivano sempre 
praticati, ancorché se di nascosto.49 I sacramentali in questione erano 
riti esorcistici che accompagnavano il battesimo.50 Due di essi, l’Effata 
e l’insufflazione, implicavano tuttavia un contatto con la saliva del 
sacerdote, sostanza che “ab ista gente res vilissima censetur, magis 

gueva due diversi riti nela celebrazione della prima mestruazione. Ancora oggi si 
riscontrano fra alcuni cattolici tamil due distinti momenti: prima un rito di purifi-
cazione con acqua detto vaṇṇaṉ caṭaṅku, ovvero “cerimonia del lavandaio”, e poi 
un rito invece festivo noto come māmaṉ caṭariku, ovvero cerimonia dello zio mater-
no (māmaṉ). Cfr. D. Mosse, South Indian Christians, Purity/Impurity, and the Caste 
System: Death Ritual in a Tamil Roman Catholic Community, in The Journal of the 
Royal Anthropological Institute 2 (1996)/3, 461-483, in particolare 466-467.  

48 Defensio…, 495.
49 Ibid. …, 285. 
50 Cfr. Summa Theologiæ, 3a, q. 71, a. 2.
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abominanda, ac fœda quam hominis stercus”.51 Un problema analo-
go era posto dal sangue mestruale. Se infatti il suo primo apparire 
era occasione di festa e segnalava la speranza della riproduzione del 
gruppo, il sangue in quanto tale era invece una sostanza impura che 
precludeva il contatto sociale e l’accesso ai sacramenti.52 L’usanza di 
imporre nomi pagani ai neo-battezzati e l’impiego di traslati indiani 
per indicare le realtà sacre del cristianesimo ribadiva un’esigenza già 
emersa al tempo di Nobili. L’uso di espressioni europee o di goffe imi-
tazioni indiane di esse era infatti considerato come segno di appar-
tenenza alla comunità degli spregevoli parangi, ovvero a quei popoli 
occidentali, eredi dei franchi delle crociate, che non rispettavano le 
gerarchie di casta, mangiavano cibi impuri e avevano libero contatto 
con i paṛaiyār.53 Proprio l’esecrazione per questi fuori casta spiegava 
l’impossibilità di accettare che i missionari prestassero il viatico ai 
paṛaiyār nei loro stessi tuguri o capanne. I sacerdoti, venuti ad aiutare 
dei moribondi con la grazia dei sacramenti, sarebbero rimasti appe-
stati loro stessi da un’impurità che, come aveva osservato Nobili a suo 
tempo, poteva essere irreale come un ente di ragione ma dispiegare 
nondimeno effetti sociali concretissimi. Tournon intervenne in due 
specifiche circostanze per glossare e delimitare la portata della Ro-
manæ Sedis Antistes. Da una parte stabilì che anche per i missionari 
valesse il divieto di abluzioni che fossero o potessero sembrare super-
stiziose. In particolare non era ammesso eseguirle prima o dopo le 
funzioni sacre o nelle circostanze in cui le praticavano normalmente 
i bramini o i rinuncianti saṃnyāsināḥ, anche allo scopo di spacciarsi 
per loro. Il riferimento all’adattamento personale di Nobili, autodi-
chiaratosi rāja romano, era trasparente. Quanto ai tempi in cui queste 
abluzioni avevano luogo, è naturalmente più probabile che ciò fosse 
prima delle funzioni, a mo’ di purificazione precedente il contatto 
col divino. L’altro principio della Romanæ Sedis Antistes che venne 
innovato fu quello relativo ai tilakāḥ, ovvero i segni tracciati sulla 
fronte. Se infatti nel 1623 erano stati tollerati quelli fatti con polvere 

51 Così si esprimeva Gaspar Affonso, vescovo gesuita di São Thomé prima di Lainez. 
Citazione in Defensio…, 289. 

52 Un elenco delle secrezioni umane impure, inclusa la saliva e il sangue, era fornito 
dal celebre Codice delle leggi di Manu (Mānavadharmaśāstra). Cfr. The Laws of 
Manu: With an Introduction and Notes, tr. W. Doniger e B.K. Smith, London-New 
York, 1991, V, nn. 123, 134-135 (112-114). 

53 Utrum novus ille ritus, quo Pater Robertus ad conuertendos et instituendos in fide 
Brachmanas, uti coepit, superstitiosus sit, aut suspectus, in ARSI, Goa 51, ff. 74-81, 
in particolare ff. 78, 80v. 
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di sandalo, nulla si era invece detto di quelli composti con cenere. Si 
deplorò che essa fosse ottenuta dalla combustione di sterco vaccino e 
si rilevò come imitasse le devozioni dei penitenti śivaiti (nel decreto 
sono denominati rutrenisti, dal nome Rudra). A nulla valse osservare 
che in India, data la scarsità di legna, lo sterco di vacca era univer-
salmente usato per alimentare il focolare domestico. Brandolini non 
riuscì a convincere il Sant’Uffizio col suo appello a provare tali ceneri 
di persona: “Lo sterco poi di Vaccha purificato, e ridotto in cenere 
dal fuoco è una cosa così netta, monda, e polita, come sono le nostre 
polvere di cipro, e come sono le ceneri di qualsiasi altra materia. 
Chi dubitasse di ciò, può coll’esperienza à suo piacere chiarirsene”.54 
Sempre in relazione ai tilakāḥ, natura eminentemente sociale aveva-
no anche i cosiddetti segni bianchi e rossi. Nel corso della controver-
sia si dibatté su quali fossero simboli della religione pagana e quali 
invece rappresentassero solo una preminenza sociale, proprio come i 
segni di sandalo che erano stati ammessi nel 1623. 

Se è difficile dubitare della funzione di distinzione sociale e di pu-
rezza rituale delle pratiche menzionate sinora, ci sembra tuttavia che 
anche la lettura di libri pagani debba essere ascritta a questa catego-
ria. Sia Tournon sia i gesuiti ritenevano che i neofiti avrebbero dovu-
to astenersi da simili letture. I secondi erano però persuasi che fosse 
anche necessario conoscere bene le favole degli idolatri, sì da poterle 
confutare meglio. Né il Patriarca né i missionari enfatizzavano tuttavia 
il significato sociale che la partecipazione alla cultura letteraria locale 
necessariamente aveva. Era certamente difficile rinvenire opere che 
fossero totalmente prive di riferimenti alla religione pagana, né certo 
i gesuiti, nonostante i loro sforzi letterari, potevano rimpiazzare da 
soli un patrimonio intellettuale accumulatosi in secoli. La proibizione 
della lettura di tutte le opere in qualche modo superstiziose rischiava 
perciò di far precipitare i cristiani in una ignominiosa condizione di 
ignoranza: un problema culturale ma anzitutto di reputazione in una 
società con un’ampia alfabetizzazione.55 

54 ACDF, S.O., St. St., QQ 1-d, ff. 75v- 76v, § 134. I fogli non sono numerati, perciò 
abbiamo fatto ricorso a una numerazione virtuale. Brandolini non si limitò peraltro 
a invitare i suoi lettori a provare le ceneri di sterco di vacca, ma anzi ne produsse 
alcune per farle esaminare direttamente dal cardinale Giuseppe Renato Imperiali, 
presidente della congregazione particolare sui riti malabarici. Risposte alle accu-
se…, 621. 

55 Lainez osservava come nel paese tamil fossero in molti a saper scrivere, usando 
materiali semplici come le foglie di palma e uno stilo di ferro. Gli indiani di quelle 
terre scrivevano anche stando in piedi ed erano in grado di scrivere correttamente 
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3. L’illusione dell’accommodatio

I riti malabarici furono condannati da Tournon per una loro 
presunta natura superstiziosa, pagana, o oscena. Non vi è ragione 
di dubitare che fosse proprio questa l’opinione che gli avversari 
dell’accommodatio avevano di quelle pratiche dei neofiti dell’India 
meridionale. Allo stesso modo appare chiara la fiducia dei missionari 
gesuiti nella loro capacità di estendere i confini della cristianità me-
diante un intelligente adattamento del cattolicesimo a costumi mera-
mente civili. Se però cerchiamo di comprendere i riti malabarici dal 
punto di vista di coloro che li praticavano in prima persona, abbiamo 
ragione di sospettare che tale prospettiva fosse ben distinta da quella 
delle due fazioni europee in lotta. Abbiamo cercato di mostrare come 
tali usi controversi fossero, in un’ottica indiana, essenzialmente dei 
saṃskārāḥ, riti domestici che conferivano senso religioso e sociale 
all’esperienza umana. Dal punto di vista di un osservatore occidentale 
si sarebbe potuto rinvenire facilmente nelle missioni di Madurai, My-
sore e del Carnate un esito sincretistico. Esso non era però uno scopo 
ultimo o anche un fine intermedio perseguito dai missionari. Ciò che 
piuttosto avvenne fu una risignificazione locale dei saṃskārāḥ “paga-
ni” alla luce della novità del cristianesimo. Non furono i missionari a 
dispensare una qualche inculturazione, bensì furono i neofiti indiani 
a prendere possesso della religione che veniva loro annunciata e a 
rimodellarla secondo i loro bisogni sociali e spirituali. 

Se le categorie di dialogo interreligioso, inculturazione e sincre-
tismo deliberato risultano inadeguate, non si deve tuttavia ritenere 
che qui si voglia sostenere l’incontrastato dominio in India, sin dalla 
notte dei tempi e fino a oggi, della strutturazione sociale in caste, 
intese come realtà essenzialmente immutate. La classificazione dei 
riti malabarici che abbiamo qui presentato non postula la realtà delle 
caste ma solo il riconoscimento europeo di una differenza sostan-
ziale fra la società da cui provenivano i missionari e quella in cui si 
trovarono a operare. Sia i riti malabarici sia le caste avevano un’esi-
stenza peculiare: erano sì costruzioni occidentali, ma esprimevano 
anzitutto lo stupore e il disorientamento di fronte alla diversità uma-
na. Il carattere artificioso dei riti malabarici è evidente già nel loro 
nome: erano praticati nelle regioni sud-orientali dell’India ma erano 
designati secondo il nome della costa occidentale del subcontinente 

anche senza prestare attenzione con lo sguardo ai segni che tracciavano. Defen-
sio…, 15- 16. 
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dove per la prima volta sbarcarono i portoghesi.56 Tale circostanza è 
quasi un’illustrazione simbolica del modo in cui l’Europa si accostò 
all’alterità indiana: a partire dalle teste di ponte, concrete e concet-
tuali, che aveva stabilito ai margini del subcontinente. È così che la 
missione di Madurai, ben lungi dall’essere intesa come un’alterna-
tiva alla politica religiosa dell’Estado da Índia, venne al contrario 
concepita anche come uno strumento per rafforzarlo.57 La conquista 
spirituale dell’oriente andò di pari passo a quella temporale ed en-
trambe infine fallirono. La sconfitta della conquista europea delle 
terre e delle anime non deve però far pensare ad una sorta di lieto 
fine anticoloniale. Se ci limitiamo a considerare le missioni appare 
chiaro che, nonostante i precetti della bolla Omnium Sollicitudinum, 
le distinzioni di casta non sono mai scomparse del tutto fra i cristiani 
dell’India. Le tendenze egualitarie del cristianesimo hanno attenuato 
solo marginalmente le condizioni di sfruttamento dei paṛaiyār.58 Il 17 
novembre 2003 Giovanni Paolo II dovette ancora ricordare ai vescovi 
del Tamil Nadu che

qualsiasi parvenza di pregiudizio basato sulle caste nei rapporti tra i 
cristiani è un segno contrario all’autentica solidarietà umana, una minac-
cia alla vera spiritualità e un grave ostacolo alla missione evangelizzatrice 
della Chiesa. Pertanto, le usanze o le tradizioni che perpetuano o raffor-
zano la divisione delle caste devono essere riformate in modo sensibile, 
affinché possano diventare un’espressione della solidarietà dell’intera 
comunità cristiana”.59 

56 La denominazione di riti malabarici ha una duplice origine. Anzitutto la missio-
ne di Madurai dipendeva dalla provincia gesuitica del Malabar. In secondo luogo, 
durante la prima età moderna gli europei tesero ad associare le lingue tamil e 
malayālam in ragione della loro comune appartenenza dravidica. Cfr. a tale propo-
sito R. Caldwell, A Comparative Grammar of the Dravidian or South Indian Family 
of Languages, London 1875, 10-12.

57 Nel 1720 il Conselho Ultramarino approvava un finanziamento straordinario alla 
missione di Madurai con la seguente motivazione: “O augmento das missiõis da In-
dia (e de outra qualquer parte) hé o meio mais proporcionado não só p[er]a a con-
servação daquelles estados, mas tãobem p[er]a os mais dominios de S. Mag[esta]de 
se ampliarem gloriozam[en]te”. Arquivo Histórico Ultramarino (Lisboa), Conselho 
Ultramarino, Índia, cx. 77, doc. 48 D. 

58 R. Deliège, Untouchability and Catholicism: The Case of the Paraiyars in South In-
dia, in Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 18 (1998)/1, 
30-33. 

59 Giovanni Paolo II, Ad quosdam Indiae Latini ritus episcopos, in Acta Apostolicæ 
Sedis n. 12, a. 95 (4 dicembre 2003) 862-866.
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Il monito papale peraltro interpretava con precisione il mutamen-
to che il cattolicesimo indiano aveva sperimentato nei decenni post-
conciliari. L’opzione preferenziale per i poveri era ormai intesa in 
India, sia dalla gerarchia episcopale sia dai laici impegnati, anzitutto 
come particolare vicinanza alle sofferenze di coloro che erano stati 
tenuti per secoli ai margini di un inumano sistema di discriminazione 
sociale specificamente indiano. La lotta dei dalit, coloro che rifiuta-
no oggi di chiamarsi ancora paṛaiyār o “intoccabili” e rivendicano 
la loro condizione di “oppressi” dell’India, è appena agli inizi. Per 
i dalit cristiani potrà quasi essere un saṃskāra collettivo, un’espe-
rienza di grazia liberante, il riconoscimento pubblico della santità 
di un papa che ha difeso con forza la loro dignità umana. Non vi è 
ragione per pensare che la società indiana cesserà di essere articolata 
in caste,60 tuttavia discriminazioni come quelle trattate all’epoca della 
controversia dei riti malabarici possono e debbono essere estirpate. 
Lo sfruttamento patito per secoli dai dalit avrà termine quando loro 
stessi, in prima persona e senza deleghe, riusciranno a ridefinire la 
loro identità e sapranno esserne fieri.61

Paolo Aranha
Istituto Universitario Europeo, Firenze

Riassunto: Fra il 1704 ed il 1744 la Santa Sede mise al bando i riti malabarici, una 
particolare forma di adattamento del cattolicesimo alla società dell'India meridionale. 
In una prospettiva eurocentrica essi hanno potuto essere considerati come un'antici-
pazione dell'odierna categoria di inculturazione. Da un punto di vista specificamente 
indiano tali riti appaiono invece come forme cristianizzate di saṃskaraḥ, “sacramenti” 
induisti che rendono un individuo partecipe di una comunità ed inserito nell'ordina-
mento gerarchico della società.

60 Cfr. Mysore Narasimhachar Srinivas (a cura di), Caste: Its Twentieth Century Ava-
tar, New Delhi 1997.

61 Cfr. C. Joe Arun SJ, Constructing Dalit Identity, Jaipur-New Delhi 2007. L’autore, 
antropologo e gesuita della Provincia di Madurai, sostiene in particolare la neces-
sità per i dalit di “etnicizzarsi”, ovvero di rappresentarsi come un gruppo con una 
specifica cultura e storia. 
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FROM MELIAPOR TO MYLAPORE, 
1662-1749: THE PORTUGUESE - , 

PRESENCE IN SAO TOME BETWEEN 
THE QUTB SHAHI CONQUEST 

AND ITS INCORPORATION INTO 
BRITISH MADRAS 

Paolo Aranha 

Along the seashore of Chennai, the capital of Tamil Nadu state, kn~ 
previously as .tvladras, runs the Santhome Highway. It links Martna 
Beach in the nonh, a highly popular sightseeing attraction and a place of 
~ociali2arion in the Tamil metro pole, with rhe Adyar area in the so~th, where 
rhe headquarters of the Theosophical Society and its renowned hbrary are. 
Between these two landmarks is placed Santhome Cathedral, the centre of 
Catholic life in C hennai. 

The toponym "Santhon1e'' is probably the most visible legacy of tbl 
ancient Portuguese settlement of Sao Tome (originally "Thome'', and hi~Wt 
today's toponym "Santhome") de Meliapor. What used to be~ ua 
preceded and then competed with the English Fort St George 15 

borough in the Tamil capital. H owever, it is remarkable that the 
settlement had a compound denomination: Sio Tom~ de 
the d I d. a vent of the Lusitans there had already been an ° •an ,. 
Mylapore (originally "M ailapur"), or the "city of the pcacedts • 
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exca,·arions in l\-fylapore demonstrate that the city was already an important 
trading post in rhe second century and that around the seventh century it 
counted at least a fttiz,ite, a vaip_uwite, and a jaintt remple.

1 

The purpose of this chapter is to propose some preliminary lines of research 
~hat !11ay all~w us to _understand the strategies of resilience of the Portuguese 
tn Sao Tome de Mehapor between its conquest in 1662 by the Qurb Shahi 
dynasty _o~ Golco~da and its incorporation into British Madras in 1749. 
By exammmg archtval documents kept in Goa and Lisbon, it will be possible ro 
see better how an autonomous Ponuguese community, perfectly exemplifyin 
what has been defined [he "shadow empire",;! persisted in a corner of th~ 
Cor~mandel Coast, blessed by the memory of the Apostle Thomas and srill 
considered economically viable. 

RELIQUARY CITY OR A PORTUGUESE REliC? 

In~s Zupanov _has explored how the "discovery" in 151 7 of the sepulchre of 
S~~tdThomdas m Mylapore made possible the creation of a "factory settlement 
o m epen ent merchants'' Thanks al " h . 
around the life of S . Th . so tO t e elaboration of the legends 

am t omas the rearr f h 
around the burial 51· re d th ,. ' . , angement o t e sacred geography 

, an e mvennon o · · f 
places and objects_ all th k : superpostnon o subsidiary sacred 
the casados (married efwthor of Jesu lts and other rei igious specialists", 

men 0 e reserve a ) f s-- '"r 
were able ro resist "the a1· . cc rmy 0 ao 1ome de Meliapor 

centr tzmg enorrs . c 
legitimate the mercantile · d' . d emanatmg rrom Goa and could 

f 
, m tgemze and 1 · o the rown".3 ' consequent Y mdependent srarus 

Sao Tome was born as " 1' . . a re tquary town'' 1 pnmanly determined b th . 'a sen ement whose location was 
I d 

Y e spectal grace e · c 
re ate to the life and cl h f th · mananng rrom the sacred places 
M 

. ear o e Ap 1 fi d. 
ala•), the Small Mounta· (C" ost e 0 n ta: the Great Mount (Periya 
h m mna Mal ") d 1 ': ere the apostle was buried s- aJ an n e so-called Sam ea Casa, 1 

s1xtee h · ao Tome grew r d"l · nt century. In a letter th h s ea 1 Y m the course of the 
to Dom Joao Ill, it was specifi a~ t he m~radores (residents) addressed in 1535 
~round the apostle's tomb."Th e t at Sixty Portuguese fam il ies already ]ived 
1t possible d e presence of relig· d to un errake evangelical . . . Ious an secular priests made 
so that by 1559 h acuvtties even a h t ere were alread b mong t e local population, 

In that same year, a mili y a out 2,~00 Indian converrs:6 
Portuguese p . tary event clanfied h "fi 

1 
. . resence 10 Sao Tome · f: t e spect c nature of the 

was aJd SJege to by Rima Ra" , mso ar as that was necessar . The town 
governor) of the v·. - Ja, a powerful mah - ~ J - y 
Th ·- L lJayanagara Empire · d amar.«:Ulleivara (provincial 

e casuaos accep d h , 10 or er to h" . te t e demand rh h assert IS tnbutary rights. 
at t ey pay rh . b c tn ute, against pressures 
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. ed from Goa to offer mil itary resistance.- A few decades later it was 

rece1v , 
stared in me Jesuit Annual. Letter .between 1 60~ and 1.606 that the Portuguese 
overned chemselves, hav1ng theu own captatn and Judge (ouvidor), while a 

governor of the "King of Bisnaga" resided in a town near Sao Tome, leasing 
~ur rhe collection of port dues and governing the Hindu population.s 

Sao Tome became a major centre of religious life. The Franciscans had 
a friary outside rhe walls dedicated to Saint Anthony of Lisbon (or Padua) 
and the Igreja da Nossa Senhora da Luz, where they rook care of the Indian 
Chrisrians.9 The Jesuirs provided educational services through their college, 
where ir was possible to learn "cases of conscience, Latin, reading, writing, 
and counting". 10 According to a description that Pedro Barreto de Rezende, 
secretary ro the Conde de Linhares, wrote, probably around 1635, within the 
walls of Sao Tome there was the cathedral and also three churches belonging 
to the Dominicans, the Augustinians and the Jesui ts. Outside the wall there 
were, in addition to the lgreja da Nossa Senhora da Luz, two other churches: 
the Jesuit one known as the Madre de Oeus and the Sao I .cizaro.

11 

In 1606 Sao Tome was elevated to a bishopric, after having been part 
of rhe Goa diocese that then belonged to the jurisdiction of the bishop of 
Cochin since 1558. Andre de Santa l\1aria, the Franciscan prelate in charge 
of Cochin, who was particularly hostile to the Jesuits, persistently requested 
rhe Holy See to create the new bishopric, most probably as a way to check 
rhe pretensions to jurisdictional autonomy claimed by the Jesuit missionaries 
on the Costa da Piscaria. 1.! This anti-Jesuitic stance is somewhat ironical, 
inasmuch as the episcopal see of :tvteliapor, under the Jesuit bishops ~as~ 
Afonso Alvares (1691-1708), Francisco Laynes (1708-14) and Jose Pinheuo 
(1724-44), became a scronghold in the defence of the Malabar Rit~ allowed 
by rhe missionaries of rhe Society of Jesus in the regions of Madum, M.yacne 
and lhc Karnarik during the fi rst half of the eighteenth centu"f:

13 

•• 

Around 1635 rhere were 120 Portuguese families and 200 Ind•an Ch.tiJtiiJ) 

families living wimin rhe wal ls ofSao Tome, whereas 6,000 Indian-· 
r tha · 
_1vcd outside them.14 The settlement beyond the walls t IS, 

10 the srrictest sense had settlements of weavers producing for the~ 
~1arket, so that Sao Torne could be considered an extended port 
1nland ma k d c · c ·1· · ~~ r et an . manUiactunng rac1 tues. 

A major town alo ng the Coromandel Coast, Sao Tome! 
Dutch competition and then entered into a totally new 
English E I d . · d · · in l!SI , asr n 1a Company obtatne penniSSton 
Fon St George just three miles north. 16 The English took 
~~tract the Portuguese and Indian Christian population tcl 

ao Tome found itself deprived also of the · · 
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irs bishops: no appoinunents were made by the Holy See bet\vcen 1640 and 
1691, due to both the delay in the Roman recognition of the Braganza dynasty 
and as a consequence of rhe tensions between the Portuguese Padroado and 
the Congregation ofPropaganda Fide. 18 The demographical decay ofSao Tome 
can be measured by a discussion that rook place in 1652-53 between Do m 
Joao IV and the viceroy, Vasco Mascarenhas. The decrease in the population 
of Sao Tome made it necessary to reduce the extent of rhe forti fication so 
as_ to better defend the town. 19 Already weakened by European competition, 
Sao Tome feiJ under the forces of the Qu~b Shah! dynasty of Golconda in 
1662 and was placed under the control of the minister Nekhnam Khan. 20 

The town was expanded and fortified massively by the conquerors. Most 
Portuguese fled to Madras. However, the militarization of Sao Tome did not 
affect the freedom to practise the Catholic religion, and the churches were 
fully .respected by the new Muslim rulers. 21 Several attempts were made by 
the VIceroys An t6nio de Melo e Casrro ( 1662-66) and J oao N unes da Cunha 
~~~-r ~ack the rown of the Apostle Thomas. Negotiations with the Qutb 

1 ~gs AI:dullah and Abu'l Hasan swung between respectful re u~rs 
and hosnle acnons of retaliation h · . . . q s · f H · ' sue as setzmg a very nch shtp near rhe 
tratts o ormuz. Both strategies failed.22 

Despi te all the efforts b h p de le H bl s~ent Y t e ortugu.ese, the French fleet of Admiral 
aye was a e to SeiZe Sao Tt e . 16 . 

France and the Unit d p . om 10 72 Wtth a fortunate blitz. As 
e rovmces were at war · E h 

an agreement with rh S 1 f G 10 urope, t e Dutch reached 
e u tan o olcond £; . . 

the newcomers from rh I a or a JOtn t attack to dislodge 
e town. n 167 4 h F h · end, and the forces of G 1 d d t e renc occupation came to an 

. o con a estroyed all h c "fj . 
rece1ved substantial trad d t e rorrt canons. The Durch ea vantages · h. h . 
sultanate in exchang 23 F b . Wtt m t e rern tory of the Qutb Shahi e. rom em ,, r . 
reduced to a Portuguese t· . d ~ a re tquary town"' Sao Tome was now 

d · re tc, epnved of T 
tra e, 1t could be imagin d th . mt Itary defence, population and 
a d th e at e nme that 1 50 f . roun e sepulchre of th A 

1 
years o Lusltan presence 

S h · e post e Th h d 
uc a stmpl~tic prediction was not fu lfi ll omas a . ~ecn c:mcel led forever. 

the case of Sao Tome so inre . · ed, and th1s IS prectsely what makes 
resnng. 

~ . A RENASCENT TOWN 
fhe tdea that the Esrado d f d. 
of stagn · d . a 11 ta can be adc 1 . . d auon an declme during rh quare Y descnbed just in rerms 
IS ro ay less b · e second half f h h H 0 vtous than in the p A 0 t e seventeenth century 

r
teset o~e of Braganza was able t:s:~ab~ l~ le~1n Amcs argued a decade ago, 

orauon to th p 1 1ze ns po · . e orruguese thro sscss1ons 1n Asia after irs 
ne so that h Es t e tado da fndia could be 
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sidered a "renascent empire, . If it is true that "the Portuguese were never 
~~~e to reestablish themselves i~ any significant fash.ion on the Coromandel 

(,, .z.~ nonetheless they achteved the goal of gomg back to Sao Tome coas , · 
As rhe fi rst foundation of the town in the sixteenth century was the effect of 
che autonomous agency of the casados, in the same way the reconstruction 
of Sao Tome became possible thanks to an initiative undertaken directly by 
the Portuguese inhabitants themselves, although in coordination with the 

authorities in Goa. 
They accomplished their reinstitution in Sao Tome by way of a delegation 

led by rhe Augustinian, Friar Lufs da Piedade, plus ten other Portuguese, 
including the governor of the Sao Tome bishopric, Friar Constantino 
Sardinha Rangel. The sultan of Golconda, Abu'l Hasan, had issued a fomuin 
{a royal decree or chaner)25 on 18 October 1686 with which he allowed 
the Portuguese to settle again in Sao Tome, build houses, plant orchards 
and trade freely, paying the royal dues every year to the same extent that 
the English and the Dutch did in rhe port of Masulipatnam (known as 
Massulipatao in Portuguese). ~1oreover, the Portuguese would be free to 

come and go from Golconda. 26 

From a memorandum drafted on 15 April of that year by four of the 
members of the Porruguese delegation, it can be understood that the mission 
had been solicited by the viceroy Francisco da Tavora (1681-86), Conde de 
Alvor. The latter had suggested in panicular offering gifts (segoatt) to both 
the sultan (rey) of Golconda and rhe nawtib (nababo, governor) who had 
jurisdiction over Sao Tome. The success in obtaining the formtln had been 
particularly relevant because, at the same time, both the French and the ~~tch 
were exerring pressures to acquire Sao Tome. After the fomuin, negott~ttons 
shifted to the local level in order ro establish a monopoly on the collectton of 
custom dues by all the t raders who called at Sao Tome, whether Europeans 
("estrangeiroz'', literally, "strangers,) , Muslims or Hindus. At the moment at 
:Vhich the memorandum was composed, rh ere were good ~rospecrs for success. 
fhe final section of the document is badly damaged, but It can be understood 
ro express a concern for establishing regular officers for the government of 
Sao Tome and to suggest that the Portuguese who refused to corn~ back t~ the 
town (most likely those from Madras) should be punished by bemg depr~ved 
of their nationality. 27 T he negotiation eventually led to a favourable solunon. 
In a letter sent to the viceroy on 8 October 1687, it was reported that, on that 
very day, the Portuguese Rag was raised on Sao Tome, notwithstanding_ the 
attempt made by the English ro impede the re-establishment of the lusn:a 
presence. Moreover the nawtib had agreed to grant the Porruguese half of 
rh · ' ") 21 Th e nghrs due on sea trade ("a metade dos direitoz do mar · e 
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had enrrusted rhe Company's merchant, Chinna Venkatadri;~J to prosecute 
rhe business so as to disappoint the Portuguese, 

though we pay something more for it [the lease of Sao Tome port] than 
they offer, which we doubt not in time to recover from them. Besides 
iris of such absolute necessity w rent that rown, as well for preventing 
the diminishing of our uade and customs, as also our force; five parrs of 
our soldiers being Portuguese topasses, who if they should settle at Saint 
Tome wou ld certainly run thither from us in our necessity. \0 

The choice to use a middleman such as Chinna Venkatadri instead of ro 
undertake direct talks with local administrators was explained in the general 
le.tter s~nr from the board of direcrors on 14 January 1685. It was feared that 
d1rect mvolve~ent b! ~e "Right Honorable Company" could cause "many 
:cruples and dtffi~~!~•es w rhe divan (council), and in particular induce it ro 
enhance the rent · On 4 August, Chinna Venkatadri informed the council 

of Fort Sr ~eorge that he had been able to obtain from Madananta Pantulu, 
the Brahmm governor of Kan h. h rr f · S' 

11 
, "ll c lpuram, t e orrer o a tnennial lease of the 

~~w ome . own, Customs, and Adjacent Towns and Paddy grounds".32 

kee iever, thts was not ~e: ~ concession but onJy a conditioned proposal, always 
p ng open the posstbtltty of striking a deal with th p . d 33 

It seems therecore rh b A e orruguese tnstea . 11 at etween ugust d 0 b h 
to counter the Engl· h an cro er t e Portuguese were able 

Th L . ls manoeuvre and win the Jease of Sao Tome 34 
e ustran recovery of Sao Tome k . . . . . 

change in the Deccan re · I th too place dunng a maJOr polntcal 
gwn. n e course of 1687 h Q b 

was conquered by the M hal E . . ' r e u~ Shah! sultanate 
surrendering on 2 Ocr bug aft m?tre, With the fortress of Golconda finally 

o er er etght mon h f I b . . 
a week before the return f h p t 5 0 a a onous s1ege and just 

c 0 ( e onugues s- .,... enrorcement of the dec· · . c e to ao 10me.35 T he concrete 
f 

ISIOns m ravour of h P 
0 Golconda was therefore rh fi . f c t e ortuguese granted by the sultan 

e rutt o rurrhe . . 
emperor, undertaken on . b . . r negonat1ons with the Mughal 
p ce agcun y Fnar L ( d p· d 
orruguese governor Rodr· d C u s a Je ade, defi ned by the 

( t;. de ' tgo a osra as "fl . 
v'-a de muito bom procedim ) 36 ' a n ar of very good proceeding" 

0 1 h ento . 
n y our years after the re-establ. h 

Tome, the situation seemed . .1~ ment of a Lusiran presence in Sao 
Mi 1 d Al . aga.tn crmcal 1 I gue .e me1da ro Dom Pedro 11 · 11 a en:er sent by the viceroy 
rha~ the mhabitanrs of Sao Tome had ~: 22 January 1690, it was reported 
agamst the Mughal emperor Rama Ra· ffered as a consequence of the war 
Portuguese text), brother of the M Ja (also known as Rama Raza in the 
requested the Porrugue ararha ruler Shamba,·i D =- R-· h d se to pay dues · · IY:Una aJa a 

10 arrears on the port of Sao Tome. 
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Since the Ponuguese had not been able to fulfil their obligations, they had 
I t the cuswms contract. In fact, as can be gleaned from an English record 
:;

23 
August 1688, by that time Chinna Venkatadri had been able to obtain 

a cowle (a written lease or grant) for renting Sao Tome town, its customs, 
''and the adjacent countries as far as Saint Thomas Mount, .r The choice 
of obtaining rhe cowle in the name of Chinna Venkatadri had been made 
on account of tensions between the English and the Mughal Empire, but 
aJso 

50 
as L'not too much [to] exasperate the Portuguese in their loss and 

disappointment of a place they retain a most superstitious veneration for, 
which possibly might provoke them to mutiny or rebellion, or at least some 
disturbance or mischief; they being at present two-thirds of our soldiers, and 
at least six for one to the English inhabitants" . "~ 

In his letter sent to Do m Pedro Il, the viceroy M iguel de Almeida observed 
that, in addition to their precarious economic foundation, the Portuguese 
of Sao Tome had no fortifications and needed artillery for the defence of 
rhe town. Moreover, a stable civic government had not yet been established. 
While an ouvidor and a juJz dos orfoos (judge for orphans) were in place, 
at the death of the capitiio-mor (local commander), Manuel Teixeira Pinto, 
the office was replaced with three deputies, elected by the inhabitants. This 
collegial arrangement did not seem expedient ro the viceroy .. \

9 

From the Portuguese and English records it is possible to understand how 
the appointment in 1695 of Luis Francisco Courinho, relative of the viceroy 
Pedro Ant6nio de Meneses Noronha de Albuquerque (1692-98), as "General 
of the Coast of Coromandel'' was probably devised as a way to strengthen 
ties with Goa and enhance the Portuguese presence in Sao Tome. In the 
town, Coutinho, provided with secret patent letters, established an office of 
rhe Inquisition and su1nmoned back all the Portuguese who had moved to 

Fort St George in previous decades, bur he did not achieve much success. 
He was not able to obtain fro m the English company the guns necessary to 
arm the fifry soldiers that he commanded, and his attempts to rebuild the 
walls of Sao Ton1e were fr ustrated in particular by the intervention °~ ~e 
local Mughal governor (avaldar), Haji Muhammad Ali, with the demolinon 
of ~hrec bastions in January 1697. Courinho also failed in an attempt .to 
pacify the inhabitants of Sao Tome, who were divided into two op~Site 
:ro~ps ( rar~chos) . Soon, Thomas de Maya, capitio mOr of the rown, lldiiJ 
galnst the genera1.40 

In order to address the problems of Sao Tome, as well as ~ imp~ 
over ll l · · · &iar IR!J p· a re auons with the Mughal Empire, the Augusnruan. . 
.1edade was sent on a second diplomatic mission in 1700, this amo 

VIceroy Ant6nio Luis Goncyalves da Camara Coutinho (1698-l7.0l). 



74 Paolo Aranha 

as Sao Tome specifically was concerned, the task of the Augustinian was to 
obtain a pnn,dna (a decree or written warrant) 41 addressed to General Yaqub 
Khan ( Yacubcan) so rhat he would rerurn to the Portuguese all the landed 
properties that had once belonged to them C'todas a5 quintas, e ortas dos 
Ponuguezes q[ue] tinhao sido suas antigam[en]te" [all the farms/orchards and 
vegetable gardens of the Portuguese that had been theirs previously]) . The 
mission was accomplished: the original of the parvtina was handed over to 
the bishop of Sao Tome.42 However, it seems that the problem of the quintas 
(farms~orchards) an~ horW: (vegetable gardens) was not solved in a lasting 
way wtth that pa:vana, smce on 8 January 1708 the viceroy Rodrigo da 
Costa (1701-1 2~ mformed Dom]oao V that he had sent two Jesuit envoys, 
Josef ~e Magalhaes and Manuel Dessi, to the Mughal court, once again to 
negonate the same question.43 

Mea~wh i le , the inhabitants of Sao Tome had written on 6 O ctober 
1 70~ to tn~orm the king about the pitiful condition of their "Lusitan Troy'' 
(~roJa Lucltana). They denounced the ill treatment that they suffered at 
~ e ~a~ds of the Moors, who did not respect the fo.Tmtins issued by the 

ug a emperor. They deprived the Portuguese of the contract on the 
port custom and even disturb d r . h. 
h bl 

e re 1g10us wors tp. The solution to all of 
t ese pro ems was to find so h 
th 

· meone w 0 would ensure the observance of 
e statutory exem t' ( · . · 

emperor Th p IO~ zcenfoens decretazs) obtained from the Mughal 
. e conservatwn of Sao 't e I b 11 d 

shrine resided m · al L _ . om , a e e by the inhabitants as a 
, ore m ze tuan m milit . " 

deste Sanruario depende . d h ary cunntngness ( a concervac;ao 
therefore, rhey suggested ~ats e .urn zello, q. de huma a.stuc;ia militar"); 
-r e appom tment of th D · · · · · 10mas de Santa Ant6 · h e om1n1can vtsttor, Fnar 

mo, w o was rhe .d. . 
merits al ready in Siam h h n resi mg m Goa. H e had gained 
l ' w ere e was able ·fy h 
and and was even invi·t d . b to pact r e Portuguese of that 

e twtce y the k. . . . . 
matters.44 The initiative ofth .nh b. tng to gtve advtce on pohncal 
· e I a Itants ofs- "t 

VIceroy, Rodrigo da Costa I I ao ome clearly displeased rhe 
1709 h . n a etter sent to 0 J -, e complained that h p om oao V on 21 November 

b) r e onugues h d · pro ems they were expe · . H e a not Informed him of rhe 
I , nencmg. e then d fi d 

revo rozos (naturally rebell. ) e ne them as "naturalm [en] re 
h -hb lOUS SO th ' s a andar (or xabandar h b , at It was no surprise to him if the 

h , ar ourmaste ) f h 
pay eavy tributes .4~ The · , r 0 t at land compelled them ro 
To a d s Viceroys attack I . m 5 e anto Ant6nio wh a so mcluded criticism of Friar 
Tome rep d h. ' 0 was not so good h · . ... resente Im ro be F ll . as t e Inhabitants of Sao 
pDrop~rt.ies, it was obvious rhati~~ y, sltnce those moradores had no landed 

omtntcan Id h e sa ary fo r a ffi wou ave to be paid b h ny o ce en trusted to rhe 
The obvious hostility of rh . y t e royal treasury.46 

Tome should b I e VIceroy row d h . e re ated to a confl· h ar s t e Inhabitants of Sao 
let t at had I P aced them in opposition 
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the capitiio-mor of the town, Qoao?) Matheus Carneiro da Silva. At the 
eo t of rhe clash, there was the alleged deception that Carneiro da Silva had 
onse . 

mmitted by presenting htmself as a person who was positively requested 
~
0 

the inhabitants. Moreover, once the inhabitants had complained against 
Jm, attempts were to replace him with his son-in-law. On 6 August 1706 
the Conselho Ultramarine {overseas council) endorsed the request of the 
moradores and ordered the removal of Carneiro da Silva as well as cancelling 
the appointment of his relative, taking into account his violent behaviour, 

which included arson of his adversaries' houses.'f' 
It could be argued that anarchy had been a feature of Sao Tome since its 

beginning. At the opening of the seventeenth century, the internal dissensions 
that characterized the Porruguese town had displeased Venkata Il, the emperor 
ofVijayanagar:~8 Fran<;ois Martin spoke of internal fights within Sao Tome 
during the few years before ir fell to Golconda, which may in part explain its 
defeat; in turn, Porruguese Governor Rodrigo da Costa complained about the 
spirit of rivalry (''emula<;ao") prevalent among the inhabitants of Sao Tome.

49 

From this point of view it appears chat the Portuguese recovery of Sao Tome 
implied fi rst an internal reorganization, the resolution of internal factional strife 
(attempted unsuccessfully by Luis Francisco Couti nho) and only subsequently 
the achievement of better relations with the rulers of the land. 

The extent to which internal stabilization was eventually achieved is not 
clear. Definitely, the diplomatic strategies on behalf of the city did not succeed 
in renewing its pristine glory. Attem pts were made in 17 12 to involve Juliana 
Dia.s da Costa,.,0 a major figure in the relations between Goa and the ~ughal 
Empire.s1 On the other hand, the di plomatic steps undertaken by the v1ceroy 
Va.sco Fernandes Cesar de Menez.es ( 17 12- 17) were frustrated by the actions 
of individuals such as the Dominican friar Sebastiao de Miranda. He had 
supported the patriarch Carlo Tomaso Maillard de Tournon in Macao in his 
claims on the superioriry of the jurisdiction of Propaganda Fide over that of 
the Portuguese Padroado ReaL Because of this attitude, he had been sent to 
~ ndia. However, he was able to escape from Goa and sided with the ~nglish, 
mforming them about che steps that the Portuguese undertook to Improve 

the condition of Sao Tome. 
The viceroy was then trying to use the mediation of the French m~cal 

doctor Jean de Sainr-Hilaire. A courtier (vdlido) of the nawab ofKarnatik, he 
appeared almost more Portuguese in affectation and inclination than French 
as. by birth ("mais parece Portuguez no affeito e incli~~~o que ~rancez ~ 
{szcj 0 nascimento") . 52 Another foreign doctor, the Casuhan Franasco Pereua, 
was employed in the years 1720 to 1722 in order to bring presents to the 
Mu hal . . th . . 

g emperor and obtain concessions from h1m concerning e resamnon 
of all the landed properties that had once belonged to the Porruguese. Tbil 
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enYoy, defined regularly in official documents as lhe ''Castilian doctor", ran 
away to Cochin with rhe gifts designated for rhe emperor. 'ij The choice of 

, 
a foreigner obviously triggered polemics once it appeared clear that he had 
deceived the trust placed in him by the Estado da fndia at its highest levels. 
In a letter of 22 December 1722, Dom Joao V asked why a Portuguese had 
nor been chosen for such an important cask. Archbishop Do m Inacio de Santa 
Theresa, rogerher with two other officers, replied simply on I 0 January 1724 
that the Castilian had been selected because he was an expert in the affairs of 
rhe :t-.1ughal Empire and because he had come of his own from Madras to Goa 
so as ro propose himself as a mediator.S4 An answer of this kind could suggest 
ro Do~ Joao V that the political agency of the Estado da India was seriously 
consrramed. However, San ta Theresa and the other officers were not misled 
in considering Francisco Pereira as a possible diplomatic mediator with the 
Mughal Em~ire. In .the following years he became rhe personal physician of 
Chanda Sahtb, son-m~law of Dosr Ali Khan, Nawab of the Karnatic. It was 
thanks to h~s mediation that the French East India Company rook possession 
of the Tamd port town of Karaikal (Karaikka.l).ss 

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter I have presented h fi l f 
l·c . s~ . l e rst resu ts o an ongoing research project 

on Ire m ao Tome after Its c b h d . . . onquest Y t e Golconda sultanate. The vast 
ocumenrauon available m Goa L b R 

clearer light on th . h.' 15 on, ome and elsewhere might cast a 
" e ways m w teh a Porrugu . d . h reliquary town, il . . ese presence continue 1n r e 

unr I ts annexatton to h B · · h I 1749- mad · d t e ntJs sett ement of Madras in 
e m or er to prevent its a . . . b 

the French governor-ge al . 
1 

d. cqutsluon Y Joseph Francrois Dupleix, 
ner m n la and d b h and adventurer Ant6nio d p .fi ~ supporte y t e Franciscan friar 

a un cac;ao (An ' · J On 14 May 1750 h C . romo ose de Noronha).s6 

' t e ouncil of Fo t 5 G 
protest made on 5 February b , th M ,.r t eorge replied to the vibrant 
Portugal, viceroy ofPorru ) l ~· arques de Alorna (Pedro Miguel Almeida 
Tome, defined as a dom~ese nf ta, 1744-SO) agai nst the occupation ofSao 
. I mton o the ki f p 

Slmp Y observed that "n R . ng 0 · onugal. T he English officers 
fJ h o even ue has A . d . 
rom t at Place for these fifty v ,ccrue to Hts Majesty of Ponugall 

to d ·b h rears Past >7 I b escn e t e relation of rh E d · r was a rutal but realistic way 
conr· d b e sra o da f d" · h . mue to e Portuguese . n ta wn a territory that had 
m co more m terms f d · ncrete ways. 0 esire and imagination rhan 

However, the case of s~ '"r 

dichoto b ao rome show h . d . my etween absolute he emo s t e ma equacy of a simple 
Even tf Sao Tome was no longe; ny and a fate of stagnation and decline. 

a source of wealth for the Esrado da fndia, 
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heless a Portuguese presence on the sacred site of the Apostle Thomas 
nonet .. 

ounred indeed to a pohucal asset. Scholars have already examined how 
~ uncorrupted body of Saint Francis Xavier, the ''Lord of Goa, (Goemcho 
~ahib) played a central role in the ritual representation of the Portuguese 

enterprise in India until its very end in. 1961.
58

. I~ a similar ~vay, conta~t ~ith 
the memory of the first Apostle oflndta on gm of the cnstaos (Chnsttans) 
for whom, together with especiarias (spices), the Portuguese were looking 
ar the end of the fifteenth cenrury59 was a reassurance and a source of 
meaning for a Luso-lndian communiry scattered throughout the Coromandel 
Coast. Only from the point of view of power politics could it then be feared 
that in the future even the memory of the Portuguese in Sao Tome would 

~ 

be lost, as the highest officers of the Estado da India argued in a letter sent 
from Goa on 23 December 1723 to Dom Joao V.60 If the political influence 
achieved during the sixteenth cenrury could not be replicated, nonetheless 
the Portuguese left lasting traces in Sao Tome de Meliapor, as well as in vast 

regions throughout Asia. 
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wirh their own headmen, called shahbandars, and governing themselves with little 
or no reference to rhe ruler, me sulran, who provided facilities, law and order, 
and fair dealing in return for cusroms duties"; see Michael N. Pearson, "Mar:~ts 
and l\1erchanr Communities in rhe lnd tan Ocean: Locating the Portuguese , 10 

Portuguese Oceanic Expansion, 1400-1800. edited by Francisco Bethencourt and 
Diogo Ramada Cuno (Ne'\ York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), P· 95. 

46 MR 74A, fol. 26, 24 November 1708. The viceroy replied to a letter from J??m 
Joao V, sent from Lisbon on 24 November 1708. which included the pennon 
made by the inhabitants of Sao Tome on 6 Ocrober 1706. . 

41 fndia, 6 Augusr 1706, codex 88, doe. 25, Arquivo Historico Uluamanno 

(hereafter cited as AHU), Lisbon. . 
·ls Henry Heras, South India under the Vij'tqanagara Empire: Tht Aravitiu /Jyn4siJ 

49 
(New Delh i: Cosmo Publications, 1980), 2: 437-38. d I 
Marrin, "Memoire'', quored in Love, Vestigts ofOid Madras, P· 305; an .e~: 
?f Dom Rodrigo da Co~ra ro Dom Pedro 11, Goa, 24 January 1866, publis 

50 m Pissurlencar, Assentos, 4: 574-75. G 85 fOI 88 
Yasco Fernandes Cesar de Menezes ro Oom Joao V. Goa, HA: ' • ' 
23 December 17 12. 

~ 1 
Jose Anr6nio Ismael Gracias, Uma Dona Portugueza 1Ul C8TU tlo Grao-~fl/JI# 
Docummtos de I 7 10 n 1719 Prrudidos d'um Esboro HUIIJri(t) tl4s ~, 
Diplomaticas entre o Estado da India t o Grao-Mogol nos SKJ,os XVL 

52 iN~va Goa: Imprensa Nacional, 1907). 
ndta, 10 January 1715, codex 107, doe. 6, AHU. 
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'i\ In a letter of 16 January 1721, the ,riceroy Francisco Jose de Sampaio e Castro 
informed Oom Joao V that clle Castilian had gone eo Cochin and that there 
were doubrs about his conduct. See MR 86B, fol. 504, 16 January 1721. The 
doctor's name is established from a 15 January 1720 lener from Sampaio e Casrro 
to the MughaJ emperor Muhammad Shah (designed with the honorific rides 
of Padxa AJamagir Gagir), stating that he was sending to him a person of his 
full confidence, the doctor Francisco Pereira, in order eo discu-;s the restitution 
of ''as hortas, ea mayor parte das vargeas [sic? vdrzea?] de Mailapour[,] a Aldea 
Mamboleo, ea Aldea Alemdur, e Anadamba, e ourras" (the gardens, and the 
greater parr of the rice fields [?] of Meliapor[,] the village Mamboleo, and the 
village Alemdur, and Anadamba, and others). See MR 86B, fol. 668, 15 January 
1720. 

s. fndia, 9 March 1723 [erroneous], codex 120, doe. s.n., AHU. The motivation 
was stated as follows: "0 motivo que reve o V. Rey Conde da Ericeyra para 
encarregar a hum esrrangeiro, e que morava fora das rerras des re Estado 0 negocio 
de que rrata a Real cana d~ V. Magesrade foi o ser elle pratico, e intelligenre das 
couz.as dos Mogoles, e o vu de Madrasra a esta Cidade so men re a offerecerselhe 
para a negocia~~ delle" (The motive that the viceroy Conde de Ericeyra had 
to employ a fore1~er, and one who lived ourside the rerrirory of this Scare[,] 
[was rhar] ~e busm~ that Your Majesris royal letter dealt with was such that 
he was pracn~, a~d Intelligent in the ways of the Mughals, and he came from 

s~ M~drasta to this City only to offer himself ro negotiate this deaJ) 

~~:~dhl~ .Ray, Th!. Merchant and the State: Tht French in India: 1666-1739 
S6 e e. 1: Munshuam Manoharlal, 2004), 2: 780-83 

Love, VestzgesofO!dMadras 2· 398-4 . · 
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DIPLOMATIC RELATIONS 

BETWEEN PORTUGUESE MACAO 
AND AYUTTHAYA: THE 1721 DEBT 
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Stefan Halikowski Smith 

One of the pre-eminent, current historiographicaJ debates in Thai histo'! 
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which I · f Narii (ruled lo,l\rV we can accommodate to the ong retgn ° fandlili 
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Les meilleures causes embarrassent les juges, 
si elles manquent de bonnes preuves: 
Père Norbert’s Militant Historiography on the Malabar Rites 
Controversy 

Paolo Aranha 

I. The Malabar Rites Controversy 

Between the seventeenth and the first half of the eighteenth century, the 
Catholic church was torn by violent conflicts concerning the missionary 
methods followed by the Jesuits in China and in the South Indian missions 
of Madurai, Mysore and the Carnatic. These struggles eventually came to be 
called the Chinese1 and Malabar Rites2 controversies and produced effects, 

                          
1 The literature on the Chinese Rites controversy is extensive, although a compre-

hensive synthesis is not yet available. A first orientation can be found in George 
MINAMIKI, The Chinese Rites Controversy from Its Beginning to Modern Times 
(Chicago 1985); The Chinese Rites Controversy. Its History and Meaning, ed. 
David E. MUNGELLO (Monumenta Serica Monograph Series 33, Nettetal 1994). 
Particularly important for the wealth of its documentation and the emphasis on the 
Portuguese involvement in the Chinese Rites controversy – not fully appreciated by 
previous studies – is António VASCONCELOS DE SALDANHA, De Kangxi para o 
Papa, pela via de Portugal. Memória e documentos relativos à intervenção de Por-
tugal e da Companhia de Jesus na questão dos ritos chineses e nas relações entre o 
Imperador Kangxi e a Santa Sé (Memória do Oriente 18, 3 vols., Macau 2002). 
Paul Rule, formerly of LaTrobe University, Australia, is currently completing a 
monumental history of the Chinese Rites controversy, in collaboration with a team 
of historians and sinologists. 

2 The literature on the Malabar Rites is far less developed. Until now not a single 
attempt has been made to trace the entire history of this controversy. A very useful 
contribution is Gita DHARAMPAL, La religion des Malabars. Tessier de Quéralay et 
la contribution des missionnaires européens à la naissance de l’indianisme (Neue 
Zeitschrift für Missionswissenschaft Supplementa 29, Immensee 1982), a study of 
a major treatise produced against the Malabar Rites at the beginning of the eight-
eenth century. Two synthetic works can also be mentioned: Émile AMANN, Mala-
bares (Rites), in: Dictionnaire de théologie catholique, contenant l’exposé des doc-
trines de la théologie catholique, leurs preuves et leur histoire, 9/2: Mabillon – 
Marletta, ed. Alfred VACANT et al. (Paris 1927) col. 1704–1745; Edward René 
HAMBYE, History of Christianity in India, 3: Eighteenth Century (Bangalore 1997) 
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although of a very different nature, both in Asia and in Europe. In India and 
China, what was at stake was the continuation of promising missions and 
their unity within the Catholic orthodoxy and orthopraxis. In Europe the 
Catholic church had to demonstrate to internal and external critics, such as 
respectively the Jansenists and the Protestants, that its missionary efforts 
were indeed conducive to the expansion of a genuine form of Christianity. 
Moreover, the good name and even the very destiny of the powerful Society 
of Jesus were put in question by the disputes on these Asian practices. 

The Malabar Rites controversy consisted to a great extent in an excru-
ciating debate on the decree Inter graviores that Carlo Tomaso Maillard de 
Tournon (1668–1710), Patriarch of Antioch and papal legate to China and 
the East Indies, had issued in Pondichéry, a French settlement on the Coro-
mandel Coast of India, on 23 June 1704 and published on the following  
8 July3. The final papal condemnation of the Chinese and Malabar Rites, 
respectively in 1742 and 1744, prepared the ground for the suppression of 
the Society of Jesus in Portugal in 1759, then in the countries ruled by dif-
ferent Bourbon sovereigns – France in 1762–1764, Spain and Naples in 
1767, Parma in 1768 –, and finally all over the world in 17734. 

                          
 211–237. – I am about to defend at the European University Institute (Florence) a 

doctoral thesis entitled „Malabar Rites: An Eighteenth-Century Conflict on Social 
and Cultural Accommodation in the Jesuit Missions of South India“, directed by 
Prof. Diogo Ramada Curto (Universidade Nova de Lisboa). This work tries both to 
analyse the Malabar Rites controversy in its South Indian original context and to 
explain the Roman decisional process that led to the condemnation by the Holy 
See. Anticipations of my findings are published in several articles: Paolo ARANHA, 
Nicodemism and Cultural Adaptation: The Disguised Conversion of the Rāja of 
Tanor, a Precedent for Roberto Nobili’s Missionary Method, in: Interculturation of 
Religion. Critical Perspectives on Robert de Nobili’s Mission in India, ed. C. Joe 
ARUN (Bangalore 2007) 105–144; Paolo ARANHA, La formazione del giovane 
Roberto Nobili, in: Roberto De Nobili (1577–1656), missionario gesuita poliziano. 
Atti del convegno, Montepulciano, 20 ottobre 2007, ed. Matteo SANFILIPPO–Carlo 
PREZZOLINI (Linguaggi e culture. Studi e ricerche 7, Perugia 2008) 31–44; Paolo 
ARANHA, Roberto Nobili e il dialogo interreligioso?, in: Roberto De Nobili 137–
150; and in the articles cited below in n. 8, 9 and 65. 

3 This decree and the subsequent papal decisions on the Malabar Rites are published 
in the Bull Omnium sollicitudinum, issued by Benedict XIV on 12 September 1744, 
which can be consulted in Raffaele DE MARTINIS, Iuris pontificii de Propaganda 
Fide pars prima, complectens bullas, brevia, acta Sanctae Sedis a Congregationis 
institutione ad praesens iuxta temporis seriem disposita (7 vols., Roma 1888–1897) 
3 166–182, at 168. 

4 Among the vast scholarly literature on anti-Jesuitism, one may mention: Les anti-
jésuites. Discours, figures et lieux de l’antijésuitisme à l’époque moderne, ed. Pierre-
Antoine FABRE–Catherine MAIRE (Rennes 2010). 
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The rites controversies were debated throughout Europe and gave rise 
to a vast literature, both printed and in manuscript form. Within this wide 
corpus, whose full extension has not yet been charted, we can find works of 
different kinds. There are innumerable notorious libels, in which the Jesuits 
were accused of being hypocrites and idolaters by the opponents of the 
rites, who were in their turn stigmatised as Jansenists. However, there were 
also works that, even though produced in order to affirm a specific position 
within the controversy, did contain erudite or informed orientalist analyses 
of the Indian and Chinese cultures and religions5. Finally, we find publica-
tions that aimed at describing the history of the missions in India and 
China, highlighting the alleged faults of the adversaries and the merits of 
one’s own position. 

The matter of contention in the rites controversies was the extent to 
which Christianity could be adapted to the cultural and social traits of civi-
lisations that were very different from the Western one. The Jesuits over-
shadowed all other religious orders in the evangelisation of South and East 
Asia in the Early Modern age, at least in terms of self-representation. 
Thanks to audacious forms of missionary adaptation – technically known 
as accommodatio –, they were able to implant Christianity beyond the nar-
row limits of the Portuguese Estado da Índia, the thalassocratic sphere of 
influence that the Lusitans had established in Asia after the foundational 
expedition of Vasco da Gama in 1498. While in areas under direct Portu-
guese control, such as Goa on the western coast of India, a full-fledged 
colonial society was created and the process of conversion was understood 
as a form of Lusitanisation, no evangelical progress could be attained in areas 
under the control of native rulers unless new methods were envisaged. In 
China this adaptation was undertaken for the first time by the Italian Jesuit 
Matteo Ricci (1552–1610), who came to the conclusion that the only way 
to have Christianity respected and considered as a serious religious option 
was to make it compatible with the official Confucian ethics professed by 

                          
5 On the Jesuit side we should mention in particular Francisco LAINEZ, Defensio Indi-

carum missionum, Madurensis nempe, Maysurensis et Carnatensis, edita occasione 
decreti ab illustrissimo domino patriarcha Antiocheno domino Carolo Maillard de 
Tournon visitatore apostolico in Indiis Orientalibus lati (Roma 1710). This book is 
extremely rare; until now I have been able to find it only in two Roman institutions, 
the library of the Institutum Historicum Societatis Iesu and the Biblioteca Casa-
natense. An anti-Jesuit treatise that played a role in the genesis of European indology 
is the manuscript La religion des Malabars, written by Jean-Jacques Tessier de 
Quéralay (1668–1736), procurator in Pondichéry of the Missions Etrangères de Paris 
at the beginning of the 18th century. His work is still unpublished, but a detailed study 
is offered by DHARAMPAL, Religion des Malabars (see n. 2). 
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the Chinese Empire6. By interpreting Confucianism as a moral system with-
out any religious implications, Ricci could claim that the Chinese Christians 
need not give up customs such as celebrations in honour of Confucius or 
ritualised demonstrations of respect towards one’s ancestors. Moreover, 
Christian concepts were expressed not by Chinese phonetic adaptations of 
Portuguese or Latin terms, but by finding within the Chinese lexicon words 
that translated the theological notions of the new faith7. God could be then 
translated as Tien (Tiān), even though the literal meaning of this word was 
„Heaven“, which did not necessarily imply the notion of a personal God. 
The Jesuit missionaries learned classical Chinese and presented themselves 
as mandarins. Thanks to these various forms of adaptation and to their 
advanced expertise in science and technology, the Jesuits were admitted to 
the imperial court, whence they were not dislodged even when persecutions 
were instituted against Christianity in the whole of China. 

Inspired by the success of Ricci and building on principles set down by 
Alessandro Valignano (1539–1606), Jesuit Visitor to the missions of the 
East Indies, a new experiment was undertaken in the internal regions of 
South India by a third Italian Jesuit, Roberto Nobili (1577–1656)8. He estab-
lished himself in 1606 in Madurai, a major political and cultural centre, but 
then extended his mission to various regions of what is today called Tamil 
Nadu. In the case of the Madurai mission, the local system to which Chris-
tianity was adapted was not a moral and public ethos such as Confucianism, 
but the social system of caste hierarchies9. If Europeans had been considered 

                          
6 A recent and rich portrait of Ricci, based on both Western and Chinese sources, is 

Ronnie Po-chia HSIA, A Jesuit in the Forbidden City. Matteo Ricci, 1552–1610 
(Oxford et al. 2010). 

7 Even in the Malabar Rites controversy special attention was paid to the traslati by 
which names of saints and sacred mysteries had been rendered into the Indian local 
languages. In his decree Inter graviores Tournon ordered that Nec parochis seu 
missionariis sub quovis praetextu liceat Crucis, Sanctorum, et rerum sacrarum 
nomina per translata immutare, nec ea alio idiomate explicare, nisi latino, vel saltem 
indico, quatenus voces hujus Regionis latinae significationi liquido et adamussim 
respondeant: DE MARTINIS, Iuris pontificii de Propaganda Fide pars prima (see n. 3) 
3 168. 

8 I have explored the continuity between Valignano and Nobili in Paolo ARANHA, 
Gerarchie razziali e adattamento culturale: la „ipotesi Valignano“, in: Alessandro 
Valignano S. I. Uomo del Rinascimento: Ponte tra Oriente ed Occidente, ed. Adolfo 
TAMBURELLO–Murat Antoni John ÜÇERLER–Marisa DI RUSSO (Bibliotheca Instituti 
Historici S. I. 65, Roma 2008) 76–98. 

9 It is important to stress that the adaptation in the Madurai mission was less con-
cerned with cultural differences than with a non-European system of social distinc-
tions. In this respect the accommodatio, at least in the Indian context, cannot be 
understood as a prefiguration of the modern missiological notion of „inculturation“. 
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until then as low as the paṛaiyār (pariahs), the outcastes10, Nobili presented 
himself as a Roman rāja (king, aristocrat) who had chosen the life of a 
saṃnyāsin, a penitent11. In contrast with the practice followed in the Estado 
da Índia, Nobili allowed to his high-caste neophytes certain signs of social 
distinction such as the punūl (a thread hanging from the shoulder)12, the 
kuḍumi (a tuft of hair on the head)13 and the tilakas (signs drawn on the 
forehead) made out of sandal paste14. He also conceded the use of ritualized 
baths, performed before eating or attending religious services, arguing that 
they were done for the sake of hygiene and not because they were inter-
preted as forms of spiritual purification. These rituals caused furious debates 
both among Jesuits and between the Jesuits and other religious orders. 
Eventually the rites of the Madurai missions, not yet labelled „Malabar 
Rites“, were approved on 31 January 1623 by Gregory XV in the constitution 
Romanae sedis antistes, although the Jesuit missionaries were invited by 
the pope to do their best so as to remove from the Indian neophytes any 
form of contempt against the paṛaiyār15. 

The Chinese Rites continued to be debated, with varying intensity, all 
throughout the seventeenth century, whereas the method of the Madurai 
mission, extended also to the regions of Mysore (now Karnataka) and the 
Carnatic (now northern Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh) did not draw major 

                          
 I have developed this point in Paolo ARANHA, Sacramenti o saṃskārāḥ? L’illusione 

dell’accommodatio nella controversia dei riti malabarici. Cristianesimo nella 
storia. Ricerche storiche esegetiche teologiche 31 (2010) 621–646. 

10 The paṛaiyār are a specific jāti (caste as a professional group) of South India, but 
by metonymy their name was often used to indicate all the numerous castes that 
were subject to untouchability. A useful, although dated, ethnographic account of 
the paṛaiyār in Tamil Nadu and Kerala is given in Edgar THURSTON–Kadamki 
RANGACHARI, Castes and Tribes of Southern India (7 vols., Madras 1909) 6 77–139. 

11 For the scriptural foundation of the penitent life in Hinduism see Patrick OLIVELLE, 
Saṃnyāsa Upaniṣads. Hindu Scriptures on Asceticism and Renunciation (Oxford et 
al. 1992). 

12 Punūl is the term used in Tamil, whereas in Sanskrit the thread is referred to as 
yajñopavīta; see Robert C. LESTER, The Sāttāda Śrīvaiṣṇavas. Journal of the 
American Oriental Society 114 (1994) 39–53, at 40. 

13 The Tamil expression kuḍumi corresponds to śikhā in Sanskrit. This tuft is supposed 
to be arranged for the first time on a child’s head on the occasion of the sacramental 
ritual (saṃskāra) of chūḍākaraṇa (tonsure); see Raj Bali PANDEY, Hindu Saṁs-
kāras. Socio-religious Study of the Hindu Sacraments (Delhi 21969) 94–101. 

14 Important for all the tilakas and not only the vaiṣṇava ones is Alan W. ENTWISTLE, 
Vaiṣṇava Tilakas. Sectarian Marks Worn by Worshippers of Viṣṇu (International 
Association of the Vrindaban Research Institute Bulletin 11/12, London 1982). 

15 The text of Romanae sedis antistes can be consulted in DE MARTINIS, Iuris pontificii 
de Propaganda Fide pars prima (see n. 3) 1 15–17. 
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critiques until the beginning of the eighteenth century. With the expedition 
of Carlo Tomaso Maillard de Tournon, the controversies on both the Mala-
bar and the Chinese rites reached their ultimate intensity. Pope Clement XI 
(1649–1721) sent Tournon to China in order to establish direct diplomatic 
relations with the emperor and to bring an end to the controversies concern-
ing the Chinese rites16. On his route to the Far East the Patriarch stopped 
over in Pondichéry between November 1703 and July 1704. During this 
period he performed various jurisdictional acts that distressed the padroado, 
the patronage of the Portuguese crown over all the eastern missions17. His 
single most important act was precisely the decree Inter graviores, with 
which he banned a number of rites allowed by the Jesuits to their neo-
phytes. The list of these practices was long and varied and included marriage 
customs, modifications in the ritual of baptism, the use of ashes to draw 
signs on the forehead, Indian „translates“ used to express Christian notions or 
as baptismal names, the participation in pagan ceremonies on professional 
grounds, reading pagan books, taking ritual baths, considering women unable 
to receive sacraments during their menses and, most importantly, refusing 
to provide the viaticum to moribund paṛaiyār within their huts. The common 
trait of all these sundry rituals was a concern for ritual purity. For instance, 
entering the huts of the paṛaiyār was believed to transmit untouchability 
and defile one from one’s own caste18. The Jesuits held that without a strict 
observance of these rituals, the neophytes in the missions of Madurai, Mysore 
and the Carnatic would be persecuted for breaching the law of the country 
and would eventually turn back to paganism. Tournon’s decree was con-
firmed in 1706 by the Holy Office, in 1712 by Clement XI, in 1727 by 
Benedict XIII, in 1735 and 1739 by Clement XII and finally by Benedict XIV 

                          
16 There is no comprehensive biography of Tournon. Some important contributions 

are provided by Fernand COMBALUZIER, Ile Bourbon (3–18 août 1703). Passage et 
séjour de Charles-Thomas Maillard de Tournon, patriarche d’Antioche, Visiteur 
apostolique et Légat de Clément XI pour la Chine et les Indes orientales. Neue 
Zeitschrift für Missionswissenschaft 6 (1950) 273–283; Francis A. ROULEAU, Maillard 
de Tournon Papal Legate at the Court of Peking. The First Imperial Audience (31 
December 1705). Archivum Historicum Societatis Iesu 31 (1962) 264–323; Gia-
como DI FIORE, Il presunto avvelenamento del cardinal Tournon e la traslazione del 
suo cadavere da Macao a Roma. Studi settecenteschi 18 (1998) 9–43; VASCONCELOS 

SALDANHA, De Kangxi para o Papa (see n. 1). 
17 Among the most important sources for Tournon’s stay in Pondichéry are several 

manuscript volumes of official acts and original correspondence written by or ad-
dressed to the Patriarch and his party, belonging to the Fondo Fatinelli of the Biblio-
teca Casanatense in Rome, in particular Mss. 1629, 1641–1644, 1646, 1650. 

18 I have suggested that these rites were actually christianized Hindu „sacraments“ 
(saṃskāras) in ARANHA, Sacramenti (see n. 9). 
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with the bull Omnium sollicitudinum of 12 September 1744. Seven official 
acts of the Holy See were, however, not sufficient to eradicate the Malabar 
Rites from the South Indian missions, since the Jesuits were convinced that 
without the toleration of these customs the Christianity of Madurai, Mysore 
and the Carnatic would fall apart. 

It is precisely in the period before the ultimate resolution of the Mala-
bar Rites controversy by the bull of 1744 that Norbert undertook the first 
steps of his career as a polemical writer. We can now consider the main 
works that he published and how he became a historian of the Malabar 
Rites controversy. 

II. Norbert: A Life against the Jesuits 

The Capuchin Norbert of Bar-Le-Duc (1703–1769) was also known, at 
various moments of his life, as Norbert de Lorraine, Abbé Jacques Platel, 
Pierre Parisot and Pierre Curel19. This chameleonic figure traversed identi-
ties and continents, making a career out of controversy and becoming le 
fameux Père Norbert of a highly romanticised biography, published in 
176220. He was one of the major anti-Jesuit authors of the eighteenth cen-
tury, and his work had a professed historiographical nature, although a very 
peculiar one. It is not surprising that historiography could be developed in 
the context of a fierce controversy. A famous instance are the competing 
narratives of Christian origins produced by Matthias Flacius Illyricus 
(1520–1575) and the Centuriators of Magdeburg on the Lutheran side and 
Cesare Baronio (1538–1607) on the Catholic one21. Likewise well known 
are the conflicting interpretations of the Council of Trent provided by Paolo 

                          
19 L.-J. HUSSON, Le P. Norbert de Bar-le-duc, capucin (Pierre Curel Parisot, dit l’abbé 

Platel). Études franciscaines. Mélanges d’histoire et de doctrine 49 (1937) 632–
649; 50 (1938) 63–77, 220–239; 51 (1939) 55–75. A complete biography of Norbert 
is still missing. Husson’s work is a rich source of information, but suffers from two 
major limitations. First, it provides no references at all to the archival sources that 
have been used to describe in great detail the actions of the Capuchin. Second, 
Husson (apparently a Capuchin or Franciscan, though this is not specified in the 
articles) has a clear partisan position. He engages in polemics against Jesuit authors 
such as Joseph Bertrand (1801–1884) or tries to justify the affiliation of Norbert to 
Freemasonry by observing that even a famous traditionalist Catholic author such as 
Joseph de Maistre (1753–1821) was a fervent Freemason. 

20 [François Antoine de CHEVRIER], La vie du fameux Père Norbert, ex-Capucin, 
connû aujourd’hui sous le nom de l’Abbé Platel (London [Bruxelles] 1762). 

21 Ecclesiastica historia integram ecclesiae Christi ideam complectens (13 vols., Basel 
1559–1574); Cesare BARONIO, Annales ecclesiastici (12 vols., Roma 1588–1607). 
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Sarpi (1552–1623) and Pietro Sforza Pallavicino (1607–1667)22. Norbert’s 
historiographical contributions were different inasmuch they had a more 
practical nature and were aimed mainly at the goal of promoting himself by 
means of a violent attack against the Society of Jesus. The matter for his 
endeavour derived from a short missionary experience in Pondichéry, where 
he lived between 1737 and 1740, taking part in various conflicts which 
opposed the Capuchins and the Jesuits. Afterwards he came back to Europe, 
moving across several countries, changing identities and becoming a famous 
figure thanks to the credit he achieved through his books. 

Norbert arrived in Rome in April 1741 in order to secure papal support 
mainly on two burning related issues: a final and effective condemnation of 
the Malabar Rites and the pastoral care of the Indian Christians in Pondi-
chéry. This settlement had been established by the French East India 
Company in 1674, and its spiritual needs had originally been served by the 
Capuchins. Once the Jesuits were expelled from the kingdom of Siam after 
the „Revolution“ of 1688 that overthrew king Narai23, they sought refuge in 
Pondichéry, and from there they eventually started the Carnatic mission in 
the year 1700. On account of their linguistic proficiency in Tamil and other 
Indian languages, the Jesuits were granted the pastoral care of the Indian 
neophytes by the bishop of São Thomé de Meliapur (today a residential area 
of Madras-Chennai, the capital city of the state of Tamil Nadu), whereas 
the Capuchins were confined to the Christians of European or Luso-Indian 
origin. The Capuchins never accepted this decision and tried for decades to 
obtain its reversal. 

Norbert started lobbying within the anti-Jesuit milieus of the Roman 
Curia, securing in particular the protection of Cardinals Neri Maria Corsini 
(1685–1770) and Domenico Silvio Passionei (1682–1761)24. Parallel to these 
initiatives targeting prominent figures, Norbert also committed himself to 
creating public awareness about the cause of the Capuchin missionaries in 
India and their engagement against the allegedly superstitious Malabar 
Rites supported by the Jesuits. The first important work published by 
Norbert was the edition of a sermon that he had pronounced in Pondichéry in 

                          
22 Paolo SARPI [pseud. Pietro SOAVE], Historia del Concilio Tridentino, nella quale si 

scoprono tutti gl’artificii della corte di Roma (London 1619); Pietro SFORZA PALLA-
VICINO, Istoria del Concilio di Trento, ove insieme rifiutasi con autorevoli testimo-
nianze un’istoria falsa divolgata nello stesso argomento sotto nome di Pietro Soave 
Polano (2 vols., Roma 1656). 

23 See Edward Walter HUTCHINSON, 1688 – Revolution in Siam. The Memoir of Father 
de Bèze, S.J. (Hong Kong–London 1968); Michael SMITHIES, Three Military Accounts 
of the 1688 „Revolution“ in Siam, by General Desfarges, Lieutenant de la Touche 
and Engineer Jean Vollant des Verquains (Bangkok 2002). 

24 HUSSON, Norbert de Bar-le-duc (see n. 19) 50 66–67. 
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December 1737 on the occasion of the death of bishop Claude de Visdelou 
(1656–1737)25, a French Jesuit missionary who disagreed with the official 
position of the Society of Jesus in support of the Chinese Rites. Because of 
this position, Visdelou provided useful expertise to the legate Tournon, and 
in return was consecrated by him bishop of Claudiopolis in partibus infide-
lium and apostolic vicar of Kwei-chou (Guìzhōu) in China. The disgrace of 
the Patriarch of Antioch with the emperor Kāngxī compelled Visdelou to 
flee first to Macao and then to Pondichéry, where he lived from 1709 until 
his death. Norbert had been instructed by Visdelou in the theological and 
political intricacies of the rites controversies, and in the sermon that he pro-
nounced in honour of the prelate, he hinted at the persecution that Visdelou 
had suffered by the Jesuits, who considered him a traitor and a dangerous in-
ternal adversary. The Oraison funebre de Monseigneur de Visdelou was 
published in 1742 in Avignon, but with the false indication of Cadix. In 
that same year Norbert also published the Mémoires utiles et necessaires, 
tristes et consolans, sur les missions des Indes orientales26. The text, in 
French and Italian on two columns, contained an appeal made by Norbert, 
as procurator of the Capuchin missionaries, in order to obtain the restitution 
of the pastoral care of the Tamil Christians of Pondichéry from the Jesuits 
to the Capuchins. The bulk of the book was occupied by 43 documents that 
were supposed to demonstrate the right and the expediency of the Capuchins 
being in charge of the Indian neophytes. 

The turning point in Norbert’s career was the publication in July 1744 
of the two volumes of Mémoires historiques présentés au souverain pontife 
Benoît XIV sur les missions des Indes orientales27. The timing was particu-
larly fortunate because on 12 September of that same year Benedict XIV 
published his constitution Omnium sollicitudinum. The fact that Norbert’s 

                          
25 NORBERT DE BAR-LE-DUC, Oraison funebre de Monseigneur de Visdelou Jesuîte, 

evêque de Claudiopolis, vicaire apostolique en Chine etc., décédé à Pondichéry, le 
11 novembre 1737, et inhumé dans l’eglise des reverends Pères Capucins, mis-
sionaires apostoliques et curés (Cadiz [Avignon] 1742). 

26 NORBERT DE BAR-LE-DUC, Mémoires utiles et necessaires, tristes et consolans, sur 
les missions des Indes Orientales etc., dressées selon l’ordre des supérieurs et sur 
l’instance des Capucins missionaires aux Indes. Memoriali utili e necessarii, aflittivi e 
consolanti, rispetto alle missioni delle Indie Orientali etc., composti per ordine de’ 
superiori e sopra l’istanza de’ Cappuccini missionarii nelle Indie (Lucca 1742). 

27 NORBERT DE BAR-LE-DUC, Mémoires historiques présentés au souverain pontife 
Benoit XIV sur les missions des Indes orientales, où l’on fait voir que les Pères 
Capucins missionnaires ont eu raison de se séparer de communion des reverends 
Pères missionaires Jésuites qui ont refusé de se soumettre au décret de Monsieur le 
Cardinal de Tournon, légat du Saint Siége, contre les Rits Malabares (2 vols., 
Lucca 1744). 
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work appeared in Lucca, was dedicated to Benedict XIV, and was accom-
panied by a series of letters of support by Roman ecclesiastics, including a 
qualificator of the Roman Holy Office and consultor of the Congregation of 
the Index such as the Franciscan Carlo Maria da Perugia28, necessarily sug-
gested to the readers that there was a close relation between Norbert’s work 
and the the final ban on the Malabar Rites contained in the papal constitu-
tion. An Italian translation of the Mémoires historiques was also published 
in the same year29, and the author took great care to distribute it widely 
throughout Europe. Each cardinal in Rome received a copy, as did king 
John V of Portugal, queen Maria Theresa of Hungary, her husband the 
grand duke of Tuscany Francis Stephan of Lorraine, king Charles Emanuel 
III of Sardinia, as well as many other prominent figures30. The Mémoires 
historiques saw a second edition in 1745, once again at Lucca, and a third 
one in 1747 at Besançon31. 

If this work aimed at supporting the Roman opposition to the Malabar 
Rites, instead it created embarrassment and was forbidden by the Congre-
gation of the Holy Office on 1 April 1745. Six years later, on 24 November 
1751, the Roman Inquisition also condemned a third volume32, published in 
London that same year, which integrated the two volumes of Mémoires his-
toriques that had appeared in 1744. In the following years Norbert lived an 
adventurous life33. He fled from Rome, retaining the patronage of anti-
Jesuit cardinals such as Corsini and Passionei, and – using the names Pierre 
Curel or Pierre Parisot – moved across Switzerland, Germany, Holland and 
England, obtaining protection from Protestant ministers and rulers. He 
developed connections with the Church of Utrecht, allegedly in order to 

                          
28 NORBERT DE BAR-LE-DUC, Mémoires historiques (see n. 27) 1 xiii–xiv. 
29 NORBERT DE BAR-LE-DUC, Memorie istoriche presentate al sommo pontefice 

Benedetto XIV intorno alle missioni dell’Indie Orientali, in cui dassi a vedere che i 
Padri Cappuccini missionari hanno avuto motivo di separarsi di comunione da i 
reverendi Padri missionari Gesuiti, per aver essi ricusato di sottomettersi al decreto 
dell’eminentissimo Cardinale di Tournon, legato della Santa Sede (Lucca 1744). 

30 HUSSON, Norbert de Bar-le-duc (see n. 19) 50 67. 
31 An inventory of the numerous editions of Norbert’s writings is given in HUSSON, 

Norbert de Bar-le-duc (see n. 19) 51 70–75. 
32 NORBERT OF BAR-LE-DUC, Mémoires historiques, apologétiques etc., présentès en 

1751 au souverain pontife Benoit XIV sur les missions de la Societé de Jésus aux 
Indes et à la Chine, où l’on voit le commerce immense et les fausses rélations de 
leurs missionnaires, les persécutions qu’ils ont faites aux envoyés du Siege aposto-
lique et aux fidéles ministres de l’evangile, leur opiniâtreté à pratiquer les rits ido-
lâtres et superstitieux anathématisés par plusieurs papes et nouvellement par deux 
éclatantes bulles, qu’on donnera dans ce volume (London 1751). 

33 For all the vicissitudes of this phase of Norbert’s life see HUSSON, Norbert de Bar-le-
duc (see n. 19) 50 63–77, 220–239; 51 55–75. 
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bring it back from Jansenism to communion with Rome. In England he 
undertook an entrepreneurial venture, building up a tapestry factory staffed 
with French specialized workers whom he recruited away from the French 
state factories of Gobelins and Saponnière, by using Portuguese passports 
in order to expatriate them. Considered a fugitive friar who had committed 
apostasy, he eventually obtained a dispensation from his religious vows and 
became a secular priest of the diocese of Toul. The count of Oeyras, then 
marquess of Pombal, invited the Abbé Platel – as the ex-Père Norbert was 
now called – to Lisbon to work on the propaganda required for his anti-
Jesuit policies34, and probably also to explore the possibility of a schismatic 
solution for the Catholic church in Portugal on the model of the Union of 
Utrecht35. In particular, Platel contributed to crafting false accusations 
against the Genoese ex-Jesuit missionary to Brazil, Gabriele Malagrida 
(1689–1761). The deterioration of political relations between Portugal and 
France compelled him to leave Lisbon in 1763 and settle in Paris. There he 
published in 1766 a comprehensive collection of historical mémoires on the 
alleged misdeeds of the Jesuit missions in China, India and Indochina36. 
Three years later he died. 

III. Falsification or bonnes preuves?  
Norbert and the Roman Inquisition 

In a period when erudite monastic historiography was at its apex, Norbert 
wrote a totally different kind of history. It was a „history of the present“ 
with direct polemical aims. Norbert’s narrative dealt mainly with clashes 
and disputes between missionaries in South India, Indochina and China, 
particularly during the first half of the eighteenth century. Norbert’s anti-
Jesuit activity began with works such as the Oraison funèbre and the 
Mémoires utiles et necessaires, occasional texts that did not yet have a 

                          
34 Giacomo DI FIORE, L’Abbé Platel in Portogallo (1760–1763), in: Congresso inter-

nazionale Il Portogallo e i mari. Un incontro tra culture (Napoli, 15–17 dicembre 
1994), ed. Maria Luisa CUSATI (3 vols., Napoli 1997) 3 441–465. 

35 Samuel J. MILLER, Portugal and Utrecht: A Phase of the Catholic Enlightenment. 
The Catholic Historical Review 63 (1977) 225–248, at 231–232. 

36 Pierre PLATEL, Mémoires historiques sur les affaires des Jésuites avec le Saint 
Siége, où l’on verra que le roi de Portugal, en proscrivant de toutes les terres de sa 
domination ces religieux révoltés, et le roi de France voulant qu’à l’avenir leur 
Societé n’ait plus lieu dans ses états, n’ont fait qu’exécuter le projet déjà formé par 
plusieurs grands papes, de la supprimer dans toute l’église (7 vols., Lisboa [Paris] 
1766). 
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specific historiographical dimension. One peculiar element, however, was 
already visible: a systematic effort at supporting the argumentation with 
extensive documentary evidence. In the case of the Oraison funèbre, Norbert 
took care to accompany his sermon with a number of subscriptions by mis-
sionaries who approved his words. We have also seen that the Mémoires 
utiles et necessaires contained 43 different documents that, in Norbert’s 
view, demonstrated that only the Capuchins should take care of the Indian 
Christians of Pondichéry. This meant that almost 60 % of the book was 
occupied by documentary evidence, such as letters from missionaries or offi-
cial acts of bishops and rulers37. Overall it was dull reading, whose purpose 
was mainly to provide authoritative proof that the Jesuits were responsible 
for all the problems afflicting the eastern missions. The Mémoires historiques 
of 1744 had the same purpose but were indeed a work of historiography, 
although a passionate and sectarian one. The book was arranged chrono-
logically and described the history of the missions of South India since 
1606, when Roberto Nobili came to Madurai and started to adapt Christianity 
to the local social and cultural features – an exercise that Norbert described as 
a conciliation between „the purity of worship and the practices of idolatry“38. 
The Mémoires historiques did not aim at a systematic description of the 
way the Indian missions developed. For this reason the first book of the 
work, devoted to the seventeenth century, was focused entirely on the con-
troversy surrounding Nobili’s method, resolved in 1623 by Gregory XV, 
and had little to say about what happened during the second half of the cen-
tury, when no major conflict took place in the missions. It is remarkable 
that the second book was devoted completely to a time span as short as 
1700–1703, i.e. the period that preceded the advent of Patriarch Tournon to 
India, during which major clashes occurred between the Jesuits, the Capu-
chins and other missionaries of Propaganda Fide. 

Norbert’s conflictual history focused on the missionaries and had little 
to say about the great mass of the neophytes. For instance, the mission of 
Madurai alone numbered as many as 200.000 Indian Christians and numerous 
local catechists, but their voice was absent in Norbert’s plethoric account of 
intestine fights among European clerics. This omission comes as no surprise 
given the hierarchical relation between missionaries and native Christians 
that was as indisputable in the eighteenth century as in the first half of the 
twentieth. Furthermore, Norbert explained clearly what the purpose of his 

                          
37 NORBERT DE BAR-LE-DUC, Mémoires utiles et necessaires (see n. 26) 93–344. The 

whole is composed by 25 pages of preface, 378 pages of main text and 19 pages of 
postface. 

38 NORBERT DE BAR-LE-DUC, Mémoires historiques (see n. 27) 1 14: Ils [sc. les 
Jésuites] concilierent sans peine la pureté du culte avec les pratiques de l’idolatrie. 
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history was: „The best causes embarrass the judges if they lack good evi-
dence; the affair this work deals with suffers no such lack. This cause con-
cerns justice and religion“39. In other words, Norbert was providing to the 
supreme judge of the Catholic church, pope Benedict XIV, the evidence 
that was required in order to condemn the Malabar Rites once and for all. 
Since this is in fact what the bull Omnium sollicitudinum did, it is necessary 
to understand why the Holy Office then condemned the Mémoires historiques 
on 1 April 1745 and on 24 November 1751. 

It is clear that a special pressure had been exerted by the Portuguese 
crown. On 9 March 1745 Benedict XIV wrote to John V a long letter dealing 
specifically with the implementation in India of Omnium sollicitudinum 
and the action to be taken against Norbert’s book40. The pope was replying 
to a letter from the king dated 4 February, presented by the Portuguese 
minister in Rome, Manuel Pereira de Sampaio (1689–1750). The pontiff 
explained that the purpose of the bull had been primarily to solve a doc-
trinal problem concerning the First Commandment, and only secondarily to 
end the quarrels among the missionaries in India. He stressed that he had 
given full attention to all the protests that both Franz Retz (1673–1750), 
Superior General of the Jesuits, and the Portuguese minister had lodged 
against Norbert’s work, which Benedict XIV judged to be a „bad book“. 
The pope had suggested that Retz denounce the book to the Holy Office. 
This step had been undertaken, but then the Roman Inquisition had prelimi-
narily claimed that jurisdiction in the case belonged to the Congregation of 
the Index. Benedict further explained that he had overturned this determina-
tion, demanding the examination of the book by a „Thursday Congregation“, 
that is, a meeting of the Holy Office presided by the pope. In that way, 
explained Benedict, it had been possible to have the case examined in the 
presence of the pontiff, a situation that did not occur in the Congregation of 
the Index. The pope added that he expected that some delays could take 
place in the Holy Office (this was probably an allusion to the supporters of 
Norbert who belonged to that Congregation), but could also assure the king 
that the most rigorous justice would be rendered. In the meanwhile he 
could already confirm that Norbert was no longer in Rome, but hidden in 
some place in Tuscany where there was „bad air“ (probably an area infested 
by malaria, such as the region of Maremma). The Capuchin had already 
been deprived of the functions he had held in his order. The pope then ad-
dressed the single question that most concerned John V, namely the possible 

                          
39 NORBERT DE BAR-LE-DUC, Mémoires historiques (see n. 27) 1 1: Les meilleures 

causes embarrassent les juges, si elles manquent de bonnes preuves; l’afaire [sic] 
dont il s’agit dans cet ouvrage n’en manque pas; elle regarde la justice et la religion. 

40 Roma, Arquivo da Embaixada de Portugal junto da Santa Sé, cx. 36, mç. 1, doc. 5. 
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impediment to the beatification of the Jesuit missionary João de Brito 
(1647–1693) which the publication of Norbert’s book might have caused. 
Brito had belonged to the highest aristocracy of Portugal, and the recognition 
of his sanctity would have been a major honour for the Lusitan monarchy. 
Norbert might have prevented such an outcome by stressing that, even if 
Brito had been killed in the exercise of his missionary activity in the Marava 
region of South Tamil Nadu, he had also practiced the Malabar Rites. If 
these were idolatrous, then it would have been impossible to argue that 
Brito had died as a witness of the Catholic faith. In response to this danger 
Benedict XIV stressed that, when he had been a consultor in the Congrega-
tion of Rites, he himself had initiated the process of beatification for Brito. 
Moreover, it had been he who, in the first year of his pontificate (1740–
1741), had removed the cause from the jurisdiction of the Holy Office, 
where it had been stopped because of the alleged practice of the Malabar 
Rites by Brito. On the direct initiative of the pope, the cause had then been 
sent again to the Congregation of Rites, so as to quickly arrive at a positive 
outcome. Finally, Benedict XIV expressed a complaint against the form in 
which Sampaio had represented the dissatisfaction of the Portuguese crown 
regarding Norbert’s book. The excessive emphasis of the Lusitan minister 
in his „gloomy pleading“ (lugubre perorazione) had led the pope to reply to 
him in a rather „lively“ manner (ci hà posto nel cimento di rispondergli con 
qualche vivacità). 

The tension between Lisbon and Rome because of Norbert’s book can 
be seen even in a letter written on 8 June 1745 from Marco Antonio de 
Azevedo Coutinho, Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, to Cardinal Neri 
Maria Corsini. At that time the Mémoires historiques had already been 
condemned, but still the effects of their publication had not disappeared. In 
the eyes of the court of Lisbon, Norbert’s book was a satire of the Jesuit 
missionaries, both French and Portuguese, that attacked the martyr João de 
Brito, the bishop of São Thomé de Meliapur and the Portuguese crown itself. 
Azevedo specified that John V had not contacted Cardinal Corsini at the 
time when the crown was engaged in obtaining a condemnation of the 
Mémoires historiques. However, he was now being addressed because it 
had been heard that certain supporters of Norbert were trying to obtain an 
abrogation of the condemnation, while the Capuchin was working towards 
the publication of a new similar book. In fact Azevedo Coutinho was probably 
writing to Corsini precisely because it was known that Norbert had been 
concealed in his palace at the beginning of 174541. 

                          
41 Lisboa, Biblioteca da Ajuda, 54-XIII-19, doc. 128. On the protection that Neri 

Maria Corsini had granted to Norbert see HUSSON, Norbert de Bar-le-duc (see n. 19) 
50 75. 
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From the letters of Benedict XIV and Azevedo Coutinho it appears that 
during the first months of 1745 a political struggle had taken place in Rome 
between the supporters and the opponents of the Père Norbert. The arena 
for the clash was primarily the Congregation of the Holy Office. The vota 
of the consultors of the Roman Inquisition who examined Norbert’s work 
can be read as a peculiar form of book reviews, addressing also the extent 
to which the Capuchin had written a work properly historiographical. Since 
1998, when the archives of the former Roman Holy Office were finally 
opened to scholarly research, it has become possible to better understand 
the paradox of a work condemned by the Holy Office even though its main 
declared aim was to support a papal decision. A single archival dossier con-
tains the documentation concerning both condemnations of 1745 and 175142. 
As mentioned in the pope’s letter to John V, the examination of Mémoires 
historiques had been officially introduced by a petition made by a represen-
tative of the Society of Jesus. However, while Benedict XIV had talked 
with the Superior General of the Jesuits, the denunciation to the Holy Office 
was presented by the Procurator-General of that order43. Norbert’s work 
was indicted on nine charges44: 

1. The decree of the Holy Office of 25 September 1710 had banned all 
publications on the Chinese Rites. Norbert’s book dealt not only with the 
Malabar Rites, but also with the Chinese ones45. 

2. If Norbert had knowledge of crimes against the faith committed by 
certain Jesuits, he was obligated to denounce them in secret to bishops or to 
the Holy Office. On the contrary, he had published his accusations in print. 

3. Innocent XI had banned, in 1679, all private censures against doc-
trines that were not condemned by the Holy See46. Norbert, however, was 

                          
42 Città del Vaticano, Archivio della Congregazione per la Dottrina della Fede 

(ACDF), S.O., C.L. 1751, fasc. 5, 187r–392v. 
43 ACDF, S.O., C.L. 1751, fasc. 5, 191r–v, 201r–v. 
44 ACDF, S.O., C.L. 1751, fasc. 5, 194r–198v. 
45 The decree can be found in: Magnum bullarium Romanum seu eiusdem continuatio, 

quae supplementi loco sit iis, quae praecesserunt, editionibus tum Romanae tum 
Lugdunensi, 2: Constitutiones Clementis XI., Innocentii XIII. et Benedicti XIII. 
hodie sedentis hactenus ineditas complectens (Luxembourg 1727) 398. It specifi-
cally forbade libros, libellos, relationes, theses, folia seu scripta quaecumque, in 
quibus ex professo vel incidenter de ritibus Sinicis huiusmodi vel de controversiis 
desuper seu illorum occasione exortis quomodolibet tractetur, sine expressa et 
speciali licentia a sanctitate sua seu pro tempore existente Romano pontifice in 
Congregatione supradictae Sanctae et Universalis Inquisitionis obtinenda. It was 
precisely the reference to works that dealt even only incidentally with the Chinese 
Rites controversies that made Norbert’s Mémoires historiques liable to censure 
according to the decree of 1710. 
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accusing of idolatry missionaries who followed principles set by bishops 
and prestigious theologians. 

4. Norbert had published in print and in vernacular languages infamous 
accusations against missionaries and neophytes, in such a manner that the 
„heretics“ (i. e. Protestants) would be offered an occasion to denigrate 
Catholicism. 

5. Would a book that accused the Capuchins, pointing at certain friars 
who indeed had committed crimes, ever be acceptable? Would it not be con-
sidered a scandal? 

6. Norbert’s accusations attacked all the Society of Jesus in general terms. 
7. The „heretics“ would find grounds in Norbert’s book to direct re-

criminations against the Holy See, which had tolerated missionaries who 
were now presented as idolaters. 

8. Norbert justified the separation in divinis imposed by the Capuchins 
against the Jesuit missionaries in Pondichéry. According to the Procurator-
General, this implied that the Capuchins had appointed themselves to the 
function of judges entitled to sanction crimes. 

9. Norbert argued that João de Brito could not be canonised because he 
had practised the Malabar Rites. However, on 2 July 1741 the Congregation 
of Rites, presided by Benedict XIV, had declared that such an objection did 
not prevent moving on to the following phase in the process of canonization, 
i.e. the examination of his martyrdom and miracles. 

On 16 September 1744, just four days after the publication of Omnium 
sollicitudinum, the cardinals of the Congregation of the Holy Office examined 
the denunciation of Norbert’s work lodged by the Jesuit Procurator-General. 
There was a vote to determine whether such an instance belonged to the juris-
diction of the Holy Office. Four cardinals – Tommaso Ruffo (1663–1753), 
Luigi Maria Lucini (1665–1745), Fortunato Tamburini (1683–1761) and 
Neri Maria Corsini – believed that it was not a matter for the Roman Inquisi-
tion, whereas three others – Vincenzo Petra (1662–1747), Antonio Saverio 
Gentili (1681–1753) and Gioacchino Besozzi (1679–1755) – maintained that 

                          
46 This ban was at the end of the condemnation of 65 laxist propositions by the pope 

on 4 March 1679. See Magnum bullarium Romanum seu eiusdem continuatio, quae 
supplementi loco sit tum huicce tum aliis, quae praecesserunt, editionibus Romanae 
et Lugdunensi, 11: Complectens constitutiones a Clemente X. et Innocentio XI. editas 
(Luxembourg 1739) 256: Tandem ut ab iniuriosis contentionibus doctores seu 
scholastici aut alii quicumque in posterum se abstineant, et ut paci et charitati con-
sulatur, idem sanctissimus in virtute sanctae obedientiae eis praecipit, ut tam in 
libris imprimendis ac manuscriptis quam in thesibus, disputationibus ac praedica-
tionibus caveant ab omni censura et nota necnon a quibuscumque conviciis contra 
eas propositiones, quae adhuc inter catholicos hinc inde controvertuntur, donec a 
Sancta Sede recognita super iisdem propositionibus iudicium proferatur. 
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the Jesuit request should be examined by the Congregation. A few days 
later the majority vote of the Congregation was reversed by Benedict XIV 
(as he mentioned in his letter to John V), who personally ordered that Nor-
bert’s book should be examined by Antonio Andrea Galli (1697–1767), the 
General Abbot of the Regular Lateranensian Canons47. In his votum48 Galli 
rejected some of the Jesuit claims, in particular the ones that Norbert 
should have presented a secret denunciation to the Holy Office, and that 
had violated the prohibition of private censures. First of all, the Jesuits had 
published books to defend their position, so that the Malabar Rites contro-
versy was already public through their own action; secondly, Galli observed 
that Innocent XI’s ban concerned only doctrines not yet examined by the 
Holy See, whereas the Malabar Rites were already condemned. However, 
Galli conceded that Norbert’s work presented four important problems: 

1. It was untimely: the Malabar Rites controversy had just been re-
solved by Omnium sollicitudinum, so there was no reason at all to raise new 
polemics. 

2. The book was too bitter in its tone. 
3. Norbert leveled charges against his adversaries that were either in-

credible or unproven. 
4. The Capuchin did not respect the partial approval of certain Malabar 

Rites made by various popes since Gregory XV. 
The conclusion that Galli derived from this examination was that Nor-

bert’s Mémoires historiques deserved to be banned, whereas no prohibition 
was required against the Mémoires utiles et necessaires and the Oraison 
funèbre. However, Galli’s position was not immediately accepted by the 
Holy Office. Under the pretext that the abbot had fallen ill and could not 
continue working on the case, on 22 October 1744 the books were assigned 
for revision by another consultor, the Franciscan Lorenzo Ganganelli 
(1705–1774), later pope Clement XIV (pope 1769–1774), the very pontiff 
who was to sign the universal suppression of the Society of Jesus into law 
with the brief Dominus ac redemptor of 21 July 177349. Ganganelli’s votum 

                          
47 Galli was appointed cardinal in 1753: Remigius RITZLER–Pirmin SEFRIN, Hierarchia 

Catholica medii et recentioris aevi sive Summorum pontificum, S. R. E. cardinalium, 
ecclesiarum antistitum series e documentis tabularii praesertim Vaticani collecta, 
digesta, edita, 6: A pontificatu Clementis pp. XII (1730) usque ad pontificatum Pii 
pp. VI (1799) (Padova 1958) 17. Benedict XIV considered him buon teologo, buon 
professore e uomo esperto di congregazioni imparziale e non sospetto ai padri 
della Compagnia: Émile de HEECKEREN, Correspondance de Benoît XIV. Précédée 
d’une introduction et accompagnée de notes et tables (2 vols., Paris 1912) 2 306. 

48 ACDF, S.O., C.L. 1751, fasc. 5, 216r–223v. 
49 The assignment to Ganganelli is recorded in ACDF, S.O., C.L. 1751, fasc. 5, 226v. 

There is no comprehensive biography of him, although an older work remains useful: 
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was very long and erudite50, so that it was necessary to make an abstract of 
it in order to ease its evaluation by the Cardinals51. This singular document 
is particularly important for understanding the anti-Jesuit prejudices Ganga- 
nelli held while working at the Holy Office, and how this attitude could be 
a remote cultural foundation for Dominus ac redemptor, issued only 18 
years later. In his votum Ganganelli compared Norbert of Bar-le-Duc to 
Prosper of Aquitaine (c. 390 – c. 465), a Christian author of the fifth century 
who had fought fiercely against the Semi-Pelagian Massilienses et Lirinien-
ses (monks from Marseilles and Lérins)52, writing the theological poem 
Adversus ingratos53 and receiving support from the bishops of Rome Celes-
tine I (bishop 422–432) and Sixtus III (bishop 432–440). This comparison 
was indeed flattering for Norbert, who found himself elevated to the heroic 
heights of ancient Christianity! According to Ganganelli, Prosper was similar 
to Norbert inasmuch as both resorted to very violent expressions and tones, 
widely publicised at the very moment when the doctrinal deviations they 
were inveighing against were almost defeated. Moreover, the Massilienses 
included figures particularly distinguished by virtue and learning, such as 
John Cassian (c. 360–435), St. Hilary of Arles (c. 403–449) or St. Faustus of 
Riez (ca. 405 – ca. 490)54. This observation served Ganganelli to conciliate 
his enthusiastic support of Norbert’s work with respect for the papal decision 
                          
 Augustin THEINER, Geschichte des Pontificats Clemens’ XIV. nach unedirten Staats- 

schriften aus dem geheimen Archive des Vaticans (2 vols., Leipzig–Paris 1853). 
50 ACDF, S.O., C.L. 1751, fasc. 5, 227r–226v. 
51 ACDF, S.O., C.L. 1751, fasc. 5, 247r–252v, Ristretto della Censura del P.re Gan-

ganelli Reggente del Collegio di S. Bonaventura. 
52 On Prosper of Aquitaine see recently Alexander Y. HWANG, Intrepid Lover of Per-

fect Grace. The Life and Thought of Prosper of Aquitaine (Washington 2009). On 
the theological views of the monks of Lérins see Clemens M. KASPER, Theologie 
und Askese. Die Spiritualität des Inselmönchtums von Lérins im 5. Jahrhundert 
(Beiträge zur Geschichte des alten Mönchtums und des Benediktinertums 40, Mün-
ster 1991). See also Rebecca Harden WEAVER, Divine Grace and Human Agency. 
A Study of the Semi-Pelagian Controversy (Patristic Monograph Series 15, Macon 
[Georgia] 1996); Donato OGLIARI, Gratia et Certamen. The Relationship Between 
Grace and Free Will in the Discussion of Augustine and the so-called Semipelagians 
(Bibliotheca Ephemeridum theologicarum Lovaniensium 169, Leuven 2003). See 
also the contribution by Jean-Louis Quantin in this volume. 

53 Under the title Carmen de ingratis, the work is published in PL 51 col. 91–148. 
54 On Cassian see recently Columba STEWART, Cassian the Monk (Oxford Studies in 

Historical Theology, Oxford et al. 1998). A brief sketch of Hilary of Arles’ life and 
work is given by Marie-Denise VALENTIN, Introduction, in: Hilaire d’Arles. Vie de 
Saint Honorat, ed. Marie-Denise VALENTIN (Sources chrétiennes 235 – Série des 
textes monastiques d’Occident 46, Paris 1977) 9–57, at 9–13. On Faustus of Riez 
see Rossana BARCELLONA, Fausto di Riez interprete del suo tempo. Un vescovo 
tardoantico dentro la crisi dell’impero (Armarium 12, Soveria Mannelli 2006). 
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in favour of moving forward the beatification cause of João de Brito. Just 
as Hilary and Faustus were considered saints even if they had maintained 
an erroneous doctrine, it was necessary to conclude that support for the 
Malabar Rites, condemned by the Holy See, should not lead to the exclusion 
of a possible sanctity of Brito. 

If Norbert was a new defender of the faith, if he fought the Jesuit mis-
sionaries with as much reason as Prosper had struggled against the Semi-
Pelagians (and the indirect equation between the Semi-Pelagians and the 
Jesuits was indeed suggestive), Ganganelli also considered him a historian 
who matched up to the standards set by Agostino Mascardi’s (1590–1640) 
well-known five treatises Dell’arte historica55. If the Jesuits did not like 
Norbert’s reproach, it was simply their own fault: Se rimane offeso il buon’ 
nome di coloro, de’ quali si raccontano i vizi, di se medesimi si dolgano, 
non dell’istorico, il quale [...] poco bada al principato danno, e molto meno 
al rammarico di chi si sente trafiggere56. According to Ganganelli, a fur-
ther reason why the Jesuits should not seek the prohibition of the Mémoires 
historiques was that, as Mascardi had also noted, impeding historians in 
their work would only make them stronger and more pungent: Sappiamo 
che il vietare agli scrittori lo scrivere, non è rimedio che saldi le piaghe 
loro [...] gl’ingegni ingiustamente irritati crescono di valore e di forza: punitis 
ingeniis gliscit authoritas, diceva Tacito [...]. Lo stile degli scrittori nella 
durezza delle persecuzioni [...] si aguzza per ferire meglio57. In this way 
Lorenzo Ganganelli, a consultor of the Roman Inquisition, found himself in 
the rather paradoxical position of advocating free historiography and depre-
cating censorship. At least, we might gloss, when the Jesuits were the target 
of the historian. The only concession that Ganganelli made to the Jesuit 
request to ban Norbert’s book was that it would have been much better if 
his work had not been published in Italian and made available to a general 
public. The reason was that „we live in a time where the communities of 
the religious are received by the ignorant more with insults than with ven-
eration“, and therefore there was no need to cast further light on conflict 
within the church58. Eventually Galli’s position prevailed over Ganganelli’s, 
most probably through the direct intervention of Benedict XIV, who did 
not want to humiliate the Society of Jesus to the extent wished by Norbert. 

                          
55 Agostino MASCARDI, Dell’arte historica trattati cinque (Roma 1636). Mascardi was 

a Jesuit until 1617, then professor of eloquence at the Sapienza University between 
1628 and 1640. On his intellectual activity see Eraldo BELLINI, Agostino Mascardi 
tra „ars poetica“ e „ars historica“ (Bibliotheca erudita 18, Milano 2002). 

56 MASCARDI, Dell’arte historica (see n. 55) 180, as quoted by Ganganelli. 
57 MASCARDI, Dell’arte historica (see n. 55) 187, as quoted by Ganganelli. 
58 ACDF, S.O., C.L. 1751, fasc. 5, 250v: In ea enim temporum conditione versamur, 

ut religiosorum coetus probris potius quam veneratione ab insipientibus excipiantur. 
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However, the condemnation published on 1 April 1745 was indeed very 
peculiar. The first reason given for the ban was that the book had been pub-
lished outside Rome (in Lucca), even though it dealt with matter under the 
jurisdiction of the Holy Office. Moreover, it should have received permis-
sion from the Congregation of Propaganda Fide since it concerned the 
missions. Finally, it dared to interfere with the beatification of João de Brito, 
accusing him of having practised the Malabar Rites. The decree specified 
that there were no reasons to believe that Brito had followed rituals forbid-
den by the chuch, and that even if this had ever occurred, martyrdom was 
sufficient to cancel such a fault. It was also specified that no one could have 
so rude or perverse a mind as to believe that the condemnation of Norbert’s 
work meant an abrogation of the ban on the Malabar Rites. However, no-
where in the inquisitorial decree could one find that Norbert’s work was 
based on false documents or was against truth. This specific aspect is clear 
also in the votum on the prohibition of the third volume of the Mémoires 
historiques, issued in 175159 by the consultor Giovanni Antonio Bianchi 
(1686–1768), a Franciscan who had published at that very time a treatise 
against Pietro Giannone60. Bianchi reminded his audience that the ban of 
1745 had been declared without even investigating whether Norbert’s nar-
rative was trustworthy or false61. The consultor then added emphatically 
that by no means did he want to excuse the Jesuit missionaries62. The main 
point was that Norbert’s Mémoires historiques were all notorious libels, 
whose slanderous quality did not require falsehood, but the simple effect of 
causing infamy and ignominy to people who were „grave and honoured by 
the public“63. Where Ganganelli had advocated the freedom and duty of the 
historian to denounce vices (though not in vernacular languages), Bianchi 
decried that important and respectable people were the target of infamous 
accusations, regardless of whether these might be true. In 1751 Ganganelli 
had changed his mind, or perhaps had understood that any support for Nor-
bert was not conducive to a successful career within the Roman Curia – the 

                          
59 ACDF, S.O., C.L. 1751, fasc. 5, 301r–354v. 
60 Giovanni Antonio BIANCHI, Della potestà e della politia della chiesa trattati due 

contro le nuove opinioni di Pietro Giannone (6 vols., Roma 1745–1751); the work 
was directed specifically against Pietro GIANNONE, Dell’istoria civile del regno di 
Napoli libri XL (4 vols., Napoli 1723). 

61 ACDF, S.O., C.L. 1751, fasc. 5, 329v: [...] prescindendo dalla falsità o sincerità de 
fatti esposti. 

62 ACDF, S.O., C.L. 1751, fasc. 5, 330r: Dio mi liberi, santo padre, che io voglia in 
alcuna maniera difendere ò scusare i missionari della Compagnia. 

63 ACDF, S.O., C.L. 1751, fasc. 5, 333r: [...] la qualità di un libello infamatorio, il 
quale per esser tale, non è mica necessario che contenga fatti falsi, mà basta che tali 
fatti rechino infamia ed ignominia à persone gravi ed onorate appresso il pubblico. 
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very goal he eventually achieved. Ganganelli discovered then that Norbert 
had written his work non veritatis amore, non religionis tuendae studio 
permotum, [...] sed potius invidiae tabe ac iracundiae furore in alios evangelii 
ministros64. 

IV. The documentary limits of Norbert’s anti-Jesuitism 

It is no surprise that Norbert’s historiographical works used an outward 
documentary rigour in order to foster a distinctively partisan position. 
Nonetheless such a basic circumstance was not even investigated by the 
Roman Inquisition, where the Mémoires historiques were eventually con-
demned not because they contained falsehood, but rather for disclosing 
embarrassing true facts to ignorant people who might thus be encouraged to 
hold the clergy in contempt. It is useful, therefore, to consider at least two 
instances of clear manipulation of facts by Norbert, which the Holy See was 
either unable or unwilling to ascertain. 

A major event in Tournon’s apostolic visitation of the Indies had been 
a conflict with the Capuchin missionaries on financial matters. An Armenian 
Dominican who had died in Madras had left in the custody of these friars a 
large legacy consisting of alms collected among merchants of his nation in 
the East in order to support his own convent in Armenia. The money was 
requisitioned by the Patriarch in order to make his jurisdiction felt, but 
most importantly to provide the capital for the establishment of an Italian 
East India Company under the aegis of the Congregation of Propaganda 
Fide 

65. The Mémoires historiques omit the clash with the Capuchins, 
whereas the Mémoires utiles et necessaires sought to recast the obvious 
opposition of the Patriarch to the French friars in a heavily slanted light. 
Norbert published a letter by René of Angoulême, custodian of the convent 
of Pondichéry, claiming that Tournon had left India weeping and repeating 
that the conflict with the Capuchins had been provoked by Jesuit envy66. In 

                          
64 ACDF, S.O., C.L. 1751, fasc. 5, 292v. 
65 I have anticipated my discoveries about this rather peculiar project of Propaganda 

Fide in Paolo ARANHA, „Glocal“ Conflicts: Missionary Controversies on the Coro-
mandel Coast between the XVII and the XVIII Centuries, in: Evangelizzazione e 
globalizzazione. Le missioni gesuitiche nell’età moderna tra storia e storiografia, 
ed. Michela CATTO–Guido MONGINI–Silvia MOSTACCIO (Nuova Rivista Storica. 
Biblioteca 42, Città di Castello 2010) 79–104. 

66 NORBERT DE BAR-LE-DUC, Mémoires utiles et necessaires (see n. 26) 267–268: [...] 
ce seigneur Patriarche me donnant avant son départ de Pondicheri le dernier 
adieu, avec des larmes qui m’en firent aussi répandre, m’assura que si le Seigneur 
le ramenoit à la Côte de Coromandel, qu’il remettroit les choses dans leur premier 
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fact such a claim is incompatible with the position that Tournon expressed 
in the letters he wrote to Roman Curia, both when he was in India67 and 
later when he had reached China68. 

A second example of mystification can be seen in the claim made by 
Norbert that the French crown had agreed to the exercise by the Patriarch 
de Tournon of all his jurisdictional powers even within the settlement of 
Pondichéry69. On the contrary, the conseil souverain of the French colony 
had on 14 January 1716 issued an arrêt invalidating the publication of the 
Tamil translation of the decree Inter graviores, undertaken in Pondichéry 
by Claude de Visdelou70. If ever the French authorities had wholeheartedly 
accepted the actions of religious reform undertaken by Tournon, their op-
position to the publication in the local language of the prescriptions decided 
by the patriarch would appear puzzling indeed. 

The accumulation of documents and the violence of the accusations 
raised against the Jesuits should not lead to the conclusion that Norbert was 
able to exert an unrestrained agency in his own partisan fight. While the 
support network that sustained him in Rome can explain his access to mis-
sionary documents conserved in the archives of Propaganda Fide, it is pos-
sible today to see that he was not able to find and publish sources that 
would have certainly contributed to an even more furious and effective 
polemic. We can consider three cases that illustrate eloquently the limits of 
Norbert’s anti-Jesuit program. 

A first example concerns a document that Norbert knew only through 
an extract, whereas its entire text could have provided far more ammunition 

                          
 état. De plus il ajouta encore avec larmes que ceux qui l’avoient injustement indis-

posé contre nous, en rendroient un compte terrible au jugement de Dieu. Letter 
written to Timothée de La Flèche from Pondichéry, 11 July 1708. 

67 Città del Vaticano, Archivio Segreto Vaticano (ASV), Fondo Albani 248, 279r–
280v, at 279v, Tournon to Cardinal Paulucci, Pondichéry, 22 February 1704: [...] 
prego vostra signoria illustrissima di prevenire Sua Santità, acciò sostenga con 
vigore la mia risolutione, anzi minacci i Padri Cappuccini di farli partir tutti dalle 
Indie (e ciò sarebbe senza gran pregiudizio) se il Padre Michel Angelo non parte 
immediatamente e non obedisce al mio precetto. 

68 In a letter written to the pope from Xao Ce Fu (= Zhàoqìng) on 20 September 1705, 
Tournon observed that only the Capuchins of Madras and Pondichéry had dared to 
publish the edict that the archbishop of Goa, Agustinho da Anunciação, had issued 
against the jurisdiction of the patriarch of Antioch on 22 December 1704: ASV, 
Fondo Albani 248, 342r–343v. A copy of that edict can be found in Città del Vati-
cano, Archivio della Congregazione per l’Evangelizzazione dei Popoli o de Propa-
ganda Fide, SOCP 23, 381r–381av. 

69 NORBERT DE BAR-LE-DUC, Mémoires historiques (see n. 27) 1 261–262. 
70 Extrait des Registres du Conseil Superieur de Pondichery du 14me Janvier 1716. A 

copy made by Visdelou is in ACDF, S.O., St. St., QQ 1-h, f. 224r. 
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for undermining the stand of the missionaries of the Society of Jesus in India. 
It has always been well known, mainly thanks to the information given by 
Norbert himself, that the method of accommodatio experimented by 
Roberto Nobili in Madurai had been initially disapproved by Cardinal 
Roberto Bellarmino, whose family was related to Nobili’s71. Subsequently 
the prelate became convinced of the value and necessity of adapting Christi-
anity to the local context and played a decisive role in obtaining the approval 
given by pope Gregory XV in the bull Romanae sedis antistes of 1623. In 
his Mémoires historiques, Norbert made reference to a specific letter in 
which Bellarmino severely condemned Nobili’s actions72. However, Nor-
bert did not provide any specific date, and he quoted only an excerpt. 
Moreover, no manuscript copy of that letter has so far been found and used 
by later historians. However, it has now been possible to recover an integral 
copy of the document among the selection of records of the archives of the 
Goa Inquisition which, after the suppression of that tribunal, ended up in 
the National Library of Rio de Janeiro73. The document had not previously 
been identified because in the best currently available inventory of that 
archival collection, the document was referred to as a letter of Roberto 
Bellarmino to a certain “Roberto Mobil”!74 The letter was sent from Rome 
on 22 November 1611. A comparison between the text in Rio de Janeiro 
and the one in the Mémoires historiques shows that Norbert was culpable 
of some strategic omissions, but did not forge the document per se: 

„The Gospel of Christ does not need colours and simulations. <In my 
opinion> [omitted by Norbert] it is less important that the Brahmins are not 
converted to the faith, than that the Christians do not preach the Gospel 
freely and sincerely. The preaching of the crucified Christ was foolishness 
to the Gentiles and a scandal to the Jews, but nonetheless St. Paul and the 
other apostles did not cease to preach, in the most free way, Christ the cruci-
fied. I do not want to dispute on the single points, however I cannot forebear 
to say that it seems to me that the imitation of the arrogance of the Brahmins 
is diametrically opposite to the humbleness of our Lord Jesus Christ, and 
that it seems very dangerous for the faith to keep certain rituals. <However, 
I have no doubts as to your good intentions> [omitted by Norbert]“75. 

                          
71 Gearóid Ó BROIN, The Family Background of Robert Nobili S. J. Archivum His-

toricum Societatis Iesu 68 (1999) 3–46, at 16. 
72 NORBERT DE BAR-LE-DUC, Mémoires historiques (see n. 27) 14–15. 
73 Rio de Janeiro, Biblioteca Nacional de Rio de Janeiro (BNRJ), Ms. 25,1,003, no 221, 

454r–v. 
74 Inquisição de Goa: Inventário Analítico. Anais da Biblioteca Nacional [de Rio de 

Janeiro] 120 (2000) 1–367, at 88. 
75 BNRJ, Ms. 25,1,003, no 221, 454r. 
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It appears clear that Norbert omitted expressions that could partially 
nuance the condemnation expressed by Bellarmino. Nonetheless, the sub-
stance of the passage was reported without any major changes. If this section 
of the letter is already extremely important, the remaining part of the 
document in Rio de Janeiro, not reported by Norbert, is even more interest-
ing. Roberto Nobili, acting as a client of a patron closely linked to him both 
by family connections and corporate affiliation as a Jesuit confrère, had 
requested Bellarmino to provide him some financial support for his new 
mission at Madurai. The reply was sarcastic and expressed very eloquently 
the cardinal’s distance from the approach followed by his young protegé. 
Bellarmino, with obvious irony, said that it was very difficult for him to 
satisfy the request as there were many poor people even in Rome, and the 
Jesuit colleges were deeply in debt, so that they could not help others. Even 
the pope, notwithstanding his great revenues, was burdened by expenses 
superior to what he earned. However, Bellarmino – and here he shifted from 
sarcasm to a very painful reproach – had often considered how at the very 
beginning of Christianity the apostles had not received subsidies from Jeru-
salem or Rome, and yet been able to establish churches throughout vast 
regions. The arm of God had not become shorter in the course of time, and 
He could provide to His missionaries even if no subsidies came from Rome 
or Spain76. In fact the apostles had been able to obtain whatever they needed 
thanks to the sanctity of their way of life, and the divine signs and prodi-
gies that gave them great authority. Bellarmino argued – and a concerned 
reader could not be sure whether the remark was sincere or ironic – that he 
did not believe that the preachers of his time lacked sanctity of life. The 
cardinal did not know why God in that time was operating fewer miracles than 
in the apostolic age, even if the need for conversion was as urgent as at the 

                          
76 Until now a possible Spanish dimension of the controversy on the Madurai mission 

has not been considered by historians. However, given that between 1580 and 1640 
Portugal was subject to the house of Habsburg in a dynastic union with Spain, con-
nections are highly probable. In this regard, it may be significant that a copy of a 
key text of the early 17th-century debates has recently turned up in Madrid. This 
text, authored by the archbishop of Cranganor Francesc Ros (1557–1624) and entitled 
De triplici linea et cincinno capillorum Bracmanum Indiae Orientalis, quem curumby 
aut sindy vocant, was presented to the Roman Inquisition in 1614. Copies are in the 
archives of the Holy Office (ACDF, S.O., St. St., QQ 1-g, 22r–23v), in other Roman 
archives (Archivum Romanum Societatis Iesu, Goa 51, 158r–v, 159Ar–v; ASV, 
Congr. Concilio., Relat. Dioec. 288, 7r–8v), as well as in Lisbon (Arquivo Nacional 
da Torre do Tombo, Armário Jesuítico, liv. 19, 275r–276v). My colleague Jiang 
Wei, an expert in the history of the Catholic missions to the Far East in the 16th and 
17th centuries, has now discovered a further copy in Madrid, Archivo Histórico 
Nacional, Jesuitas, Legajo 271. 
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beginning of Christianity. The only possible conclusion was to acknowledge 
that the decisions of God were mysterious and that they should be adored 
and not discussed. 

If Bellarmino’s letter in its entirety would have considerably helped 
Norbert in casting a very negative light on Nobili, access to another docu-
ment conserved in the Rio de Janeiro papers of the Goa Inquisition would 
have probably caused a great embarrassment to entire Society of Jesus. 
That document is an authenticated copy of a provision issued by the arch-
bishop of Cranganore, Estevão de Brito (1567–1641), on 6 April 1625. 
During the eighteenth-century controversy on the Malabar Rites, the Jesuit 
advocates of accommodatio constantly made reference to a special permission 
granted to their missionaries by Estevão de Brito. In fact, whilst Romanae 
sedis antistes allowed the converts of Madurai to wear sandal tilakas on 
their forehead, no mention was made of the cheaper and more widely used 
tilakas drawn with ashes. According to Francisco Lainez and Antonio Broglia 
Brandolini, procurators in Rome for the Jesuit missions of Madurai, Mysore 
and the Carnatic, those tilakas had been permittted by the archbishop of 
Cranganore and therefore had to be considered legitimate, at least until a fi-
nal decision was rendered by the Holy See. However, there was something 
rather vague about this alleged permission. At the time when Tournon was 
in Pondichéry, the Jesuits had not been able to present him with an authen-
ticated copy of the grant. In his Defensio Indicarum missionum of 1710, 
Lainez reported the testimony of the bishop of São Thomé, who claimed 
that the permission had been given by Estevão de Brito more than 60 years 
before, i. e. sometime in the 1640s. He also quoted a specific passage of the 
original provision, as it had been reported in a treatise composed by the 
French Jesuit Jean-Venance Bouchet (1655–1732) at the time of Tournon’s 
visit77. Brandolini, in the first of his two printed works, published in 1724, 
suggested that the permission had been given when Balthazar da Costa 
(1610–1673) entered the mission of Madurai around 1640 and began the 
apostolate of the paṇṭārasvāmi, instead of following the model of Brahmin 
saṃnyāsin devised by Nobili. This meant that a specific category of mis-
sionaries – modelled on Indian mendicant holy men who dealt with ordinary 
people – would be devoted to the lower castes, those who actually made 
use of ash tilakas instead of sandal ones. It was also stressed that the decision 
of Estevão de Brito had been taken on the basis of a commission given 
from the Holy See and not on his own initiative78. Not surprisingly, the 

                          
77 LAINEZ, Defensio Indicarum missionum (see n. 5) 545. 
78 Antonio Broglia BRANDOLINI, Giustificazione del praticato sin’ora da’ religiosi 

della Compagnia di Gesù nelle missioni del Madurey, Mayssur e Carnate (Roma 
1724) 120–121. A manuscript document that Brandolini presented to the Holy Office, 
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commissar of the Roman Inquisition, the Dominican Luigi Maria Lucini, 
who fiercely defended Tournon’s decree against the Malabar Rites, stated 
even in print that it was strange that no copy of the permission by Estevão 
de Brito or the alleged commission given to him by the Holy See could be 
found either in Rome or in India79. In his second book, Brandolini could 
only reply, betraying a clear embarrassment, that the Roman records – either 
those of the Roman Inquisition or the Vatican archives – were very exten-
sive, and maybe Lucini had not browsed them sufficiently. Moreover, it 
was also possible that the commission from the Holy See to the archbishop 
of Cranganore had been sent from Rome through some special expedition 
and not following ordinary channels. As for India, it was well known that 
the Dutch had burnt the local Jesuit archives when they conquered Cochin 
in 1662. Moreover, the few remaining documents had been destroyed when 
the king of Travancore, Rāma Rāja, burnt down the Jesuit college of Toppo 
in Malabar80. 

Whilst it might be true that Brandolini did not have access to the original 
document issued by Estevão de Brito, the discovery of an authenticated 
copy of it in the Goa Inquisition papers in Rio de Janeiro has the potential 
to substantially challenge the traditional accounts of the history of the 
Madurai mission. The document was copied in Goa on 18 September 1650 
on the orders of Jerônimo de Sá, governor (that is, vicar general) of the 
bishopric of São Thomé de Meliapur, from a decree issued 25 years before81. 
It does indeed include the passage quoted by Jean-Venance Bouchet, allow-
ing the use of ash tilakas. However, it also contains something much more 
interesting. Estevão de Brito states that, having received a positive report 
from two Jesuit theologians, he has decided to allow to the Brahmin converts 
of the mission of Madurai two customs which they were not yet willing to 
give up: on the one hand, burning the dead and burying their ashes; on the 
other hand, using tilakas made of ashes. In both rituals the missionaries 

                          
 and that anticipated the section of the book cited above, gave the year 1630, not 

1640, as the moment when Balthazar da Costa entered the mission of Madurai: [...] 
quando poi circa l’anno 1630 entrò nelle stesse missioni il Padre Baldassarre da 
Costa, seconda pietra fondamentale di esse, e cominciò ad annunciare il Vangelo 
all’altre tribù inferiori, ed anche alle vili, allora fù, che si eccitò la questione e che 
i missionarii si viddero obbligati a permettere a convertiti di nuovo l’uso quotidiano 
delle ceneri (ACDF, S.O., St. St., QQ 1-i, 258r–283v, at 265v). 

79 Luigi Maria LUCINI, Esame e difesa del decreto pubblicato in Pudiscerì da Monsignor 
Carlo Tommaso di Tournon (Venezia 21729) 368. The first edition appeared in 1728. 

80 Antonio BROGLIA BRANDOLINI, Risposta alle accuse date al praticato sin’ora da’ 
religiosi della Compagnia di Giesù, nelle missioni del Madurey, Mayssur e Carnate 
(3 vols., Köln [Roma] 1729) 3 149–150. 

81 BNRJ, Ms. 25,1,004, no 159, 377r–v. 
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were to recite pious prayers that the two Jesuit theologians had to examine 
and approve beforehand82. It should be noted that until now we did not 
know at all that at the beginning of the Madurai mission the Jesuits had 
allowed their converts to burn the dead instead of following the universal 
Catholic practice of inhumation. It is known that at the end of the second 
century cremation was common among Christians, but „by the fourth cen-
tury, inhumation had come to be the method of disposal of the dead in the 
Roman world generally“83. Against cremation there were no clear theological 
reasons, but – as the Jesuit Caspar Hartzheim observed in 1724 – among 
Christians it was traditional for various reasons to bury the dead in the earth 
rather than cremating them. First of all, inhumation seemed to agree better 
with the biblical words Pulvis es et in pulverem reverteris (Genesis 3,19). 
Secondly, there was no reason to destroy violently what nature itself would 
dissolve gradually. Moreover, it was fitting to be buried in the earth, whence 

                          
82 Given the crucial importance of this document it is probably useful to quote its 

entire normative section: Morem vero cadavera comburendi combustosque cineres 
sepeliendi, cum ea tenaciter ad fidem conversi Bragmanes et alii quidem retineant, 
cum pro huius temporis et rerum statu nimium arduum sit in contrarium quidquam 
percipere [sic, for praecipere], cinerisque quotidianus usus adeo sit illis peculiaris, 
ut ab illo perquam difficile avellantur, multique etnhici [sic, for ethnici] huius 
moris denegatione minime ad fidem convertantur, nos in exordio nascentis eccle-
siae ad conversionis bonum, sanctorum patrum indulta variasque concessiones 
mature considerantes, rem etiam pro huius temporis et rerum statu supra dictos 
mores prohibere fidei catholicae propagatione minime conducere perspectum 
habeamus, ne novellis Christi germinibus iniciamus laqueum, et ipsorum salutem 
paterna pietate consulentes, mores hos supra dictos minime condemnamus, donec 
a sanctissima sede vel a nobis aliquid in contrarium provisum fuerit, supra dictos 
mores permittimus, illos tamen ab omni superstitione labe expurgatos exurpari 
[sic]: pro qua fungimur authoritate strictissime iubemus. Quare cum cadavera 
cremantur, non nisi iuxta ritum piisque precibus recitatis a patribus Societatis 
Madurensis missionis ad hunc effectum praescriptis et a nobis per duos theologos 
Societatis examinatis, cremanda cadavera permittimus, et eius usu, ita permittimus, 
ut non nisi ecclesiasticis precibus in Romano missali contentis per sacerdotem 
benedictos cineres usurpari permittimus, ob eum videlicet finem, ob quem catholica 
ecclesia cineres usurpare et capitibus inponere consuereit [sic, pro consueverit], ad 
excitandum scilicet postremi diei memoriam et in simbolum poenitentiae, dum 
modo nec ab ethico [sic, pro ethnico] himine accipiant, nec trium digitorum figura 
in frontibus vel in aliis corporis locis desinent, sed simpliciter sine ulla figura cineri-
bus benedictis frontem et pectus aspergant; quos supra dictos mores duos, ut supra 
diximus, minime condemnantes nec approbantes, ab omni superstitionis labe expur-
gatos tenore praesentium permittimus, donec a sanctissima sede vel a nobis contra-
rium aliquid provisum fuerit (BNRJ, Ms. 25,1,004, no 159, 377r). 

83 Dorothy WATTS, Christians and Pagans in Roman Britain (London–New York 
1991) 188. 
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– as from the womb of a mother – all human beings had come. Finally, 
following Thomas Aquinas, it was argued that inhumation fostered among 
the Christians faith and hope in the resurrection of the body84. If inhumation 
was considered in general terms the proper burial for a Christian, on the 
other hand cremation was strongly associated in India with Hinduism. From 
the document found in Rio de Janeiro, it can be seen that just two years after 
the triumph of Nobili’s method, sanctioned by Romanae sedis antistes, the 
archbishop of Cranganore and the Jesuit missionaries had found it appro-
priate to extend the practice of adaptation to a new and unprecedented 
level. Moreover, no reference at all was made in Brito’s decree to any com-
mission received from Rome to examine the orthodoxy of ash tilakas. Quite 
the contrary, it was a decision rendered by a Jesuit archbishop, assisted by 
two Jesuit theologians, in favour of the Jesuit missionaries of Madurai. It 
was specified that it was not an approval but a permission to continue the 
practices of cremation and using ash tilakas, as long as the Holy See or the 
archbishop of Cranganore himself did not decide otherwise. The omission 
in Lainez’s and Brandolini’s writings of any reference to the permission of 
cremation suggests not only that the practice had been discontinued at some 
point (probably during the second half of the seventeenth century), but also 
that by the beginning of the eighteenth century the Jesuits had no interest at 
all in making it known that in the past they had allowed a funeral practice 
so different from the one common in the rest of Christianity. Moreover, it 
was striking that the provision dealt with both the burning of corpses and 
the use of ash tilakas. It was just too easy – given the arrangement of the 
document – to imagine that those very ashes smeared on the foreheads 
were actually the ashes of the dead! 

As we have seen, the decree of Estevão de Brito is preserved thanks to 
a copy of it made in 1650. This was done as a consequence of a petition 
that Roberto Nobili made to Jerônimo de Sá so as to obtain the extension to 
the diocese of São Thomé de Meliapur of the validity of Romanae sedis 
antistes. Nobili desired that he and any other padre Bragmane who might 
come after him should be allowed to enjoy the privileges of the bull of 1623. 

                          
84 Caspar HARTZHEIM, Explicatio fabularum et superstitionum, quarum in Sacris Scrip-

turis fit mentio, vario hinc inde sensu praeter literalem, ut allegorico, morali, ana-
gogico etc. exornata (Köln 1724) 338. The reference in Aquinas is given as 4 Sentent. 
d. 15, q. 2, art. 3, which should indicate the „Scriptum Super Sententiis“, lib. 4 d. 
15 q. 2 a. 3 qc. 1 ad 1, although the original passage differred from Hartzheim’s 
synthesis: quamvis sepultura non prosit mortuo secundum se corporaliter, prodest 
tamen ei secundum quod in memoriis hominum remanet; tum quia in confusionem 
mortui reputatur quod insepultus iacet; tum quia ex ipso tumulo magis in memoria 
manet, et aliqui ad orandum pro ipso excitantur; unde monumentum dicitur a memo-
ria, ut Augustinus dicit in littera De cura pro mortuis agenda. 
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Moreover, he specified that the missionaries of Madurai governed their 
converts and punished transgressions not by imposing pecuniary sanctions 
(as was common in Europe), but by other punishments current in that In-
dian region. Nobili’s petition was initially accepted by Jerônimo de Sá on 
8 April 1649. It was specified that the Italian Jesuit would be the parish 
priest of the Indian Christian community in the Portuguese city and that his 
parishioners would be subject to the principles of Romanae sedis antistes. 
He would be allowed to punish them, in case of faults, with „a mild and 
merciful punishment, in the way that the Christians of Madurai are pun-
ished“. It is important to notice that Nobili’s petition, preserved in the Goa 
Inquisition papers of the Biblioteca Nacional de Rio de Janeiro, is actually 
an authenticated copy made by command of Jerônimo de Sá on 18 Septem-
ber 1650. In other words, both this document and the copy of the decree of 
Estevão de Brito were part of one and the same strategy, devised by the 
governor of São Thomé de Meliapur, in favour of radical forms of adaptation 
advocated by the aged Roberto Nobili. 

However, Jerônimo de Sá sent his decree to the Goa Inquisition to obtain 
its approval. As provisional head of the bishopric of São Thomé, he could 
also perform the functions of a commissioner of the Inquisition. On 11 No-
vember 1650 the inquisitors in Goa rejected Nobili’s request to extend to 
Meliapur the system of Madurai. The reason was that the Portuguese town 
did not face the same problems as the Tamil interior, where the Christians 
often had to disguise their faith in order to escape persecutions. According to 
the Goan inquisitors, Romanae sedis antistes had been granted with many 
cautions and conditions. On the other hand, in a somewhat contradictory 
manner, the practice of adaptation was described by them as the permission 
to follow „gentile customs and ceremonies“. It was specifically said that 
the cremation and certain funeral rituals allowed in Madurai on the basis of 
Estevão de Brito’s permission were actually done „according to the gentile 
manner“85. While the Goa Inquisition rejected the extension of the method 
of accommodatio to São Thomé, it did not revoke the permission of ash 
tilakas and cremation granted by Estevão de Brito to the neophytes of 
Madurai. In other words, we can conclude that at least between 1625 and 
1650 the ecclesiastical authorities allowed the Christians of a mission in the 
heart of the Tamil country to perform funeral rites that differed greatly 
from the customs of the universal church, while being almost identical to 
the ones of the surrounding „pagans“. 

                          
85 BNRJ, Ms. 25,1,004, no 161, [379bis]–380r. The decision was signed by Paulo 

Castelino de Freitas, Manuel da Cruz, Francisco de Barcellos, Lucas da Cruz, 
Manuel de Mendonça and José Rebelo Vás. 
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It is beyond doubt that Norbert could have caused even greater damage 
to the Society of Jesus if only he had been able to access the archives of the 
Goa Inquisition. There he would have discovered in its full extent the mis-
trust that Bellarmino initially held towards Nobili’s innovations. In that 
archive Norbert would have learnt that the alleged pagan leanings of the 
Jesuits had reached unparalleled heights, by endorsing a practice that could 
be interpreted as contradicting the dogma of resurrection of the body. More-
over, it would have been very easy for him to draw the conclusion that the 
Jesuits probably even supported the Hindu belief in metempsychosis: the 
violent destruction of one individual body would not appear a serious problem 
if each soul would reincarnate in innumerable bodies in the course of time. 
By recognizing Norbert’s incapacity to collect all the possible evidence 
against the Jesuits, we now realize the limits of his polemical agency. He 
knew too well that „the best causes embarrass the judges if they are deprived 
of good evidence“. For that purpose he put together a plethoric collection 
of sources that eventually gained him the reputation of a trustworthy author-
ity. It is now possible to see not only that his collection contained predictable 
manipulations, but also that it did not include documents that would have 
made his polemics even more effective. However, the measure of his initial 
success can be seen by the fact that the Roman Inquisition prosecuted him 
mainly because he was making known to the wider world scandals which 
they were willing to believe had really taken place. While he was probably 
neither a new Prosper of Aquitaine nor a historian following the rules of 
Mascardi, nonetheless Norbert achieved his ambition of entirely occupying 
the historiographical field on the Malabar Rites controversy. From being a 
collection of historical sources to be critically examined, Norbert’s work – 
with its threatening abundance of documents – has been able to obtain the 
status of a historiographical narrative. Only with a thorough study of the 
Malabar Rites controversy, no longer focused on finding bonnes preuves 
for a verdict decided in advance, will we be able to understand Norbert’s 
polemical historiography as a source to be critically investigated. 
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The Portuguese empire was a major protagonist in

the process of accelerated globalization that took

place during the early modern age. Over the course

of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries this pre-

viously marginal European kingdom was able to

project itself in Africa, Asia, and America, giving rise

to the first European colonial empire. Moreover,

Portuguese royal patronage supported missionary

efforts to expand Catholicism in regions beyond

European control, such as Japan, China, and the

Mughal and Vijayanagara empires in India.

Giuseppe Marcocci provides an insightful and well-

documented piece of research on the cultural

foundations and justifications of the Portuguese

empire, from the first conquests in western Africa

to the early decades of the dynastic union of

Portugal with Spain from 1580. The Portuguese

imperial culture studied by Marcocci is primarily

theological and canonical. Such a delimitation is

understandable, considering the crucial role played

by the Catholic Church in early modern Portugal,

although it might have been useful to pay greater

attention to literary sources.

L’invenzione di un impero is divided into three

parts, each composed of two chapters. In the first

part Marcocci examines how papal bulls issued

between 1452 and 1514 provided justification for

military actions undertaken by the Portuguese first

in Africa and then in Asia. This involved the

reinterpretation of medieval categories of crusade

against Muslims, as well as theories concerning

indirect papal jurisdiction over ‘infidels’. However,

even if the very foundation of their empire seemed to

be based on papal concessions, the Portuguese kings

did not consider themselves vassals of the pontiffs.

Particularly during the reign of John III (1521–57),

major influence was exerted by court theologians

committed to finding a balance between the papal

legitimation of the empire and the need to safeguard

the Portuguese jurisdiction from Roman interfer-

ence. During the early sixteenth century, attempts

were also made to conceptualize the empire beyond

this orthodox theological framework. Religious

millenarianism was turned into political propa-

ganda, so that the Portuguese ‘discoveries’ were

presented as the prelude to the conversion of the

whole world to Christ. Other intellectuals were

inspired by Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527),

deeming that the newly established empire should

follow the model set by the ancient Romans and

should tolerate the religious and cultural differences

of the conquered populations. However, both the

millenarian and the Machiavellian interpretations of

the Portuguese empire were eventually defeated

around the middle of the sixteenth century by the

orthodoxy of the court theologians.

In Chapters 3 and 4, Marcocci considers

critiques raised during the sixteenth century against

the Lusitan empire, in both its political and economic

dimensions. The Spanish theologian Francisco de

Vitoria (c.1483–1546), together with other Dominican

confrères of the School of Salamanca, argued that the

native populations of America enjoyed property rights

and that their polities were legitimate, so that only

well-defined reasons could justify an attack against

them. While Vitoria’s ideas were not openly discussed

in Portugal, even there theologians – some of Spanish

origin – raised objections against features of the

Portuguese empire that could be seen as being at odds

with Christian morality.

The Portuguese empire also caused embarrass-

ment to certain Christian consciences insofar as it

was seen as contradicting moral principles pertain-

ing to correct economic life. Evangelization and

trade had allegedly been the motives behind Vasco

da Gama’s enterprise; trade was considered ‘sacred’,

inasmuch as it allowed the expansion of Christianity.

Furthermore, Vitoria had claimed that war was

justified against a country that impeded the freedom

of movement and the right to commerce. However,

was not Portugal preventing other countries from

trading freely in Asia? And was the humanist Paolo

Giovio (1483–1552) not correct to note that the

Portuguese were selling spices of low quality at prices

higher than those that had prevailed before the

opening of the sea route around the Cape of Good

Hope? Moreover, any claims that religious motivations

came before commercial interests were less than

persuasive, considering that the Portuguese engaged

in intense trade with ‘infidels’ of all religions.

The last part of the book is composed of two

chapters dealing with distinct topics. Chapter 5

synthesizes how the Portuguese represented and

dealt with the native populations of their empire.

Marcocci stresses the connection between temporal
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and spiritual conquest, exemplified particularly by

the mass and ‘forced’ baptisms that allegedly often

took place in the Portuguese Estado da Índia.

However, the author also shows how a missionary

such as the Jesuit Manuel da Nóbrega (1517–70)

expressed doubts about the right of the Portuguese

to enslave the native populations of Brazil and

articulated a discourse of conversion that was

distinct from that of conquest.

Marcocci argues that conversion to Christianity

within the Portuguese empire was based on a

‘conditioned integration’: while sharing the same

religion, the native population and the Portuguese

conquerors would remain distinct, according to the

Iberian category of ‘blood purity’ (limpeza de

sangue), which had originally been used to sub-

ordinate Catholics of Jewish origin. As an example

of this dynamic, Marcocci maintains that in India

‘the Jesuits rejected the hypothesis of admitting

neophytes to the sacred orders (with the exception of

those descended from Indians baptized within eight

days of birth)’ (p. 117). However, the very manu-

script source quoted to support this statement3 in

fact delineates a very different scenario. The

anonymous Jesuit author is clear that a ‘Christian

of the land’ who had received the baptism immedi-

ately after birth (normally within eight days), ‘even if

his father, grandfather or great-grandfather was

gentile or saracen’, was always eligible to be

ordained as a priest, according to the same condi-

tions applied to Portuguese candidates. A man who

had been baptized for at least ten years, coming

‘from whatsoever religion’ (ex quacunque lege),

could also be ordained, if this was approved by his

bishop and if the candidate was firm in the faith and

had good customs. This arrangement is not ade-

quately described by a notion of ‘conditioned

integration’ based on racial distinctions. That said,

it is true that the Jesuits refrained from admitting

Indian candidates into their own religious order.

Marcocci argues very persuasively that the study

of moral cases in missionary contexts played a major

role in the adaptation of Christianity to local

conditions. It is indeed desirable that more attention

should be paid by historians to the relation between

the ‘conversion culture that was born out of

experience’ and ‘the official doctrines and goals of

the empire’ (p. 124). However, some of the moral

solutions that were devised in the provinces of the

empire were not so original as suggested here. One

example relates to a specific exception to the general

Catholic principle of indissolubility of marriage.

Various Jesuit theologians in India concluded that a

Catholic spouse could be separated from a person of

different religion, married when both were non-

Catholic, if the baptized spouse risked committing

apostasy or if the ‘infidel’ insulted the Christian faith

(p. 126). Far from being a peculiar theory developed

in a missionary context, this was in fact simply an

application of the well-known ‘Pauline privilege’, a

canonical category based on 1 Corinthians 7:12–15

and further developed by the Decretals of Innocent

III (1160–1216).

In the last chapter, Marcocci examines the

evolution of the Lusitan imperial culture after the

crown of Portugal passed to the Habsburgs of

Spain. Part of his argument is that, by the end of the

sixteenth century, charges of ‘indianization’ were

used in conflicts within the Portuguese imperial elites

(p. 141). An interesting example is the caution

expressed in 1593 by the Inquisition about acts of

devotion to a statue of Afonso de Albuquerque

(1453–1515) in Goa. However, Marcocci’s analysis

of this particular episode is problematic. The docu-

ment containing the denunciation explains that, while

religious veneration could not be accepted, ‘otherwise

all honours are due to this hero as he is the author of

numerous and very illustrious deeds’.4 It is therefore

improbable that the Inquisitorial concern about super-

stitious practices performed in front of the statute of

the Portuguese conqueror of Goa was actually – as

suggested by Marcocci – primarily a political action

addressed against the Albuquerque clan.

L’invenzione di un impero provides a solid,

updated, and significant contribution to the study of

early modern European expansion. Through a careful

balance of synthesis, clarity, and scholarly

depth, Giuseppe Marcocci has succeeded in present-

ing a rich and articulated vision of an empire that

played a major role in the globalization of the modern

world. A larger Portuguese version of this book has

just been published by the Imprensa Universitaria de

Coimbra with the title A consciência de um império:

polı́tica, teologia e cultura no império português do

séc. XVI. With comprehensive studies on the political

culture of the early modern Lusitan empire mainly

available only in Portuguese, an English-language

revised edition of this book would be welcome.

3 Biblioteca Publica de Evora, Cod. CXXII/2-11,
Collecção de resoluções e pareceres de matérias
canónicas e morães, ff. 240v–242r.

4 Baião, A Inquisição De Goa, vol. 2:
Correspondência Dos Inquisidores Da India
(Lisboa: Academia das Ciências, 1930): 148.
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Early Modern Asian Catholicism and European Colonialism: 
Dominance, Hegemony and Native Agency 

in the Portuguese Estado da Índia1 
 

PAOLO ARANHA 
 
 
 

1. Asian Christianity beyond the West, today and in the past 
The global and predominantly non-European character of Christianity is a fundamental fea-
ture of our contemporary time. Such a circumstance is obvious in numerical terms, as Eu-
rope (including Russia) contributes a mere 23,88% to the total of Christians worldwide.2 
However, the overwhelming non-European diffusion of Christianity does not always seem 
sufficient to confute easily what Lamin Sanneh calls as the “two vexing issues” that “nip at 
the heel of a world Christianity student”: 

The first is the criticism that Christianity was already so firmly anchored in the Enlightenment milieu of 
its origins in the modern West that in whatever forms it emerged in the rest of the world it was bound to 
sow the seeds of its formative Western character. What is worldwide about Christianity is what the 
West did to the religion in the wake of the West’s colonial expansion.  

The second is that, insofar as it was the offspring of the West, a reconstructed Christianity is little 
compatible with indigenous societies and cultures, and as such the concept of world Christianity is his-
torically inaccurate. Christianity becomes a world religion only because Europe was a world power.3 

 The assumption that Christianity was “firmly anchored in the Enlightenment milieu of 
its origins” is a clear reference to a frequent conflation of Christian missions merely to the 
Protestant missions of the 19th and 20th centuries, made possible also by the fact that, as 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1   This essay was written during a Marie Curie Fellowship awarded by the Gerda Henkel Stiftung for a 

research project on “Between repression and collaboration: Indian Christians, Hindus and the Goa In-
quisition”, mentored by Prof. Klaus Koschorke.  

2  According to the “Status of Global Mission, 2013, in the Context of AD 1800–2025”, published by the 
CENTER FOR THE STUDY OF GLOBAL CHRISTIANITY at the Gordon Conwell Theological Seminary 
(South Hamilton, Massachussets, USA), this is the geographic distribution of Christians in six conti-
nental regions around mid-2013: 509.579.000 in Africa; 365.063.000 in Asia; 562.258.000 in Europe; 
555.621.000 in Latin America; 227.589.000 in North America; 24.798.000 in Oceania. These figures 
imply that currently the Christians in the Western world (defined as the sum of Europe and North 
America) amount to 755.341.000, whereas the “Global South” (Africa, Asia, Latin America and Oce-
ania) has 1.455.061 Christians. The balance would vary very little if we distinguished in the Oceanian 
area a sub-group that belongs to the “West” (Australia and New Zealand) from countries that have so-
cio-economic conditions that can be better defined as proper to the “Global South”. See http:// 
www.gordonconwell.edu/resources/documents/StatusOfGlobalMission.pdf 

  (archived at: www.webcitation.org/6NGHAkxIl, 09.02.2014). 
3  L. SANNEH, Disciples of All Nations. Pillars of World Christianity (New York 2008), 217. 
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observed by Ronnie Po-chia Hsia, “one of the prominent themes ignored in the traditional 
historiography of early modern Catholicism, and still neglected in the current crop of texts, 
is the history of non-European Catholicism”.4 Indeed neither the Nestorian missions to 
Central Asia and South India5 nor the Catholic missions all throughout the world in the 
early and late modern time had any anchorage in the Enlightenment. It would be indeed 
paradoxical and an expression of blatant Eurocentrism to equate two millennia of non-Eu-
ropean expansion of Christianity with dynamics occurred in the last three centuries. During 
the first millennium Christianity covered an Afro-Eurasian space that ranged from the At-
lantic to China and counted Egypt, Ethiopia and the Maghreb among its main centers. 
During the early modern age it is possible to detect the emergence of new non-European 
Christian communities as a consequence of the colonial and missionary expansion carried 
out by the Portuguese and Spanish crowns, followed by the Netherlands, France, England 
and Denmark. Within the colonial spaces defined by these six nations we can also find the 
substantial and decisive contributions of missionaries coming from other European regions, 
in particular the Italian and the Germanic worlds, then not involved yet in a direct extra-
European imperial expansion.6 If conversions took place often within colonial terms of 
exchange, scholars have too often overlooked the vernacular dynamics triggered by Euro-

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4   R. PO-CHIA HSIA, The World of Catholic Renewal, 1540–1770 (Cambridge 22005), 6. In a time of 

persistent confessional confrontation such the 19th century, Protestant and Catholic authors indulged in 
ignoring the missionary efforts of the opposite Christian denominations: “Most Protestant accounts of 
missions ignore the Roman missions or touch them slightingly. In like manner the only Roman Catho-
lic history of missions in general treats of Protestant missions for the avowed purpose of disparage-
ment” (L. CALL BARNES, Two Thousand Years of Missions Before Carey. Based upon and Embodying 
Many of the Earliest Extant Accounts, Chicago 1900, viii). 

5  An orientation on the history of the Church of the East and its missions can be found in recent works 
such as W. BAUM/D.W. WINKLER, Die apostolische Kirche des Ostens. Geschichte der sogenannten 
Nestorianer (Klagenfurt 2000) [English translation: The Church of the East. A Concise History (Lon-
don/New York 2003)]; C. BAUMER, Frühes Christentum zwischen Euphrat und Jangtse. Eine Zeitreise 
entlang der Seidenstraße zur Kirche des Ostens (Stuttgart 2005) [English translation: The church of the 
East: An illustrated history of Assyrian Christianity (London 2006)]; R. MALEK (Ed.), Jingjiao. The 
Church of the East in China and Central Asia (Sankt Augustin 2006). An interpretation of the Church 
of the East as a continental network has been proposed by K. KOSCHORKE, “‘Ob er nun unter den In-
dern weilt oder unter den Chinesen…’. Die ostsyrisch-nestorianische ‘Kirche des Ostens’ als konti-
nentales Netzwerk im Asien der Vormoderne” (Jahrbuch für Europäische Überseegeschichte 9, 2009, 
9–35). As for the history of the “Nestorians” in South India, a relatively limited documentation and the 
persistent clash of denominational claims hinder the achievement of a scholarly consensus. Useful for 
a first approach to the topic is still L. BROWN, The Indian Christians of St. Thomas. An Account of the 
Ancient Syrian Church of Malabar (Cambridge 1982 [1956]). 

6  All these six countries were active in India, both in colonial and missionary terms, during the 16th to 
18th centuries. From Spain hailed the most famous Catholic missionary to the East, the Jesuit Francis 
Xavier (Francisco de Javier, 1506–1552) and Spain ruled the Portuguese Estado da Índia at the time of 
the Iberian dynastic union between 1580–1640, while maintaining the Spanish and Portuguese admin-
istrations separate. Supported by the Portuguese royal patronage (Padroado) we can find also a great 
number of Italian and German missionaries, particularly belonging to the Society of Jesus. Among the 
most notable ones we might think respectively of Roberto Nobili (1577–1656) in the Tamil region and 
Johann Ernst Hanxleden (1681–1732) in Kerala. However, the most famous German missionary in In-
dia was definitely the Pietist Bartholomäus Ziegenbalg (1682–1719), founder of the mission in the 
Danish settlement of Tranquebar (Taraṅkampāṭi) on the Tamil coast. An attempt to understand the 
history of Christianity in India in an ecumenical and comprehensive perspective can be found in the 
multi-authored and still ongoing History of Christianity in India, published for Church History Associ-
ation of India (Bangalore 1982–). 
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pean and (and later, North American) missions in the rest of the world, “in large part be-
cause attention was directed to the priority of foreign transmission rather than local recep-
tion; since the transmission focused on organizing the missionary effort in Europe and 
North America, attention shifted there rather than to the local settings and agents”.7 

 It is possible to find significant cases in which Christianity was adopted by populations 
that entered in contact with European colonial powers, without being directly subject to 
them. Particularly eloquent is the historical dynamic of the Parava fishermen in South 
India, who converted en masse to Catholicism out of a spontaneous initiative addressed 
towards the Portuguese Estado da Índia. Later on this Roman Catholic community, con-
trolled by the Dutch East India Company (Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie), did not 
embrace the Reformed variant of Christianity, notwithstanding the practical advantages that 
such a move could produce in relation to the new colonial power.8 

If Christianity could be adopted by the Paravas as a consequence of a contact with a 
colonial power but without Western imposition, the problematic connection between colo-
nialism and evangelization in Asia is even clearer when we consider the events that pre-
ceded the very arrival of Vasco da Gama in India. In the late Middle Ages it was the pax 
mongolica, not some sort of European colonial enterprise, that made it possible for the 
Papacy to send Franciscan friars, such as Giovanni da Montecorvino (1247–1328) and 
Giovanni de’ Marignolli († 1359), as envoys and missionaries to the great Khan.9 Even the 
missions that the Jesuits and the mendicant orders were then able to undertake in China 
since the Sixteenth century did not count on a European colonial support, but were rather 
made possible by the toleration, and sometimes even the protection, granted by the Ming 
and Qing Emperors. While in 1587 a missionary such as the Spanish Jesuit Alonso Sanchez 
could even consider the possibility of combining the Christian evangelization with a Euro-
pean military conquest of the Heavenly Empire, a prominent confrère such as José de 
Acosta promptly criticized the feasibility expediency of such an approach, modeled on 
what the Spanish had undertaken in their American territories.10 If we consider Japan, it is 
undeniable that its “Christian century” – started with the predication by Francis Xavier and 
ended in persecutions that led both to martyrdoms and apostasies – was made possible by 
the establishment of commercial relations with Portugal and Spain. However, while the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 7  SANNEH, Disciples of All Nations 131.  
 8  See S. BAYLY, “A Christian Caste in Hindu Society: Religious Leadership and Social Conflict among 

the Paravas of Southern Tamilnadu” (Modern Asian Studies 15/2, 1981, 203–234); P.A. ROCHE, Fish-
ermen of the Coromandel. A Social Study of the Paravas of the Coromandel (New Delhi 1984); 
S. BAYLY, Saints, Goddesses and Kings: Muslims and Christians in South Asian Society, 1700–1900 
(New York 1990), 321–378; M.P.M. VINK, “Church and State in Seventeenth-Century Colonial Asia: 
Dutch-Parava Relations in Southeast India in a Comparative Perspective” (Journal of Early Modern 
History 4/1, 2000, 1–43). 

 9  The standard collection of primary sources on this early missionary experience remains A. VAN DEN 
WYNGAERT OFM (Ed.), Sinica Franciscana, (Quaracchi 1929–), Vol. 1, Itinera et relationes Fratrum 
minorum saeculi XIII et XIV. An essential study is G. SORANZO, Il Papato, l'Europa cristiana e i Tar-
tari: Un secolo di penetrazione occidentale in Asia (Milano 1930). Useful are also I. DE RACHELWITZ, 
Papal Envoys to the Great Khans (Stanford 1971), even though it is lacking in footnotes, and J. 
RICHARD, La papauté et les missions d’Orient au Moyen Age (XIIIe–XVe siècles) (Rome 1977). A re-
cent assessment of these missions, in relation also to the development of the Nestorian communities 
during the Yuan dynasty, is finally to be found in N. STANDAERT SJ (Ed.), Handbook of Christianity 
in China. Volume One (635–1800) (Leiden 2001), 43–111. 

10  M. CATTO, “Una crociata contro la Cina: Il dialogo tra Alonso Sánchez e José de Acosta intorno a una 
guerra giusta al Celeste Impero (1587)” (Nuova Rivista Storica 93/2, 2009, 425–448).  
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Iberian powers, united under a single sovereign since 1580, were suspected of having plans 
for the conquest of Japan, the final prohibition of Christianity in 1639 followed a major act 
of indigenous Christian resistance such as the Shimabara rebellion (1637–1638), rather than 
a European offensive.11 The native Catholics who defied the prohibition of their faith were 
not only proclaimed saints in successive waves of canonizations, from the Seventeenth 
century until today; often they even acquired a status of local folk heroes fighting against 
injust authorities.12 

While the emergence of new Christian communities in Asia during the early modern 
age expressed primarily a predominant indigenous agency, it cannot be denied that in cer-
tain specific contexts it was a European colonial intervention that triggered, with a varying 
use of violence and coercion, a religious shift in the local societies. The convergence be-
tween a colonial pressure and a certain type of missionary activity can be seen in Siam at 
the end of the Seventeenth century. If we consider the Greek adventurer Costance Phaulkon 
(1647–1688) and missionaries like the Jesuit Guy Tachard (1651–1712), it is difficult to 
discern the precise limits between a failed attempt at establishing a French colonial protec-
torate over Siam and the promotion of Christianity.13 However, it is still remarkable that the 
“revolution” through which Phetracha (1632–1703) succeeded to the francophile Narai 
(1633–1688) as King of Siam, implied the expulsion of the Jesuits but – after an initial 
persecution – did not impede the presence of the Fathers of the Missions Etrangères de 
Paris and the activities of a Seminary for the training of native priests.14 Once the threat of 
a colonial take-over was diverted, Christianity was permitted to exist in relative peace, 
although localized persecutions continued to occur and no massive conversion wave ever 
took place.15 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11  Useful introductions to the complex history of Catholicism in 16th to 17th century Japan are the classic 

works by C.R. BOXER, The Christian century in Japan (Berkeley 1967 [1951]); G. ELISON, Deus de-
stroyed. The image of Christianity in early modern Japan (Cambridge 1973).  

12  The impact of those Catholic martyrs on Japanese popular culture since the early modern times and 
until today has been examined by Jiang Wei in her paper on “A Contested Hagiography of a Japanese 
Martyr in the Seventeenth Century”, presented on 22nd November 2013 at the international workshop 
on Entangled Hagiographies of the Religious Other, organized by Alexandra Cuffel and Nikolas Jas-
pert within the framework of the Käte Hamburger Kolleg on “Dynamics in the History of Religions” at 
the Ruhr-Universität Bochum.  

13  Guy Tachard was one of the five French Jesuits that in 1685 were appointed as “Mathematicians of 
His Majesty to go to China”. See in particular R. VONGSURAVATANA, Un jésuite à la Cour de Siam, 
(Paris 1992); ID., “Guy Tachard ou la Marine française dans les Indes orientales (1684–1701)” (His-
toire, économie et société 13/2, 1994, 249–267); F. HSIA, “Jesuits, Jupiter’s Satellites, and the Acadé-
mie Royale des Sciences”, in: J.W. O’MALLEY SJ et al. (Eds.), The Jesuits. Cultures, Sciences, and the 
Arts (Toronto 1999, 241–257). The original Greek name of Phaulkon was Κωνσταντῖνος Γεράκης. 
Born in Cephalonia, then ruled by the Venetian Republic, he was baptized within the Orthodox 
Church, but later converted to Anglicanism and finally to Catholicism. An apologetical biography is 
provided by G.A. SIORIS, Phaulkon. The Greek first counsellor at the court of Siam: an appraisal 
(Bangkok 1998). For a more critical and scholarly analysis see A. FOREST, Falcon. L’imposteur de 
Siam  . Commerce, politique et religion dans la Thaïlande du XVIIe siècle (Paris 2010). 

14  ID., Les Missionnaires Français au Tonkin et au Siam (XVIIème–XVIIIème siècles). Analyse comparée 
d'un relatif succès et d'un total échec (Paris/Montréal 1998), Vol. I, Histoires du Siam, throughout Part 
II, containing a Histoire Générale de la Mission du Siam (1662–1767).  

15  Ibid., Vol 1, 240–241.  
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2. Dominance without hegemony? Native Christians in the Portuguese 
Estado da Índia 

If the case of Siam can be rightly cited in order to highlight the connection between coloni-
alism and mission in the early modern Christian missions to Asia, nonetheless the most 
obvious instance of such an association is clearly to be found in Goa and, more generally, 
in the territories of the Portuguese “State of India” (Estado da Índia).16 Even though the 
Portuguese were able to exert a variable influence throughout the Indian Ocean space, par-
ticularly during the Sixteenth century, it was only in Goa and in the “Northern Province” 
(Província do Norte) – a coastal area between the regions of Maharashtra and Gujarat – that 
they succeeded in establishing a type of political and military regime that can be reasonably 
compared with the sort of colonialism imposed by the Spaniards in their American Vice-
royalties.17 The christianization of Goa and other similar territories was indeed accompa-
nied by the destruction of Hindu temples and the introduction of peculiar institutions of 
religious repression.18 Family and kin structures were heavily affected by the action of the 
“Fathers of the Christians” (Pais dos Cristãos). While the general function of these reli-
gious officers was to empower the neophytes against the infidels, they were feared in a 
special way for their tasks in relation to the orphans of the “gentiles”. Under the category of 
“orphans” were included not only the minors deprived of both parents, but also the ones 
who had lost only their father, while still having grandparents or uncles willing to take care 
of them. The Pais dos Cristãos would educate such orphans according to Christian princi-
ples, so that their conversion and persistence in the faith as adults would be almost as-
sured.19 

Even more dreaded than the taking away of orphans was an institution such as the Goa 
Inquisition. This “tribunal of the faith” was erected in Goa in 1560, with the initial purpose 
of repressing the “new Christians” of Jewish origin, believed to practice their Mosaic ritu-
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16  I have sketched out a synthesis of this phenomenon in Il Cristianesimo Latino in India nel XVI Secolo, 

(Milano 2006). Another conspicuous example of an early modern association of colonialism and mis-
sion in Asia is provided by the Philippines. However, the Spanish colonization of this region took 
place much later than the arrival of the Portuguese in India. While Magellan claimed possession of the 
islands already by 1521, it was only in 1565 that a consistent campaign of conquest was undertaken 
under the lead of Miguel López de Legazpi. Furthermore, the Philippines depended from Mexico in 
political and religious terms, so that their model was not purely “Asian”. A general introduction to the 
relations between evangelization and imperial conquest in the Philippines is provided by F.J. 
MONTALBÁN SJ, El Patronato español y la Conquista de Filipinas (Bibliotheca Hispana Missionum 
IV; Burgos 1930). For a new approach to the religious history of the Philippines in the 16th and 17th 
centuries, with special reference to the emergence of the Chinese Rites controversy and intestine cleri-
cal conflicts, see J. WEI, “Missionary rivalry in the Far East, 1580–1670” (PhD thesis, King’s College 
London, 2014). Particularly relevant are the first three chapters, entitled respectively “Rivalries 
Within”, “Cross and Sword” and “Domican Dao”. 

17  On this northern region of the Estado da Índia see the essays in O Estado da India e a província do 
norte: Actas do VII Seminario Internacional de História Indo-Portuguesa; Goa, 20 a 24 de janeiro de 
1994, published as a special issue of the journal Mare liberum: Revista de história dos mares 9/1995. 
The most recent scholarly contribution on the history of the Província do Norte is an excellent re-
search in the history of military architecture, namely the doctoral dissertation of S.D. LOSA 
MENDIRATTA, “Dispositivos do Sistema Defensivo da Província do Norte do Estado da Índia, 1521–
1739” (PhD dissertation, Universidade de Coimbra, 2012).  

18  A recent analysis of the process of christianization and imperial consolidation in Goa can be found in 
D. MENDONÇA, Conversion and Citizenry. Goa under Portugal, 1510–1610 (New Delhi 2002). 

19  J. WICKI SJ (Ed.), O Livro do “Pai dos Cristãos” (Lisboa 1969). 
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als in secret, but most of all envied for the ostensible economic success of some of their 
members20. As the cristãos novos faded away, the full power of the Goa Inquisition was 
addressed to the religious disciplination of the Indian Christians, targeted for their attach-
ment to customs and rituals inherited from their Hindu or (presumably more rarely) Islamic 
past. However, the jurisdiction of the Inquisition was extended also to the non-Christians, 
in particular the Hindu inhabitants of the Estado, inasmuch they prevented new conversions 
or acted in ways that could allegedly lead to the apostasy of the Catholic neophytes21. 
While the Goa Inquisition was definitely a by-product of the establishment of a colonial 
presence by a proselytizing Catholic nation, it is not so easy to argue that this tribunal was 
also a major agent of christianization, understood in the sense of an inclusion into the 
Christian fold by receiving the sacrament of baptism. As already mentioned, the Inquisition 
could repress both Christians and “infidels”; however, the jurisdiction on the first category 
was absolute, whereas the second group could not be persecuted for mere reasons of private 
belief, or in case the rituals performed were sufficiently discreet. In other words, the very 
existence of the Inquisition could act as a factor restraining, rather than encouraging con-
versions to Christianity, as these implied a more comprehensive inquisitorial jurisdiction on 
the natives. On the contrary, a certain militant historiography has claimed that there was a 
direct relation between the inquisitorial repression of the Indian converts and the reasons 
that had led most natives to become Christians. Taking for granted that such motives were 
not “spiritual”, but only “material”, a historian like Anant Kabka Priolkar could claim that  

the fact that conversions to Christianity in Goa were generally motivated by reasons other than religious 
conviction, was responsible for the widespread tendency on the part of the new converts to revert to the 
practices of their old religion. The Inquisition came into existence for the purpose of checking this 
tendency. A history of the Inquisition in India must, therefore, include a review of the policy of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20  The process that led to the establishment of the Goa Inquisition has been investigated by A. CANNAS 

DA CUNHA, A Inquisição No Estado Da India. Origens (1539–1560) (Lisboa 1995). The single most 
important contribution to the initial functioning of the tribunal has been provided by A. BAIÃO in his 
two-volume work entitled A Inquisição De Goa (Lisboa 1930–1945). The second volume, a collection 
of primary sources with the subtitle Correspondência dos inquisidores da India (1569–1630), was 
published in 1930, whereas it was only in 1945 that appeared the first volume, containing a Tentativa 
de historia da sua origem, estabelecimento, evolução e extinção (Introdução á Correspondencia dos 
Inquisidores da Índia, 1569–1630). While the overall literature on the history of the Goa Inquisition is 
rather limited, particularly in comparison to the studies concerning the Spanish and Roman Inquisi-
tions, as well as the Inquisitions in metropolitan Portugal (Brazil included), fundamental contributions 
on the specific action of the eastern tribunal against the cristãos novos of Jewish origin have been 
published by J. A. RODRIGUES DA SILVA TAVIM. Among his many studies, it is impossible not to 
mention his book on Judeus e Cristãos-Novos de Cochim. História e Memória (1500–1662) (Braga 
2003). Important in this respect are also the researches developed by J.C. BOYAJIYAN, for instance in 
the article “Goa Inquisition: A New Light on First 100 Years (1561–1660)” (Purabhilek-Puratatva 4, 
1986, 1–40).  

21  It is particularly the repression of the Hindu and the Indian Christians that is examined by A. KAKBA 
PRIOLKAR, The Goa Inquisition. Being a Quatercentenary Commemoration Study of the Inquisition in 
India (Bombay 1961). This book was published just before the Operation Vijay, the military action 
through which India annexed in December 1961 the remaining Portuguese colonies in South Asia, 
namely Goa, Damão and Diu. Priolkar’s book does not focus only on the concrete action of the Goa 
Inquisition, but rather tends to conflate all the forms of religious intolerance displayed by the Portu-
guese in the early modern era under the unifying banner of the Inquisition. 
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systematic religious persecution adopted by the Portuguese in India, the object of which was to convert 
the native population to Christianity.22 

As we have said, the Inquisition was initially established in Goa to fight the new Chris-
tians of Jewish origin, definitely not to check the religious reversals of the Indian “native 
population”. Furthermore, the religious sociologist Rowena Robinson has convincingly 
argued that the connection between an alleged sincere conversion to Christianity and the 
action of the Inquisition can be questioned on at least two grounds. First of all, the very 
notion of a sharp separation between the “temporal and spiritual motivations for conver-
sion” is hard to maintain, as “for the converts the two were inseparable: they saw the mis-
sionaries’ offerings as an undifferentiated ‘package deal’”. Secondly, “any view of conver-
sions that attributed them mainly or primarily to the use or the threat of the use of force and 
violence” is problematic inasmuch it “denudes them of all agency” and misses the dynamic 
of “strategic election in the adoption of the new faith by various groups”.23 

If the connection between the motives that led certain Indians to convert to Christianity 
and the inquisitorial disciplination of these neophytes is far from being obvious, it has to be 
noticed that even the relation between the native population and the “tribunal of the faith” 
cannot be understood merely in terms of repression. On the one hand, Indians Catholics, 
both laymen and belonging to the clergy, could find employment and privileges serving as 
ministers of the Inquisition; on the other hand, it has been ignored until now the archival 
evidence that demonstrates how the tribunal was also financed by loans granted by Hindu 
merchants, even if its action – particularly in the eighteenth century – was primarily ad-
dressed at repressing Hindu rituals and customs practiced by Indian that were either bap-
tised or not.24  

A representation of the Estado da Índia as some sort of Portuguese occupation of an In-
dian territory, with “white” soldiers, bureaucrats and missionaries subjugating a mass of 
“brown” natives for 450 years would be a caricature that neither logic nor basic demo-
graphic statistics would ever substantiate. Native agency and strategic native collaboration 
is one of the factors, if not the main one, to understand the resilience of the Portuguese 
power in Asia once a major challenge was posed by European competitors such as the 
Dutch, the English and the French East India Companies.25 While the historical research on 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22  PRIOLKAR, The Goa Inquisition 60.  
23  R. ROBINSON, “The Construction of Goan Interculturality: A Historical Analysis of the Inquisitorial 

Edict of 1736 as Prohibiting (and Permitting) Syncretic Practices”, in: C.J. BORGES/Ó.G. PEREIRA/ 
H. STUBBE (Eds.), Goa and Portugal. History and Development (New Delhi 2000, 289–315), 292.  

24  To the exploration of such a complex dynamic, on the basis of an extensive set of archival sources, is 
devoted my project entitled Between repression and collaboration: Indian Christians, Hindus and the 
Goa Inquisition. This two-year research plan (April 2013–March 2015), funded by the Gerda Henkel 
Stiftung through a Marie Curie action, is hosted by the Faculty of Protestant Theology of the Ludwig-
Maximilians-Universität Munich and is mentored by Prof. Klaus Koschorke.  

25  The idea of a Portuguese colonial resilience at a time during the second half of the Seventeenth century 
has been proposed by G.J. AMES, Renascent empire? The House of Braganza and the quest for stabil-
ity in Portuguese Monsoon Asia, c. 1640–1683 (Amsterdam 2000). Ames concedes that “the recent 
historiography is no doubt correct in maintaining that indigenous merchants played an important role 
in the economy of the Estado” (142, italic in the original text). However, he also claims that, as far as 
trade is concerned, “any assertion for indigenous dominance is based on very shaky documentary evi-
dence” (143, italic in the original text). Still, the author does not consider a problem deserving investi-
gation, namely the reason why the native population of the Estado da Índia, either Christian, Hindu or 
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such a native essential role during the early modern period is far from being extensive, 
significant instances of this dynamic are already known. If we consider trade, an eloquent 
example is provided by the Mhamai family, a Hindu commercial house that prospered 
greatly in Goa since the eighteenth century, namely at a time that in which the Portuguese 
colony was definitely not at its heyday.26 It is clear that no act of Portuguese coercion 
would have retained such powerful native agents, furthermore Hindu ones, if the Estado 
had not been considered by those indigenous elites as a partner with which it was useful to 
collaborate under certain conditions. If really Portuguese colonialism and Catholic evange-
lization procedeed hand in hand, synchronous throughout the early modern age, then it 
would be very difficult to understand why Hindu traders did not prefer to transfer their 
economic activities in regions ruled by more tolerant native kings. The very existence in 
Goa of Hindu trading houses such as the one of the Mhamai, at a time in which the Inquisi-
tion was still active (the Goan “tribunal of the faith” was abolished once for all only in 
1812) is a straightforward proof that the Portuguese colonial dimension did not coincide 
with a consistent project of Christian social engineering. It is even more striking to observe 
that during the eighteenth century, namely at the very time when the Mhamai House 
emerged, on average the Goa Inquisition was sentencing every year 61 “criminals”, in the 
overwhelming majority convicted for practicing Hindu rituals.27 

If we cast our attention on religious and social representations, we can find further evi-
dence undermining any naïve assumption on a univoque and simplistic connection between 
colonialism, violence and christianization. The sources we have to refer to belong to the 
conflicting literature on “true nobility” that was produced in Goa at the beginning of the 
eighteenth century by native clergymen belonging to different castes. On the one hand we 
find an author like António João de Frias, Goan Vicar and Apostolic Protonotary (not to 
mention other titles) who in 1702 published in Lisbon the Aureola dos Indios & Nobiliar-
chia Bracmana (“The halo of the Indians and the Brahman aristocratic rule”), a treatise 
extolling his Brahmanic progeny, claiming that its founder was one of the Three Magi who 
adored Jesus in the crib.28 Known in the Western tradition as Caspar, according to Frias he 
should be identified with the King Cheriperimale (i.e. Cēramān Perumaḷ), a famous figure 
in the South Indian folklore. Frias claimed that Cheriperimale had founded the city of Cali-
cut and erected in it a sumptuos temple dedicated to the Blessed Virgin Mary, visited also 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Muslim, did not rebel against the Portuguese rule, at a time in which alternative political scenarios 
were indeed conceivable. 

26  See T.R. DE SOUZA, “Mhamai House Records: Indigenous Souces for Indo-Portuguese Historiog-
raphy”, in: S. SARKAR (Ed.), Indian History Congress. Proceedings of the Forty First Session, Bombay 
University, Bombay, 1980 (New Delhi 1981, 435–445); S. KAMAT MHAMAI (Ed.), Mhamais of Goa in 
the network of trade and culture (Goa 2004); ID. , The Mhamai’s and Goa’s neighbours. Commercial 
links and allied interests (Panaji 2007). 

27  C. AMIEL, “L’Inquisition de Goa”, in: A. BORROMEO (Ed.), L’Inquisizione. Atti del Simposio 
internazionale, Città del Vaticano, 29–31 ottobre 1998 (Città del Vaticano 2003, 229–250), 239–240. 

28  The full frontespice of Frias’ book, eloquent in its baroque exuberance, was drafted carefully in the 
following terms: Aureola dos Indios & Nobiliarchia Bracmana: Tratado Historico, Genealogico, Pa-
negyrico, Politico, & Moral, offerecido ao Excellentissimo Senhor Dom Pedro Luis de Menezes, Mar-
quez de Marialva, Conde de Cantanhede, Mordomo Mór, &c. Escrito pelo Licenciado Antonio Joam 
de Frias Protonotario apostolico, Notario da Bulla da Santa Cruzada, Capellão de Sua Magestade, & 
Vigario confirmado da Igreja Parochial de S. André de Goa Velha. Lisboa, Na Officina de Miguel 
Deslandes, Impressor de Sua Magestade, Com todas as licenças necessarias. Anno 1702. 
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by Vasco da Gama and his companions in 1498.29 In direct polemics with Frias, on the 
opposite front in the competition for honours and recognition, we find Leonardo Paes, 
another Goan Vicar and Protonotary (obviously not deprived, he too, of many other titles), 
similar to Frias in terms of ecclesiastical rank, but belonging to the Charodo caste, rival of 
the Brahman one. He too published in Lisbon a book, eleven years laters after the edition of 
Frias work and clearly having it as its implicit polemical target.30 Paes demolished the 
identification of Cheriperimale with the Magus Caspar and cited malignly the allegation 
that the king had actually converted to Islam and died in a shipwreck while sailing to 
Mecca.31 Moreover, the Charodo Vicar stressed carefully how the “Brahman priests of the 
temples” had killed the Apostle Thomas and that Saint Francis Xavier converted thousands 
of Indians, but only an old man within the entire caste of the Brahmans.32 On the contrary, 
Paes argued that the Goan Charodos were of the same caste of the Rajput Kṣatriya 
(Razeputrus Qhetris) of Rajasthan, rulers that could be defined “petty kings” (Regulos) 
only in comparison with the might of the Mughal Emperor.33 Even more importantly, the 
main disciple of the Apostle Thomas, as well as his companion of martyrdom, had been the 
king Sagamo, obviously identified as belonging to the Charodo caste.34 The exercise devel-
oped by Frias and Paes shows the extent to which the pre-colonial past (represented by the 
mythological figures of the king Cheriperimale and Sagamo) was reinterpreted within the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29  Frias was referring to a well known episode. On 21 May 1498 Vasco da Gama and his party, who had 

reached Calicut just three days before, were accompanied by their Indian hosts to visit a Hindu temple. 
The Portuguese believed that the building was actually a Catholic Church. The pujāris were inter-
preted as deacons and priests, the gods painted and engraved on the walls were understood as Christian 
saints and the shrine of a goddess was identified as a chapel in honour of the Blessed Virgin Mary. As 
I have observed elsewhere (Cristianesimo Latino 22–34), in the following decades the episode under-
went a gradual transformation and later historians claimed that Vasco da Gama had suspected since the 
beginning that the edifice was a “pagan” temple, so that he and his companions did not address their 
prayers to the images there depicted, but rather to the true Christian God, to the Blessed Virgin and all 
the saints. It is remarkable that, as late as at the beginning of the 18th century, the Brahmin Goan priest 
António João de Frias could present the temple visited in Calicut by the first Portuguese explorers not 
only as a church, but as the Christian monument erected by the “saint king Cheriperimale”.  

30  Even richer than Frias’ frontespice was the one on Paes’ work, as it included also a summary of its six 
books: Promptuario das Diffiniçoens Indicas deduzidas De varios Chronistas da India, graves Autho-
res, & das Historias Gentilicas, Offerecido ao Serenissimo Senhor D. João V. Rey de Portugal, &c. 
pelo Licenciado Leonardo Paes, da Familia dos Reys de Sirgapor, Vigario confirmado da Igreja do 
Padroeiro da India o Apostolo S. Thomè desta Cidade de Goa, Proto-Notario Apostolico, & Notario 
de Sua Santitade. Contem Seis Tratados: O primeyro demonstra as qualidades, & excellencias da In-
dia: Publica o segundo os seus Reys, Reynos, & divisão: As qualidades de gentes della declara o ter-
ceiro: O quarto indica algũas noticias acerca do que se diz do Cheriperimale, & de outra antiguida-
des: O quinto manifesta a vinda do Apostolo S. Thomè à India, & os prodigios que nella obrou: O 
sexto finalmente a do Apostolo, & Nuncio della S. Francisco Xavier. Lisboa. Na Officina de Antonio 
Pedrozo Galram. Com as licenças necessarias. Anno 1713. For an analysis of Frias’ and Paes’ books, 
as well as of other similar works see Â. BARRETO XAVIER, A invenção de Goa. Poder imperial e con-
versões culturais nos séculos XVI e XVII (Lisboa 2008), especially ch. 7 (381–440), devoted to 
“Apologias da “verdadeira nobreza”: Conflitos de memória, identidade e poder”.  

31  Promptuario 195. The alleged Islamic identity of Cēramān Perumaḷ is attested in the Kēraḷōlpatti, i.e a 
book on the “Origins of Kerala” composed presumably around the Seventeenth century. See 
T. MADHAVA MENON (Ed.), Keralolpatti by Gundert. Translation into English (Thiruvanantapuram 
2003), 9, 43, 64–65, 67, 69.  

32  Promptuario 238. 265.  
33  Promptuario 157.  
34  Promptuario 160. 240.  
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Latin Christian framework established within the Estado da Índia. If the christianization of 
Goa and other similar territories had been made possible by a colonial conquest, the native 
Christians succeeded in using skilfully the resources made available by the Portuguese in 
order to define power struggles that were not specifically related to or determined by the 
European presence. In order to win the competition between Brahmans and Charodos – a 
polemic that concerned honour, but also very concrete privileges and economic and politi-
cal opportunities – Goan clerics such as Frias and Paes published their treatises in Portugal, 
addressing their arguments to a metropolitan audience and following the European literary 
conventions.35 

Ângela Barreto Xavier has argued that they were undertaking “a negotiation in the 
context of the ‘social contract’ established between colonizers and colonized”.36 Further-
more, “acting as a Portuguese and feeling as Portuguese, the Indian Frias was a typical 
product of a hegemonic domination and, in this sense, he was a manifestation of the effec-
tiveness of its conformation devices”.37 Such a Portuguese behaviour and self-representa-
tion is supposed by Barreto Xavier primarily on the basis of a specific passage in the Aure-
ola dos Indios, in which Frias develops a reflection on the relation between the Portuguese 
expansion and the christianization of the Indian peoples. The Brahman Vicar writes that the 
the Indian nations owe their knowledge of the Faith to two factors. In the first place there is 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35  BARRETO XAVIER, Invenção de Goa 425. 429 observes that Frias’ text was organized as the works on 

lineage and nobility that circulated at that time in Portugal. As for Paes’ Promptuario das Diffinições 
Indicas, she argues that its title recalled the genre of grammars and dictionaries, although its preface 
qualified the entire work as a história. According to Barreto Xavier, such a discrepancy could either be 
explained on the basis of a limited acquaintance of the Charodo Vicar with the Western literature of 
the time, or by postulating the assumption of a specific historical register provided by the local written 
culture, namely the one of Western India. However, if we consider carefully further details in the text, 
it is possible to argue that the Promptuario was inspired also by other European literary models. On 
the one hand, at the conclusion of the work (272), this is qualified as a “summary of the news on In-
dia” (resumo das noticias da India), an expression that would fit well in a geographic dictionary. Even 
more cogently, the introduction at the beginning of the Treatise 1 (1–2) mentions how “Aristotle, the 
Sun of Philosophy” had observed that “before we dealt with a faculty, we should first examine certain 
requirements in it: the first, whether the thing dealt about did have its existence; the second, what this 
thing was and what it was about; the third, which were its properties; the fourth, what was its im-
portance”. As an example of how such a method could be applied, Paes argued that it was useless to 
talk about mining diamonds and precious stones from a mountain, if it was not known in the first place 
whether the mountain existed and whether it conserved precious stones in its depths. Such an Aristote-
lian introduction would suggest that the Promptuario was understood by Paes as a philosophical and 
scientific work. This hypothesis gains strength if we consider that in the Prologue (Prologo ao Leytor, 
with no page numbers), Paes mocks at those authors who give a Greek title to a works written in Latin 
or in a vulgar language, so as to give them more authority (para os authorizarem). He complains that 
certain people in India (the reference to Frias’ Nobiliarchia is transparent) had written books and histo-
ries on their own nobility and denied other people’s social quality (abatendo a qualidade alhea), using 
titles that were “more than Greek” (com titulos mais que Gregos) and without providing “neither the 
authority, nor the foundation, nor the reason” (nem.. authoridade, nem consto, & rezão) for such al-
leged nobility. In other words, Paes criticizes Frias for attempting to claim a Brahmanical nobility 
more by using naïve rhetorical artifices, such as the use of imposing and pretentious Greek names, ra-
ther than by providing concrete arguments and evidence. It would seem therefore that Paes opposed 
his work to Frias’ one in terms of demonstrative rigour. In this sense, considering also the Aristotelian 
inspiration in the Introduction to Treatise 1, it would seem that the main genre Paes had in mind was 
actually the philosophical one, presumably with a special reference to natural philosophy.  

36  BARRETO XAVIER, Invenção de Goa 418.  
37  Ibid. 441.  
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God himself, “who is the first cause and the true light that enlighens the men with the 
knowledge of truth”. In the second place, the Indians owe their Christian Faith to the Lusi-
tans (Lusitanos), who acted truly as lights (Luzes). The pun Lusitanos – Luzes is developed 
by Frias, not so surprisingly, as a baroque conceit: the East, from where the Sun light 
comes, had fallen into a darkness that was eventually dispelled only by lights – the Portu-
guese – who came from the West. The Brahman Vicar then praised the evangelical piety of 
the Lusitan monarchy and its generous expenditure in favour of the missions. The Indian 
Frias pushed his identification with the Portuguese to the point of qualifying the Asian 
peoples as “barbarous and uncultivated nations”. These had received from the Lusitans not 
only the light of the Gospel, but had also been instructed “in the sciences and the liberal 
arts with greater perfection”, so that they had become, thanks to these very sciences and 
arts, “befitting the happiness and improvements (augmentos) that through these one can 
achieve”. Finally, the Portuguese treated all the nations subject to their State with “a pater-
nal love, honouring them with positions of authority” (lugares authorizados). Therefore, all 
the natives (os naturaes) had to be grateful to the Portuguese for such a generosity.38 Such a 
passage, considered by itself, would definitely support Barreto Xavier’s interpretation of 
Frias as a typical example of a native introjection of the Portuguese imperial and colonial 
power according to a model of hegemonic domination.  

However, it is important to consider the passage in its very context. Such an exhalted 
praise of the Portuguese colonial and missionary agenda was actually the fifth and final 
paragraph of the eighteenth chapter (Preludio XVIII) of the book, entitled “On the ancient 
Christianity that existed in India before the Portuguese discovery, and on the missions that 
the Brahmans have undertaken” (Da antigua Christandade que houve na India antes da 
descuberta pelos Portuguezes; & das missões a que os Brachmanes hão dado principio). 
Frias stressed that “the Christianity of Xaram Perimal [= another spelling of Cheriperimal], 
king of Cranganore, was far more ancient than the [Portuguese] discovery of India”. Vasco 
da Gama in 1500 and Afonso de Albuquerque in 1503 came in contact with certain St 
Thomas Christians that were settled respectively in the kingdoms of Cranganore and Qui-
lon. Those Christians had converted at the time of Perimal. However,  

time, to which nothing can escape, had gradually perverted that vaste evangelical harvest, out of which 
only some relics were conserved, that lasted until today as a witness of that truth; in this way it can be 
seen that the Evangelical Law was planted among the Indians and among the Brahmans soon after the 
death of our Lord Christ, and at the same time in which this Law was preached among other nations.39 

Frias then referred that, if Brahmans had killed the Apostle Thomas, three Brahmans 
had also been among the Christians who suffered martyrdom in Cuncolim in 1583.40 Brah-
man missionaries had even worked industriously to convert other people to Christianity. 
Frias mentioned Fr. Belchior da Silva, sent to Ethiopia by the Archbishop of Goa Aleixo de 
Menezes.41 Silva’s Brahmanical status was mentioned as a factor that triggered the Negus 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38  FRIAS, Aureolas dos Indiosi 159–160, quoted (without page reference) by BARRETO XAVIER, Inven-

ção de Goa: 17–19.  
39  FRIAS, Aureola dos Indios 154–160, specif. 154–155. 
40  On this episode see ARANHA, Cristianesimo latino 151–162; BARRETO XAVIER, Invenção de Goa 

333–367.  
41  The mission of this Belchior da Silva is mentioned also by the Jesuit historian FRANCISCO DE SOUSA 

at the beginning of the eighteenth century in his Oriente Conquistado a Jesu Christo pelos Padres da 
Companhia de Jesus da Provincia de Goa. Segunda parte, na quel se contèm o que se obrou desdo 
[sic] anno 1564. atè o anno de 1585. ordenada pelo P. Francisco de Sousa Religioso da mesma Com-
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to bestow special honours on the missionary. More recently, the Catholics in Ceylon were 
the ones who had been confirmed in their faith by Brahman missionaries. As the Dutch 
rulers did not allow the presence of Catholic clergy, the Brahman José Vaz (1651–1711) 
had sneakily entered the region of Kandy and undertaken an underground apostolate.42 His 
example had then been followed by other Brahmans priests, namely Pedro Ferrão, José de 
Menezes and José Carvalho. Vaz, as well as the other three, were all original of the penin-
sula of Salsette.43  

The fourth paragraph of the Preludio XVIII was an unproblematic spiritual meditation 
on the importance of Faith, a virtue that had been displayed by Noah and Abraham, as well 
as “Aram”, the father of Moses.44 It was only after this reflection that Frias praised the 
Portuguese as the “lights” that had come from the West. The careful construction of this 
Preludio hints at a relation between the Portuguese empire and the christianization of India 
that does not allow for a simple and straightforward qualification of Frias , and of the In-
dian subjects like him, as mere “products of a hegemonic domination”. What can be seen is 
rather a combination of native assertiveness and strategic positioning within a specific 
political context. Frias indeed praised the Portuguese, saying that it was to them that the 
Indians owed their knowledge of the Faith. However, such a Portuguese primacy was un-
dermined by two major qualifications. First, the Indians could come to the Faith thanks to 
God himself, by the means of natural revelation and the correct use of reason. Secondly, 
India had been evangelized by the Apostle Thomas, who had converted no less than the 
powerful king Cheriperimal and had left a permanent heritage in the Saint Thomas Chris-
tians. These qualifications were so extensive and significant, that the simple statement that 
the Indians owed to the Portuguese the knowledge of the Faith was denied in the very mo-

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
panhia de Jesus. Lisboa, Na Officina de Valentim de Costa Deslandes, Impressor de Sua Magestade. 
MDCCX. Com todas as licenças necessarias, 619. De Sousa specifies that Belchior da Silva, on orders 
received from the Archbishop of Goa Aleixo de Menezes, recorded in 1603–1604 the miracles at-
tributed to the Jesuit André de Oviedo (1518–1577), Patriarch of Ethiopia, and his other missionary 
confrères. Another Belchior da Silva is reported to be active in Ethiopia at the end of the seventeenth 
century. As both the first and the second Belchior da Silva are clearly attested in historical sources, it 
cannot be concluded that “accepting that a second Goan priest, of identical name, was sent to Ethiopia 
exactly a century after the first […] is extremely improbable”, as argued by A. HASTINGS, The Church 
in Africa, 1450–1950 (Oxford 1994), 142. 

42  The name “José” is always spelled by Frias in its Latin form “Ioseph”. On Vaz there is a number of 
hagiographical publications, mostly based on Vida do Veneravel Padre Joseph Vaz, da Congregação 
do Oratorio de S. Filippe Neri da Cidade de Goa, na Índia Oriental; Fundador da laboriosa Missão, 
que os Congregados desta Casa tem à sua conta na Ilha de Ceylão. Composta pelo Padre Sebastião 
do Rego, da mesma Congregação. Lisboa, Na Regia Officina Sylviana, e da Academia Real. M. DCC. 
XLV. Com todas as licenças necessarias.  

43  On the role played by the Goan Oratorians in Ceylon, see recently I.G. ŽUPANOV, “Goan Brahmans in 
the Land of Promise: Missionaries, Spies and Gentiles in the 17th–18th century Sri Lanka”, in: 
J. FLORES (Ed.), Re-exploring the Links. History and Constructed Histories between Portugal and Sri 
Lanka (Wiesbaden 2006, 171–210). On the lives of Pedro Ferrão, José de Menezes and José Carvalho, 
abundant information can be found in S. DO REGO, Cronologia da Congregação do Oratório de Goa, 
Ed. by Maria de Jesus dos Mártires Lopes (Lisboa 2009). See also: K. KOSCHORKE, “Dutch Colonial 
Church and Catholic Underground Church in Ceylon in the 17th and 18th Centuries”, in: ID. (Ed.), 
“Christen und Gewürze”. Konfrontation und Interaktion kolonialer und indigener Christentumsvari-
anten (StAECG 1; Göttingen 1998, 95–105). 

44  Frias quotes for “Aram” the revelation of St Stephen in Acts 7. However, that chapter speaks of Moses 
but does not mention the name of his father. Amram (mispelled by Frias as “Aram”) is mentioned in 
several biblical passages, starting from Exodus 6:20 and Numbers 26:59.  
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ment that it was uttered. In other words, Frias’ praise of the Portuguese empire displayed a 
disquieting contradiction. While the interpretation proposed by Barreto Xavier would re-
quire a different and more convincing set of evidence to be argued for, it is highly probable 
that Frias adopted a technique of “honest dissimulation”, in the sense theorized by the Ital-
ian Torquato Accetto and sharing an inspiration that can be discerned in multiple phenom-
ena of the early modern age, such as the religious dissimulation known as “nicodemism”.45 

The expression “hegemonic domination” used by Ângela Barreto Xavier to qualify 
Frias’ work is borrowed from the Marxist tradition and the post-colonial theory and histori-
ography. According to Ranajit Guha, founding member of the “Subaltern Studies” group, 
“hegemony stands for a condition of Dominance (D), so that, in the organic composition 
of D, Persuasion (P) outweighs Coercion (C)”.46 

Guha’s notion of hegemony is a specific interpretation of the influential analysis devel-
oped by Antonio Gramsci in his Prison Notebooks. As Jean and John Comaroff rightly ob-
serve, “the difficulties of establishing what Gramsci may have meant by hegemony are by 
now notorious”. These two anthropologists propose to define hegemony as “that part of a 
dominant worldview which has been naturalized and, having hidden itself in orthodoxy, no 
more appears as ideology at all”.47 If we consider, among many other interpretations of 
Gramsci’s category, only the ones provided by Guha and Jean and John Comaroff, it is 
possible to see a fundamental coherence. Persuasion can indeed outweigh Coercion if a 
colonial ideology is naturalized and interiorized by the natives to the point that they do not 
see it anymore as an ideology imposed on them.  

At a first glance the Christianization of Goa, although limited in extent and depth, could 
suggest that the local Catholics obeyed to their colonial masters, both in the political and 
religious sphere, out of persuasion, truly convinced that “there is no authority except from 
God” and that “he who resists the authorities resists what God has appointed, and those 
who resist will incur judgement”.48 However, the fruitful contradictions that we have 
discovered in Frias’ text suggest a more articulate landscape. A Brahman cleric such as 
Frias could pay lip service to the evangelizing and even civilizing mission of the Portu-
guese (crucial in this respect is his reference to the improvement in arts and sciences due to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45  T. ACCETTO, Della dissimulazione onesta. Ed. Salvatore Nigro (Torino 21997). Accetto’s book was 

originally published in Naples in 1641 but became widely known only thanks to the edition made in 
1928 (Bari) by Benedetto Croce. On the early modern practices of dissimulation, mostly religious and 
political, see C. GINZBURG, Il nicodemismo. Simulazione dissimulazione religiosa nell’Europa del 
‘500, (Torino 1970); P. ZAGORIN, Ways of Lying. Dissimulation, Persecution and Conformity in Early 
Modern Europe (Cambridge/London 1990). Calvin defined “Nicodemists” those reformed Christians 
who, living in Catholic countries such as France, disguised their true faith and simulated an allegiance 
to the “Popish” religion. I have proposed some reflections on the connection between nicodemism and 
accommodatio in the chapter on “Nicodemism and Cultural Adaptation: The Disguised Conversion of 
the Rāja of Tanor, a Precedent for Roberto Nobili’s missionary method”, in: C.J. ARUN SJ (Ed.), Inter-
culturation of Religion. Critical Perspectives on Robert de Nobili’s Mission in India (Bangalore 2007, 
105–144).  

46  R. GUHA, Dominance without Hegemony. History and Power in Colonial India (Cambridge/London 
1997), 23.  

47  J. COMAROFF/J. COMAROFF, Of Revelation and Revolution. Christianity, Colonialism, and Conscious-
ness in South Africa (Chicago 1991), 19. 25.  

48  “Omnis anima potestatibus sublimioribus subdita sit. Non est enim potestas nisi a Deo; quae autem 
sunt, a Deo ordinatae sunt. Itaque, qui resistit potestati, Dei ordinationi resistit; qui autem resistunt 
ipsi, sibi damnationem acquirent». Romans 13:1–2 (Vulgate). The English translation is from the Re-
vised Standard Version. 
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the arrival of the colonizers), but would also stress that Christianity existed in India well 
before Vasco da Gama and that Cheriperimal, reconstructed as a powerful Christian king, 
had been at the very origin of the Brahmanical caste. If the position expressed by Frias 
could be considered representative of feelings shared by important sections of the Goan 
indigenous elites, then we could argue that the situation in the early modern Estado da 
Índia had a significant analogy with the “dominance without hegemony” that Ranajit Guha 
proposed for the British Raj. According to the Indian historian,  

the primacy of C [Coercion] in the organic composition of D [Dominance] made Order a more decisive 
idiom than Improvement in the authority of the colonialist elite. The efforts of the “improvers” […] had 
failed to develop a strategy of persuasion effective enough to overcome the sense of isolation that 
haunted the regime, a sense in which the alien character of the state was more amply documented than 
anything else. This failure is clearly demonstrated by the aggressive, militarist, and autocratic nature of 
the administration for the greater part of British rule until nearly the end of the nineteenth century, 
when militarism ended but did so without changing the character of the raj as an autocracy.49 

Most historians, with the exception of some Portuguese scholars of the Salazar era, 
would agree in defining “aggressive, militarist and autocratic” even the administration of 
the Estado da Índia since the Sixteenth century and probably until its demise in 1961. We 
have already mentioned the aggressive early modern religious policy pursued by the Portu-
guese, including repressive institutions such as the Goa Inquisition and, to a different ex-
tent, the Pai dos Christãos. However, the population of Portuguese India had to endure 
colonial violence until the very end of the Estado. In 1950s “there was strict censorship. 
The most outspoken and eloquent voices were silenced. Salazar’s secret police, the Policia 
Internacional da Defesa do Estado or PIDE, though not as vile as the Tonton Macoute of 
Haiti’s Papa Doc, was equally feared even among the masses”.50 Such a persistent condi-
tion would suggest that in Portuguese India coercion prevailed consistently over persua-
sion, since the beginning and until to the very end. It appears therefore imprecise the quali-
fication, proposed by a renowned scholar, of Indo-portuguese history as a dynamic in 
which “overall there was much more co-operation and interaction than dominance”.51 On 
the contrary, there is no contradiction between dominance on the one hand, and co-opera-
tion and interaction on the other. As Ranajit Guha shows convincingly, a colonial regime is 
always a form of dominance, whereas hegemony is a specific modality that cannot be veri-
fied in the case of the British Raj. Both in that region and in Portuguese India there were 
innumerable instances of interaction and co-operation between the colonial authorities and 
leading native groups pursuing opportunistic strategies through various forms of accommo-
dation. What failed both in British and in Portuguese India was the project of a patronizing 
“improvement” of the natives by their colonial masters. In other words, co-operation and 
interaction between the European rulers and the Indians did not imply also a shared vision 
of the future and a common political project. However, such a dissonance and mismatch 
between different imperial and native visions was not consciously sought after, but rather 
the failure of a hegemonic design. In the case of the Estado da Índia, the conversion to 
Christianity of the native subjects was indeed meant to generate an imperial “citizenry” that 
would support the Portuguese colonial enterprise.52 However, the conversion of all the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49  GUHA, Dominance without Hegemony, 65–66.  
50  M. AURORA COUTO, Goa. A Daughter’s Story (New Delhi 2005 [2004]), 33.  
51  M. PEARSON, The Portuguese in India. Vol. 1:1 of The New Cambridge History of India (Cambridge 

1987), 2. 
52  MENDONÇA, Conversion and Citizenry, 20–25.  
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native subjects was never achieved and no large-scale conversions ever took place in the 
“New Conquests” annexed by the Portuguese in the second half of the Eighteenth century, 
namely Pernem, Ponda, Bicholim, Canacona, Sanguem, Quepem and Satari.53 On the con-
trary, the incorporation of territories with an overwhelming Hindu population and the in-
creasing emigration of the Goan Christians to British India (particularly Bombay) and East 
Africa led to a demographic situation that contradicted entirely the proselytising ambitions 
expressed by the Portuguese and the other European missionaries since the Sixteenth cen-
tury. Between 1910 and 1920 the Hindus equalled the Christians in the Goa region and 
since then they increased, giving origin to a Hindu majority.54 However, the project of 
building up an imperial “citizenry” failed furthermore, and even more dramatically, for the 
very fact that the natives who became Christians did not always turn out being meek and 
obedient subjects of the Portuguese empire. Different forms of resistance against the colo-
nial masters were undertaken both by Hindu and Christian groups throughout the history of 
the Estado. Being Christian did not mean necessarily being pro-Portuguese and being 
Hindu did not imply by default an opposition to the colonial rule. If then the promotion of 
Christianity was understood by the Portuguese as the fundamental means to establish a 
hegemony over the Indian subjects, it has to be acknowledged that such a design failed and 
that, following the interpretation proposed by Jean and John Comaroff, the colonial ideol-
ogy was never interiorized to a full extent by the totality of the Indian Christians, to the 
point of being perceived as natural. Furthermore, the very conversion to Christianity could 
actually provide practical means and an ideological foundation for the opposition to the 
Portuguese colonial rule. The Christian religion and culture could supply a conceptual 
framework within which a discourse of resistence could be articulated. Such an unexpected 
twist is personified by an exemplary figure in the history of Goa, Mateus de Castro Mahalo. 
By examing briefly his life and achievements it will be possible to see how the process of 
Christianization could turn into the very opposite to the creation of any sort of “imperial 
citizenry”.  

3. Mateus de Castro Mahalo: The Transcontinental and Polycentric World 
of a “Preter-Colonial” Resistant Brahman Churchman 

Born around 1594 into a Brahman Catholic family living in the island of Divar, near Goa, 
Mateus de Castro Mahalo (i.e. “Mahale”) is a figure that is still waiting for an impassionate 
biographer. The most comprehensive study devoted to this figure is a dissertation defended 
by the Italian missionary Carlo Cavallera (1909–1990), remained unpublished notwith-
standing its significant value.55 Castro struggled initially to receive the permission from the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53  R. ROBINSON, Conversion, Continuity and Change. Lived Christianity in Southern Goa (New Delhi 

1998), 49. On the life in the villages of the “New Conquests”, see P. AXELROD, “Living on the edge: 
The Village and the State on the Goa-Maratha frontier” (Indian Economic Social History Review 45/4, 
2008, 553–580).  

54  A. HENN, “The Becoming of Goa: Space and Culture in the Emergence of a Multicultural Lifeworld” 
(Lusotopie 2000, 333–339), 337.  

55  C. CAVALLERA, “Matteo de Castro Mahalo (1594–1677). Primo vicario apostolico dell’India”, (Doc-
toral Thesis, Pontificio Ateneo Urbaniano de Propaganda Fide, Roma, 1936), 3 vols. Among the stud-
ies actually published on Mateus de Castro, the most significant is the one by T. GHESQUIÈRE, 
Mathieu de Castro, Premier vicaire apostolique aux Indes. Une création de la Propagande a ses débuts 
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Portuguese ecclesiastical authorities to be ordained a priest, at a time in which the emer-
gence of a local clergy in the Estado da Índia was seen with mixed feelings and a certain 
suspicions in many quarters.56 A typical instance of a non-hegemonic condition was pre-
cisely the contradicton between the universalistic promises made by the missionaries, im-
plying an equal dignity for the old and the new Christians, irrespective of their ethnic 
origin, and the discrimination faced by the native Christians in the access to priesthood and 
church leadership. Nonetheless, supported by Franciscan and Carmelites friars, Mateus de 
Castro was able to receive a good humanistic education in India57 and to travel to the West 
to see his priestly vocation satisfied. He passed through Persia, established a contact with 
the Archbishop of Armenia Major and, unable to accommodate himself to the Armenian 
rite, proceeded to Rome. There he was ordained and in 1631 he was appointed as a full-
fledged missionary of the Congregation de Propaganda Fide, established by Pope Gregory 
XV in 1622 to supervise the Catholic missions throughout the world.58 Such a dramatic 
reversal in Castro’s condition, from Portuguese rejection in Goa to a welcoming reception 
in Rome, was made possible by the Christian identity of the young Brahman. If Christianity 
was promoted by the Portuguese to create an “imperial citizenry” of meek and docile sub-
jects, the establishment by Castro of a direct connection with Rome, bypassing the Portu-
guese Padroado, posed the conditions for subverting the Lusitan colonial project. The com-
petition between Propaganda Fide and the Padroado created a large space within which 
Mateus de Castro could exert a native Christian agency. Obviously, Propaganda Fide’s 
support for the formation of native clergy did not imply some sort of anti-imperial stance 
on behalf of the Holy See. Rather, it was the competition between the Portuguese imperial-
ism and the Roman ambition to a universal spiritual jurisdiction that provided Mateus de 
Castro with entitlements and means to pursue a native Indian strategy of his own. Strength-
ened by the Roman endorsement, Mateus de Castro took his way back to Goa. However, in 
the Portuguese colony he was not allowed by the ecclesiastical establishment to exert his 
apostolate and was compelled to appeal in person to Rome in 1636. There he obtained once 
again a success, not only seeing his ordination and missionary prerogatives confirmed, but 
also being secretly consecrated Bishop of the diocese of Chrysopolis in partibus infidelium. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
(Louvain 1937). See also F. COMBALUZIER, “Mathieu de Castro, vicaire apostolique d’Idalcan, Pegu et 
Golconda (1638–1658)” (Revue d'histoire ecclésiastique 39, 1943, 132–135); J. METZLER, “Der 
Brahmanenspiegel des Matthäus de Castro” (Neue Zeitschrift für Missionswissenschaft – Nouvelle Re-
vue de science missionaire 23, 1967, 252–265); G. SORGE, Matteo de Castro (1594–1677). Profilo di 
una figura emblematica del conflitto giurisdizionale tra Goa e Roma nel secolo XVII (Bologna 1986). 
It is remarkable that according to Frias, Mateus died in 1679 and not in 1677. However, far more sur-
prising, is that according to the Brahman writer, the Bishop of Chrysopolis had died at the age of 109 
years! This means that according to Frias, Mateus de Castro was born in 1570. Aureola dos Indios 147.  

56  See J. WICKI SJ, “Der einheimische Klerus in Indien (16. Jahrhundert)”, in: J. BECKMANN (Ed.), Der 
einheimische Klerus in Geschichte und Gegenwart. Festschrift P. Dr. Laurenz Kilger OSB (Schöneck-
Beckenried 1950, 17–72); C. MERCE ̂S DE MELO, The Recruitment and Formation of the Native Clergy 
in India (16th–19th century). An historico-canonical study (Lisboa 1955).  

57  An attempt to reconstruct the culture shared by the Franciscans in 17th century India, on the basis of 
inventories of books in their conventual libraries, has been made by Â. BARRETO XAVIER, “Les bibli-
othèques virtuelles et réelles des franciscains en Inde au XVIIe siècle”, in: C. DE CASTELNAU-
L'ESTOILE et al. (Eds.), Missions d’Évangelisation et circulation des saviors. XVIe–XVIIIe siècles 
(Madrid 2011, 151–170).  

58  The richest scholarly contribution to the history of the Congregation de Propaganda Fidei remains 
J. METZLER (ed.), Sacrae Congregationis de Propaganda Fide memoria rerum. 350 anni a servizio 
delle missioni, 1622–1972. 5 vols. (Rome/Freiburg/Vienna 1971).  
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His mission was to help Francesco Antonio Frasella († 1655), an Archbishop under the 
jurisdiction of Propaganda Fide, to enter Japan and impose there his authority.59 Once ful-
filled this task, the Brahman cleric would then exert his episcopal functions as Apostolic 
Vicar in the kingdom of Bijāpur, bordering Goa and ruled by the Adil Khān sultans (hence 
known also as Idalcan).60 If a simple priest could be a nuisance, a Bishop was a real threat 
to the Portuguese imperial power in India.  

Mateus was indeed the first Indian ever consecrated as Bishop by the Latin Church. It is 
not possible to affirm with certainty that he was also the first Indian ever consecrated as a 
Bishop, as it is not possible to determine whether any Indian had ever been ordained within 
the Church of the East before the Seventeenth century.61 Rejected from the Portuguese, 
Mateus de Castro became – together with Archbishop Frasella – the first Apostolic Vicar 
appointed by Propaganda Fide to administer missions in Asia, avoiding the Portuguese and 
Spanish royal patronage. However, by 1640 Japan closed effectively its territory to all 
missionary activities, so that Mateus de Castro immediately started his apostolate in the 
Bijāpur kingdom. He ordained to priesthood various Brahman young men (many related to 
him by kinship), joined together as an Oratorian congregation, notwithstanding the opposi-
tion of the Goan ecclesiastical establishment.62  

Under the protection of the Bijāpuri Sultan, Mateus de Castro was able to establish his 
vicariate in the town of Bicholim, within a region that – as already mentioned – would be 
annexed to the Estado da Índia, as a “New Conquest”, only in the late Eighteenth century. 
Mateus de Castro chose to operate on the external fringes of a European colonial space, in a 
situation that we might define as “pretercolonial”63. The new category I propose here is 
modelled on the theological notion of preternatural, intermediate between the ones of natu-
ral and supernatural. Thomas Aquinas observed that not all the phenomena taking place 
beyond the natural order (præter naturæ ordinem) were also miracles. This was the case of 
events that, even though occurred beyond such a natural order, were neither arduous or 
rare, could concern very minor things, did not surpass the potentiality of nature (supra 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59  On de Castro’s and Frasella’s planned mission to Japan see L. M. PEDOT, La S. C. De Propaganda 

Fide e le Missioni del Giappone (1622–1838) (Vicenza 1946), 212–230. 
60  The political history of the kingdom of Bijāpur is analysed by HAROON KHAN SHERWANI/ PUR-

SHOTTAM MAHADEO JOSHI (Eds.), History of Medieval Deccan, 1295–1724. 2 vols. (Hyderabad 
1973– 1974). For the religious and cultural history of Bijāpur is important R.M. EATON, Sufis of Bija-
pur, 1300–1700. Social Roles of Sufis in Medieval India (Princeton 1977).  

61  The first known Indian bishop within the Syriac tradition was Paṟampil Chāṇṭi Metrān, alias Alexander 
de Campo (†1687). See T. PALLIPURATHKUNNEL, A Double Regime in the Malabar Church (1663–
1716) (Alwaye 1982), 11–23.  

62  Quite interesting, this early Indian Oratorian congregation was not considered a forerunner of the one 
established in Goa in 1686, whose history is described by S. DO REGO, Cronologia da Congregação 
do Oratório de Goa. Ed. Maria de Jesus dos Mártires Lopes (Lisboa 2009). 

63  The expression “pretercolonial” does not seem to have been used in previous studies. A single instance 
could be found in the review made by S. GRMEK GERMANI of the mute film La Fanciulla, il Poeta e la 
Laguna, directed by Carmine Gallone in 1922. Hinting incidentally at the film Cartagine in fiamme di-
rected by Gallone in 1959, Germani speaks of a “pretercolonial nature of the regime colossus”, with 
reference to Italian fascism. See Le giornate del cinema muto, Pordenone 4–11 ottobre 2008, XXVII 
edizione, Teatro comunale Giuseppe Verdi. 27th Pordenone silent film festival, Catalogo – catalogue, 
(Pordernone 2008, 33–34), specif. 33. With the expression “pretercolonial” Germani seems to suggest 
a rather debatable point, namely that the relation between fascism and colonialism was only accidental. 
Our use of the expression “pretercolonial” has nothing to do with such a qualification. 
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facultatem naturæ), nor were beyond human hope.64 Such phenomena beyond the natural 
order could be produced by angels, who nonetheless did not have the capacity of producing 
miracles, i.e. events that went beyond the order of the entire creation, and not of a single 
creature.65 Later theologians specified that the preternatural realm was peculiar of angels 
and devils. A baroque polymath such as Athanasius Kircher would discuss, for instance, 
“of prodigious sounds, that do not have straightforwards neither a supernatural nor a natural 
force, but are produced either by angels or by good or evil spirits, either for good or for 
evil”. These sounds were included in a second class, defined as preternatural, and presented 
the feature either of being produced by a natural agent, or of taking place through a “major 
human force”.66 As the preternatural events were intermediate between the natural and the 
supernatural ones, so a pretercolonial realm is to be defined on the continuum between 
spaces that are straightforwards either colonial or non-colonial. A pretercolonial space such 
as the one where Mateus de Castro and his Brahman clerics operated may be defined as a 
realm that is beyond a colonial domination, but that is also fundamentally defined by a 
colonial contact. Protected by the Sultan of Bijāpur, Castro and his followers were men 
whose religious, cultural and even political references were Portuguese to a significant 
extent. 

Accused of undertaking political negotiations with the Adil Khān ruler, so that he might 
conquer back territories held by the Portuguese, Mateus de Castro traveled once again to 
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proveniens. Sed quaedam fiunt praeter naturae ordinem, quae tamen non sunt ardua, sunt enim in mi-
nimis rebus, sicut in restauratione gemmarum, vel sanatione aegrorum. Nec etiam sunt insolita, cum 
frequenter eveniant, sicut cum infirmi in plateis ponebantur ut ad umbram Petri sanarentur. Nec etiam 
sunt supra facultatem naturae, ut cum aliqui sanantur a febribus. Nec etiam supra spem, sicut resurrec-
tionem mortuorum omnes speramus, quae tamen fiet praeter ordinem naturae. Ergo non omnia quae 
fiunt praeter naturae ordinem, sunt miracula”. Summa Theologiæ, Iª q. 105 a. 7 arg. 1.  

65  “[…] licet Angeli possint aliquid facere praeter ordinem naturae corporalis, non tamen possunt aliquid 
facere praeter ordinem totius creaturae, quod exigitur ad rationem miraculi, ut dictum est”. Summa 
Theologiæ, Iª q. 110 a. 4 ad 4. As for the capacity of Devil of producing “preternatural” events, Aqui-
nas observed in one of his Quæstiones disputatæ that “the Devil does not do this [= tempting men to 
commit sins] beyond the order of nature, but moving locally the intrinsic principles, from which they 
have been produced, so as to occur in this way” (“hoc Diabolus non facit praeter naturae ordinem, sed 
movendo localiter principia intrinseca, ex quibus nata sunt huiusmodi provenire”; I interpret “prove-
nire” as an infinitive depending from “nata sunt”). De malo, q. 3 a. 4 ad 4. It is clear that in Aquinas 
thought the notion of “preternatural” was not defined yet in a univoque way, as it encompassed phe-
nomena that later theologians would distinguish as “preternatural” in strict sense and “supernatural”. 
See V. BOUBLÍK, L’azione divina “praeter ordinem naturae” secondo S. Tommaso d’Aquino. Filoso-
fia del miracolo (Rome 1968).  

66  “Loquimur hîc de quibusdam sonis portentosis, quæ nec prorsùs supernaturalem, nec prorsùs natura-
lem vim videntur habere, sed vel ab Angelis seu Genijs bonis, aut malis in bonum vel malum effi-
ciuntur”. The heading of the section was “De sonis portentosis secundæ Classis, id est, quæ ab Agente 
quidem naturalis, sed vi humana majore contingent”. Athanasii Kircheri e Soc. Jesu. Phonurgia Nova 
sive Conjugium Mechanico-physicum Artis & Naturæ Paranympha Phonosophia consinnatum; quâ 
universa sonorum natura, proprietas, vires effectuúmq. Prodigiosorum Causæ, novâ & multiplici ex-
perimentorum exhibitione enucleantur; Instrumentorum Acusticorum, Machinarúmq. Ad Naturæ pro-
totypon adaptandarum, tum ad sonos ad remotissima spatia propagandos, tum in abditis domorum re-
cessibus per occultioris ingenii machinamenta clam palámve sermocinandi modus & ratio traditur, 
tum denique in Bellorum tumultibus singularis hujusmodi Organorum Usus, & praxis per novam Pho-
nologiam describitur. Campidonæ, Per Rudolphum Dreherr. Anno M.DC.LXXIII: 219. The three clas-
ses of “prodigious sounds” were specifically distinguished as natural, preternatural and supernatural or 
miraculous (217).  
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Rome for a second appeal. In 1644–1645 the controversy around him was examined by 
Propaganda Fide. He succeeded even this time and, as a clear sign of appreciation, was 
furthermore entrusted with the care of the Catholics in Ethiopia. The opposition of the Ne-
gus Fasilädäs (b.1603, r. 1632–1667) impeded him to enter the country, so that he moved to 
the Mughal Empire and then came back to Bicholim. In 1653 Goa saw a palace revolt 
against the legitimate viceroy, while the Bijāpuri troups tried an invasion of the Portuguese 
colony67. Mateus de Castro was indicted, particularly by the Jesuits, of being the organizer 
of such a political turmoil. As a response to this accusation the Bishop of Chrysopolis ad-
dressed a public letter to the Brahman Christians in Goa, inviting them to revolt against the 
Jesuits and the Franciscan missionaries.68 In this “Mirror of the Brahmans” the Indian 
bishop justified the right of his people to rebel providing historical precedents on a truly 
global scale: the Sicilians against the French (1282) and the Castilians (1647); the Dutch, as 
well as the Portuguese against the same Castilians; the Abissinians against their Emperor 
Susəәnyos (b. 1572; 1606–1632) for his support to the Jesuits;69 even the English Parliament 
against his own king Charles I. The alleged evil nature of the Jesuits was also demonstrated 
with examples and expulsions they had suffered in Malta, Venice, Japan, Ethiopia, as well 
as in India on the Fishery Coast.70 Unable to convince his fellow Brahmans to follow Hor-

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
67  See S. SUBRAHMANYAM, The Portuguese Empire in Asia, 1500–1700. A Political and Economic 

History (Chichester 22012), 248–249.  
68  The Portuguese original text is conserved integrally in Archivio della Congregazione per 

l’Evangelizzazione dei Popoli de Propaganda Fide, Scritture Originali della Congregazione Partico-
lare, vol. 1, ff. 180r–195r; Archivum Romanum Societatis Iesu, Goa 34, ff. 489r–502v.  

69  The rebellion that Mateus de Castro was referring to was the proclamation in 1630 by Śärṣä Krəәstos, 
Viceroy of Bāgemdəәr, of Fasilädäs, son of Susəәnyos, as new emperor. The effective reign of the new 
souvereign had its beginning two years later. On the controversial role played by the Jesuit missionar-
ies in Ethiopia see H. PENNEC, Des Jésuites au Royaum du Prêtre Jean (Ethiopie) (Paris 2003); L. 
COHEN, The Missionary Strategies of the Jesuits in Ethiopia (1555–1632) (Wiesbaden 2009).  

70  The Jesuits were temporarily expelled from Malta around the Carnival of 1639. The cause was a con-
flict with some young Knights Hospitaller, who protested against the “alleged Jesuit attempts to ruin 
their ‘piaceri del mondo’ – pleasures of the world – which, they said, were the only compensation that 
they had to balance out their miserable existence on what the Jesuits themselves had described as that 
‘orrido scoglio’ – horrid rock – that was Malta”. The Jesuits were then called back by September of 
that same year 1639. D. DE LUCCA, Jesuits and Fortifications: The Contribution of the Jesuits to Mil-
itary Architecture in the Baroque Age, (Leiden 2012), 241–243. The Jesuits were expelled from the 
Republic of Venice at the time of the Papal Interdict on the city in 1606, but were readmitted in that 
state only in 1657. See Pietro Pirri SJ, L’interdetto di Venezia e i gesuiti: Silloge di documenti con in-
troduzione, (Roma 1959). The expulsions of the Jesuits from Japan and Ethiopia have already been 
mentioned. As for the case of the Fishery Coast, Mateus de Castro was the editor of a report, com-
posed in Portuguese by the Archbishop of Goa Frey Sebastião de São Pedro, against the Jesuits taking 
care of the Parava Christians on that coastal region of South India. De Castro, not yet consecrated a 
Bishop, translated the text into Italian and submitted it to Pope Urban VIII. The full title was Relazione 
della destruzione della Cristianità nella Costa di Pescaria o sia Angamala, caggionata per li mali 
portamenti fatti dalli RR. PP. Gesuiti, Raccolta da D.nFra Sebastiano di S. Pietro dell’Ordine di S. 
Agostino, e Arcivescovo di Goa da varie relazioni di altri Vescovi, e Arcivescovi di Goa, che si con-
servano nell’Archivio della detta Città, Portata in Italiana da me Matteo de Castro Mahalò sacerdote 
di Goa, e presentata alla Santità di Nostro Signore Urbano VIII. Ricavata dal mms. Vaticano n.° 6424. 
The text is conserved in at least two copies, namely in the Biblioteca Angelica (Roma), Ms. 2294, pp. 
560–634 and in the Biblioteca del Real Seminario de San Carlos de Zaragoza, as reported (with an un-
clear shelfmark) in “Documentos – Catalogo de los Manuscritos de la Biblioteca del Seminario de San 
Carlos de Zaragoza” (Revistade archivos, bibliotecas y museos 20, 1909), 119. 
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ace’s exhortation to “fight for the homeland, because it is sweet to die for her”71 and find-
ing himself in a precarious situation, Mateus went once again to Rome. Castro’s agency 
was wide, but still restrained within the limits that Portugal and the Holy See would set to 
their conflictual ambitions. While eager to contain the pretentions of the Padroado, the 
Holy See had no interest whatsoever in supporting a native rebellion against a Catholic 
kingdom that had the ultimate merit of having established and promoted Catholic missions 
throughout Asia, Africa and a significant part of Latin America. This time Mateus de Cas-
tro could not find further effective support and had to accept living in Europe for the rest of 
his life, while obtaining the appointment of his nephews Custodio de Pinho (1638–1697)72 
and Tomás de Castro (c. 1621–1684)73 as Apostolic Vicars respectively of Idalcan, Gol-
conda and Pegu on the one hand, and Travancore and Cochin on the other.  

The biographical trajectory of Mateus de Castro is remarkable in a threefold way. First 
of all, it highlights a model of indigenous Indian Catholicism that was able to act beyond 
colonial constraints. It is a powerful evidence in support of the qualification of Portuguese 
India as a space where a colonial power was able impose dominance but failed in estab-
lishing a true hegemony. Secondly, Mateus de Castro’s life displays a global agency ex-
erted not by a colonizing Europeans, but by native Indians. Castro and his Brahman Orato-
rians had an alerted awareness of the multiple centers of Christianity, not restricted to a 
dychotomic relation between a metropolis and a colony. While Rome was a fundamental 
reference point and source of support, the missionaries of Idalcan and their founder were 
part of a network of information that included the whole space between Ethiopia and Japan. 
If Mateus de Castro was eventually not able to enter into these two countries, nonetheless 
he kept providing Propaganda Fide with reports on both regions. Finally, the Brahman 
bishop set a precedent for future rebellions of native Christian clerics against the Portu-
guese colonial power, such as the so-called “Conspiracy of the Pintos” in 1787 or the fight 
of Fr. António Francisco Xavier Álvares (1836–1923) against the Portuguese “pigmentoc-
racy”.74 

Mateus de Castro’s life and action represent a strong evidence in support of the charac-
terization of the Estado da Índia as a form of colonial dominance without hegemony. How-
ever, it should be stressed that neither Castro, nor another Brahman cleric such as Frias 
correspond to the actors that have been considered by Ranajit Guha in his seminal study on 
a dominance without hegemony in the British Raj. Those Goan churchmen were very dif-
ferent from the “subalterns” who repeatedly rebelled against the British colonial power, as 
they belonged to native Christian elites whose ambitions were frustrated by the Portuguese 
religious and political establishment. Nonetheless, studying resistent native elites can repre-
sent a first step towards the understanding of broader social movements and conflicts. It 
remains open to contention whether a Western-based historiography may be able to repre-
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
71  Such an invitation had allegedly been made by Urban VIII to Mateus de Castro. See SORGE, Matteo de 

Castro 78. A clear reference was made to Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori, a famous line of Hor-
ace’s Carmina, III, 2. 13.  

72  See G. RADAELLI, “Mons. Custodio de Pinho e la sua prima missione” (Il pensiero missionario 14, 
1942, 23–37). 

73  On the role played by Tomás de Castro in the Canara region see S. SILVA, History of Christianity in 
Canara. 2 vols. (Kumta 1957–1961).  

74  J.H. DA CUNHA RIVARA, A Conjuração de 1787 em Goa, e varias cousas desse tempo. Memoria 
histórica (Nova-Goa 1875); P. KAMAT, Farar far (Crossfire). Local Resistance to Colonial Hegemony 
in Goa, 1510–1912 (Panaji, Goa 1999); ID., “‘The Indian Cry’ (O Brado Indiano) of Padre António 
Alvares: ‘Swadeshi’ or ‘Seditious’?” (Indian Church History Review 46/1, 2012, 69–91). 
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sent honestly the voice of the subalterns. As Spivak questioned in a famous essay, it is not 
clear whether a subaltern can actually speak in the works of historians.75 But if the subal-
terns might be doomed to remain silent, unless a fundamental epistemological paradigm 
shift overcomes the vision inherited from imperialism and colonialism, even native elites 
fighting against European powers often have remained silent until today. This is the very 
case of Mateus de Castro, who is indeed still waiting for a non-eurocentric biography. In 
this respect, it is remarkable the thesis that Carlo Cavallera devoted the Brahman cleric. A 
member of an Italian religious congregation specially consecrated to extra-european mis-
sions, namely the Missionari della Consolata, Cavallera completed a work that was re-
markable for its precision and scope in terms of archival documentation. However, his 
unpublished dissertation was characterized by a ubiquitous colonial and eurocentric gaze, 
stigmatizing Mateus de Castro as an ambitious intriguer seeking political power and with-
out any spiritual depth or moral integrity. Such a strong prejudice might surprise, if we only 
consider that later on Cavallera participated very actively to the Second Vatican Council76 
and was a committed and succesful missionary Bishop in Kenya.77 Cavallera’s antipathy 
towards Mateus de Castro can be usefully compared with the opinions expressed by the 
Italian missionary in relation to the Mau Mau movement in 1940s–1950s Kenya.78 In addi-
tion to a critique of its “mysterious and nefarious rites”, the secret association was con-
demned by Cavallera because it excited in the people of Kenya, and in particular in its 
Catholic minority, “a false craving for progress, with an incomprehensible ingratitude for 
the innumerable benefits received by the Church and the [colonial] Government”. In the 
eyes of the Italian missionary the Mau Mau were an “impious sect” that could rightly be 
compared to the seven-headed Dragon of Apocalypse 12, eventually defeated by a Woman, 
namely the Immaculate Virgin Mary.79 Cavallera’s attitude was part of the spirit of his 
time. It can be hoped that today’s historians, more conscious about their own possible euro-
centric prejudices – not necessarily confined to European or Western scholars – may un-
dertake the study of figures such as Mateus de Castro on more comprehensive, global and 
sympathetic terms. The contribution of Klaus Koschorke and his legacy in the Munich 
School of Global Christianity are fundamental starting points for such an enterprise. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
75  G. CHAKRAVORTY SPIVAK, “Can the Subaltern Speak?”, in: P. WILLIAMS/L. CHRISMAN (Eds.), Colo-

nial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory. A Reader (Hemel Hempstead 1993, 90–105); R.C. MORRIS 
(Ed.), Can the subaltern speak? Reflections on the history of an idea (New York 2010).  

76  Cavallera was a member of the Sub-Commission for the drafting of Chapter 1 entitled Concerning the 
doctrinal principles of the Constitution Lumen Gentium. Among the experts that assisted the Sub-
Commission there were the Fathers Yves Congar and Joseph Ratzinger. J.B. ANDERSON, A Vatican II 
Pneumatology of the Paschal Mystery. The Historical-Doctrinal Genesis of Ad Gentes I, 2–5 (Rome 
1988), 125–126.  

77  H. MOESSMER, “Presentation of Missionaries of Marsabit, Maikona and North Horr Missions (Marsa-
bit Diocese), Operating among Nomadic Tribes”, in: A. LUCIE-SMITH (Ed.), Mission Ad Gentes. The 
Challenge for the Church in Kenya (Nairobi 2007, 52–56), 52–53.  

78  It is not possible to synthetize here the enormous scholarly literature on the Mau Mau. However, it is 
interesting to observe that the representation of that movement by the Italian Fr. Ottavio Sestero, an-
other member of the Missionari della Consolata working in Kenya, has been analysed by 
C. PUGLIESE, “The Catholic Father and the Elusive Mau Mau General: A Study of Father Ottavio 
Sestero’s Novel ‘L’inafferrabile Mau Mau’ (1957)” (Journal of African Cultural Studies 15/2, 2002, 
149–158).  

79  L. ZAMUNER, Mons. Carlo Cavallera. Quando la missione diventa contemplazione (Rome 2001), 114.  
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Abstract 
The history of the early modern Catholic missions to Asia provides an excellent vantage 
point to asses the relation between evangelization and colonialism. If the European expan-
sion was an essential pre-condition for the creation of substantial Catholic communities in 
that continent, nonetheless the neophytes did not coincide for most of the time with colonial 
subjects and conversions usually did not take place in a context of coercion or moral pres-
sure. However, native agency played a major role even in regions were Christianity was 
indeed enforced by a European imperial presence. The most conspicuous case is the one of 
the Portuguese Estado da Índia. Contrary to common assumptions, this contribution claims 
that the Portuguese established in Goa and in similar areas a “dominance without hegem-
ony” and that Christianity endowed the Goan local elites with tools to play strategically and 
cunningly with the colonial power. Furthermore, the case of the Brahman cleric Mateus de 
Castro Mahalo is presented here as a striking example of a native Christian able to move 
through transcontinental spaces and live in a polycentric world thanks to his location in a 
“preter-colonial” space. On the basis of similar instances, further researches on the history 
of Christianity in Asia, stressing the role of native agency even in the early modern age, are 
particularly necessary. 
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chapter 9

The Social and Physical Spaces of the Malabar  
Rites Controversy

Paolo Aranha

 Introduction

During the last decades, categories such as ‘Hinduism’ and ‘caste’ have been 
strongly criticized as by-products of the British colonial enterprise in India. 
It is argued that these classification instruments served to discipline and con-
trol the Indian subjects by manipulating and reifying fluid religious and social 
dynamics.1 Although necessary, such a critique finds a specific limit in its 
almost exclusive focus on the British colonial period, ignoring the role played 
by Catholic missionaries, particularly during the early modern age.

A fundamental moment in the production of Catholic orientalist represen-
tations of India was the Malabar Rites controversy, a wide and violent clash 
over the missionary method followed by the Jesuits in the missions of Madurai, 
Mysore and the Carnatic during the first half of the eighteenth century. The 
scholarly literature on the Malabar Rites controversy is extremely limited, pri-
marily due to the great abundance and geographic dispersion of the archival 
and manuscripts sources essential for its reconstruction. Moreover, old and 
new hagiographical strategies have made it even more difficult to understand 
the effective meaning of the controversy. The latter has usually been under-
stood as a conflict over an alleged ‘inculturation’ of Tridentine Catholicism 
within South India: the accomodatio (‘adaptation’) proposed by the Italian 
Jesuit Roberto Nobili (1577–1656) in the Madurai mission at the beginning of 
the seventeenth century, and enforced by his successors until the suppression 
of the Society of Jesus in the following century, was thus seen merely as an 
attempt to adapt Christianity to a non-European culture.2 As I will argue, the 

1 Pennington B.K., Was Hinduism Invented? Britons, Indians, and Colonial Construction of 
Religion (New York: 2005).

2 This can still be seen in recent scholarly works, such as Collins P.M., “The Praxis of 
Inculturation from Mission: Roberto de Nobili’s Example and Legacy”, Ecclesiology 3 (2007) 
323–342; Pavone S., “Tra Roma e il Malabar: Il dibattito intorno all’amministrazione dei sac-
ramenti ai paria (secc. XVII–XVIII)”, Cristianesimo nella storia 31 (2010) 647–680; eadem, 
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anachronistic projection of categories proper to contemporary Catholicism 
has led observers to underestimate the relevance of power relations in the con-
struction of a religious community staffed by European missionaries (mostly 
Portuguese and Italians) but not subject to a European political power. As a 
result of this neglect, scholars have ignored that the Malabar Rites were pri-
marily Christianized Hindu saṃskāras (i.e., ‘sacramental’ rituals) functional to 
the reproduction and distinction of caste hierarchies, rather than mere cul-
tural traits that should be accepted in order to make Christianity more pal-
atable to non-European peoples.3 Far from being an enlightened experiment 
of early modern missionaries, the Malabar Rites were primarily an expression 
of the prevailing agency of the leading native converts. On the other hand, 
the Jesuit tolerance of caste structures was combined with a clear rejection of 
Hindu religious practices, so that it is to be ruled out that the missionaries ever 
had a ‘syncretic’ intentionality.

This chapter uses a visual source in order to explore the connection between 
physical, social and religious spaces in the early-modern ‘adaptationist’ Jesuit 
missions of South India. The document we consider here is a multi-view ortho-
graphic projection of a typical church in the Madurai mission, presented by 
the Jesuit Procurator Broglia Antonio Brandolini to the Roman Congregation 
of the Holy Office in 1725. The purpose of the image was to show how the 
‘noble’ castes and the untouchable paṛaiyār (i.e., ‘pariahs’ or ‘untouchables’, 
as they were called during the British Raj) could participate in the same Mass 
while avoiding all physical contacts. The image integrates—and acts as an 
interpretative key to understand—the abundant textual sources on the dis-
cussions about the segregation of the paṛaiyār held during the eighteenth- 
century Malabar Rites controversy. In my interpretation, a careful analysis of 
the image can ascertain a clear directionality from left to right in the allocation 
of spaces within the church complex to the missionary, the higher castes and 
the paṛaiyār, as well as to the women of both caste groups. Particularly relevant 
was also the proportion of space granted to each community. Notwithstanding 
their numerical strength, the paṛaiyār were segregated in a mere one-third  
of the entire church complex. They were not allowed either to get in touch 
with the ‘noble’ Christians, or to have direct contact with the missionary, whose 
residence was placed in the high-caste sector. In addition to the left-right 

“Inquisizione romana e riti malabarici: Una controversia”, in A dieci anni dall’apertura 
dell’Archivio della Congregazione per la Dottrina della Fede: Storia e archivi dell’Inquisizione 
(Rome: 2011) 137–153. 

3 Aranha P., “Sacramenti o saṃskārāḥ? L’illusione dell’accomodatio nella controversia dei riti 
malabarici”, Cristianesimo nella storia 31 (2010) 621–646.
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 direction, a contextual reading of the image also makes it possible to discover a 
geographic orientation in which, contrary to usual Christian assumptions, the 
vector of sacral and social power proceeds from the West to the East. In con-
clusion, the analysis of this specific visual source shows how the sacramental 
discrimination of the paṛaiyār was located at the crossroads between a specific 
European hierarchical culture and the dynamics of social conflict that char-
acterized early modern South India. It is also an example of the potentialities 
that space-based analyses can have in the interpretation of the early modern 
history of conversions and missions.

 The Malabar Rites Controversy and the Critique of Orientalism

The critique of Orientalism, undertaken particularly in the wake of the influ-
ential and controversial contribution by Edward Said, has greatly affected the 
studies on Indian colonial history.4 Categories such as ‘Hinduism’ and ‘caste’, 
crucial in the epistemological regime of the British Raj, have been denounced 
by scholars as essentialist reifications functional to the colonial control 
of Indian subjects. The rise of fundamentalist political forces such as the 
Bharatiya Janata Party or the Shiv Sena, as well as the ever more effective and 
pervasive exercise of violence by militant organizations such as the Rashtriya 
Swayamsevak Sangh, have made particularly urgent the study of the modern 
systematization of the category of ‘Hinduism’, undertaken first within a colo-
nial context and then assumed by nationalist movements, inspired also by the 
Italian fascist model, so as to create an hegemonic, homogeneous identity.5

Some scholars have claimed that ‘the notion of “Hinduism” is itself a 
Western-inspired abstraction, which until the nineteenth century bore little 
or no resemblance to the diversity of Indian religious belief and practice’.6 
Such a critical stance, however, should not be pushed to the extreme con-
clusion that Hinduism was ‘invented’ by the Britons.7 A religious awareness 
that was specifically Hindu and not merely ‘sectarian’ (such as in the case of 

4 Said E.W., Orientalism (London: 1978).
5 Thapar R., “Imagined Religious Communities? Ancient History and the Modern Search for a 

Hindu Identity”, Modern Asian Studies 23 (1989) 209–231; Jaffrelot C., The Hindu Nationalist 
Movement and Indian Politics (New York: 1996); Casolari M., “Hindutva’s Foreign Tie-up in the 
1930’s: Archival Evidence”, Economic and Political Weekly 35/4 (2000) 218–228.

6 King R., Orientalism and Religion: Postcolonial Theory, India and the “Mystic East” (London: 
1999) 98.

7 Pennington, Was Hinduism Invented?
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more limited Śaivite or Vaiṣṇava identities) had already taken shape during 
the Indian Middle Ages as a consequence of the contact with Islam.8 Today’s 
system of caste hierarchies, far from being considered any more as a sort of 
natural and perennial characteristic of Indian society, has been analysed by 
recent studies as a modern artefact, whose purpose was to simplify and ratio-
nalize an infinitely more complex and articulated web of social relations, to 
the apparent advantage of the colonial regime. If it is true that even castes, as 
much as Hinduism, were not a mere and straightforward British construction, 
it is nonetheless clear that it was colonialism that consolidated and elevated 
them to primary factors of the political, economic and social life of India, for 
instance as essential criteria for party belonging and allegiance.9

Such a critique of Orientalism has indeed the merit of having demonstrated 
that certain fundamental characters of modern India achieved their current 
configuration during the colonial age; and it contradicts the stereotype, nei-
ther innocent nor candid, of a land beyond history, constantly equal to itself. 
However, the role played by early-modern Catholic Orientalism in the con-
struction of a European understanding of India is still insufficiently known.10 
A fundamental moment in this process was represented by the Malabar Rites 
controversy. The controversy is often defined as ‘famous’, although the schol-
arly literature that has dealt with it is extremely limited.11 Its hagiographic and 

8 Lorenzen D.N., Who Invented Hinduism? Essays on Religion in History (New Delhi: 2005).
9 For caste and colonialism see Dirks N., Castes of Mind: Colonialism and the Making of 

Modern India (Princeton: 2001); for the caste system’s repercussions on Indian democracy 
see Shah G. (ed.), Caste and Democratic Politics in India (New Delhi: 2002).

10 Murr S., L’Inde philosophique entre Bossuet et Voltaire, 2 vols. (Paris: 1987); Županov I.G., 
Disputed Mission: Jesuit Experiments and Brahmanical Knowledge in Seventeenth-Century 
India (New Delhi: 1999); eadem, Missionary Tropics: The Catholic Frontier in India, 16th–
17th Centuries (Ann Arbor: 2005); Sweetman W., Mapping Hinduism: ‘Hinduism’ and the 
Study of Indian Religions (Halle: 2003). Further research is provided by recent disserta-
tions: Gelders R., Ascetics and Crafty Priests: Orientalism and the European Representations 
of India, Ph.D. dissertation (Universiteit Gent: 2009); Trento M., Semantiche della conver-
sione: Traduzioni e traslazioni di linguaggi nell’opera del missionario gesuita Roberto Nobili, 
M.A. thesis (Università degli Studi di Torino: 2010); Ventura R. Nunes Jesus, Conversão e 
conversabilidade: Discursos da missão e do gentio na documentação do Padroado Português 
do Oriente (séculos XVI e XVII), Ph.D. dissertation (Universidade de Lisboa: 2011); 
Chakravarty A., The Empire of Apostles: Jesuits in Brazil and India, 16th–17th c., Ph.D. dis-
sertation (The University of Chicago: 2012). But see now Xavier Â. Barreto – Županov I.G., 
Catholic Orientalism: Portuguese Empire, Indian Knowledge, 16th–18th c. (New Delhi: 2014).

11 It is defined as ‘famous’, for instance, in Smith S.F., The Suppression of the Society of Jesus, 
2nd ed. (Leominster: 2004) 301; Melo C. Mercês, The Recruitment and Formation of the 
Native Clergy in India (16th–19th Century): An Historico-Canonical Study (Lisbon: 1955) 
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anachronistic character does not allow one to make sense of the relevance of 
power relations within the missions of Madurai, Mysore and the Carnatic: a 
major effect of accomodatio in South India was indeed the official recogni-
tion of caste hierarchies within the newly established Catholic community. As 
we mentioned above, the Malabar Rites were primarily Christianized Hindu 
saṃskāras and the Jesuit defence of them definitely did not anticipated the 
contemporary theological notion of inculturation. If the missions of Madurai, 
Mysore and the Carnatic were torn apart by a furious, decades-long contro-
versy, it was definitely because the very material constitution of the local soci-
eties was contested. While cultural differences indeed played a major role, the 
three missions were ravaged by such a fierce conflict because the adoption of 
native social hierarchies had been the main condition that the missionaries 
had negotiated with the local elites in order to ‘open the door’ to Christianity, 
just to use an image that was typical of Nobili’s rhetoric:

As I reached this city, where the devil had locked the door to the Gospel, 
in such a way that nothing could be achieved, although a residence had 
been established there fifteen years ago and the Fathers residing there 
had rare virtue and sanctity, eventually Our Lord began to open this door.12

Such a new understanding of the Malabar Rites controversy is part of a more 
general trend that can be seen in recent and ongoing studies on the early 
modern history of Christianity in India, which pay greater attention to differ-
ent forms of local agency.13 Therefore, only an aprioristic faith in an alleged 
overwhelming and irresistible European agency or in a super-human Jesuitical 
shrewdness could lead us to see the endeavours of the Society of Jesus in 

49; Dirks, Castes of Mind 25; Forrester D.B., “Hierarchy, Equality and Religion”, in idem, 
Christian Ethics and Practical Theology: Collected Writings on Christianity, India, and the 
Social Order (Farnham, Surrey: 2010) 43. Incidentally it should be noticed that the very 
expression ‘Malabar Rites’ was not employed during the seventeenth century and was 
never used in the controversy directly concerning Roberto Nobili. For a critical overview 
see Aranha P., “Malabar Rites: Towards a History of the Early Modern Controversies on 
Accomodatio in the Jesuit Missions of South India”, in Fabre P.-A. – Županov, I.G. (eds.), 
The Rites Controversy in the Early Modern World (Leiden – Boston: forthcoming).

12 Letter from Madurai to the Jesuit Fabio de Fabiis dated 8 October 1609, in Archivum 
Romanum Societatis Iesu, Rome, Goa 51, fol. 13v (‘Arrivato che fui a esta cita nella quale 
il Demonio haveva serrata la porta de maniera al S.to Evangelio che ha già da 15 anni che 
ca stando residentia non si potette far niente essendo li P.ri che qua residivano di singolar 
virtu he santitade. Comincio adesso N. S. a aprir questa porta’).

13 Chakravarti, The Empire of Apostles 248–319.
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Madurai, Mysore and the Carnatic as inspired by some sort of ‘syncretic mis-
sionary approach’.14 Such an interpretation would conclude that, if the three 
South Indian missions displayed phenomena of Hindu-Catholic religious syn-
thesis, this could happen only because the Jesuits had deliberately and con-
sciously planned to mix Christianity and the Indian ‘heathenism’. In fact, it is 
essential to differentiate Jesuit intentionality, informing a specific missionary 
approach, from concrete outcomes of religious interactions, as Rosalind Shaw 
and Charles Stewart have suggested precisely in relation to the modern concept 
of inculturation.15 If Catholic hierarchies stress today that the inculturation 
they are promoting has nothing to do with ‘syncretism’, such a differentiation 
would have been even more sharp in the age of the Counter-Reformation.

Inculturation and accomodatio are indeed different, particularly in the 
South Indian context, inasmuch as the former has a post-colonial drive and 
the latter is primarily related to a typically early-modern concern for maintain-
ing and enforcing social hierarchies as castes in so-called ‘holistic  societies’.16 
However, it is clear that both inculturation and accomodatio do express an 
effort to localize Christianity in non-European contexts.17 Both missionary 

14 Pavone S., “Propaganda, diffamazione e opinione pubblica: I gesuiti e la querelle sui riti 
malabarici”, in Per Adriano Prosperi, 3 vols. (Pisa: 2011), vol. II, Donattini M. – Marcocci G. – 
Pastore S. (eds.), L’Europa divisa e i nuovi mondi, 203–216, at 204.

15 Shaw R. – Stewart C., “Introduction: Problematizing Syncretism”, in Shaw R. – Stewart C. 
(eds.), Syncretism / Anti-syncretism: The Politics of Religious Synthesis (London – New York: 
1994) 1–26, at 11: ‘As anthropologists we would probably label many instances of incultura-
tion ‘syncretism’ in so far as they involve the combination of diverse traditions in the area 
of religion. Representatives of the Catholic Church would immediately dispute this usage, 
however, and reserve ‘syncretism’ for a narrower (and altogether negative) subset of such 
syntheses where they perceive that the Truth of the Christian message is distorted or lost’.

16 Louis Dumont has argued that the modern ideal of equality emerged in the West in 
the eighteenth century, in the context of an individualist society. However, the French 
anthropologist claimed that far more widespread, both geographically and chronologi-
cally, were the holistic societies in which the individual was considered inferior to the 
social totality. See Dumont L., Homo Hierarchicus: The Caste System and its Implications, 
trans. M. Sainsbury, L. Dumont, B. Gulati, 2nd rev. ed. (Chicago: 1980).

17 The localization we can detect in both accomodatio and inculturation is of a differ-
ent nature and more radical in comparison with the ‘local religion’ considered by  
Christian W.A., Local Religion in Sixteenth-Century Spain (Princeton: 1981). Another type 
of localization can be found in Menegon E., Ancestors, Virgins, and Friars: Christianity 
as a Local Religion in Late Imperial China (Cambridge, MA: 2009). Differently from local 
transformations of Christianity in Fujian, following ‘practices and beliefs of diverse local 
religious expressions, frequently heterodox and heteroprax in state and elite opinions’ 
(ibidem, 3), the localization expressed in India was concerned both with Brahmanical 
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strategies may lead to compromise solutions, but neither of them is based on 
a relativist and conciliatory approach theorized and consciously enacted by 
the missionaries. The complex dynamic of the Jesuit adaptationist strategy is 
explained in an exemplary way by David Mosse, as he considers specifically the 
Tamil region both at the time of the Malabar Rites controversy and after the 
re-establishment of the Society of Jesus:

The eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Jesuits’ tolerance of Indian cul-
tural traditions, including those of caste, contrasts sharply with their 
strong rejection of what was understood as Hindu religion. Fundamental 
to salvation was the rejection of Hindu religious practices, and the dia-
ries of Jesuit parish priests indicate severe sanctions imposed upon those 
who ‘attend pagan worship and secure the things offered to the devil’. 
Ironically, it was precisely this intolerance of Hindu ‘religion’ which actu-
ally encouraged the incorporation of Hindu ritual forms (and no doubt 
with them Hindu conceptions) into Catholic contexts.

As counterintuitive as it may appear, both today and at the time of the Malabar 
Rites controversy, the Jesuit tolerance of caste structures was combined with 
a clear ‘rejection of Hindu religious practices’: the strategy of accomodatio, 
implying ‘the incorporation of Hindu ritual forms (and no doubt with them 
Hindu conceptions)’, was deployed by the missionaries of the Society of Jesus 
precisely to fight Hinduism.18

While the adversaries of the Jesuit missionaries tried to portray them, at 
least in the most venomous polemical writings, as supporters of paganism, it is 
impossible to find a single hint suggesting that the Jesuits had ever conceived 
their apostolate as an effort to mix Christianity and other local religions. On 
the contrary, their task was precisely the ‘spiritual conquest of the East’, impos-
ing Christianity over the native belief system.19 In order to pursue that goal it 

Hinduism (partially similar, in terms of official status, to Confucianism in China) and 
with popular Hinduism, in relation to the European version of Christianity brought by 
missionaries.

18 Mosse D., “The Politics of Religious Synthesis: Roman Catholicism and Hindu Village 
Society in Tamil Nadu, India”, in Shaw – Stewart (eds.), Syncretism /Anti-syncretism 
85–107, at 91.

19 The notion of a ‘spiritual conquest of the East’ was used as title of a famous history of 
the Franciscan missions in Portuguese Asia, composed at the beginning of the seven-
teenth century, but printed only half a century ago, namely Trindade Paulo da, Conquista 
Espiritual do Oriente em que se dá relação de algumas cousas mais notáveis que fizeram 
os Frades Menores da Santa Provincia de S. Tomé da India Oriental em a pregação da fé e 
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could result expedient to adapt Christianity to social structures and customs 
very different from the European ones. In India this could imply accepting 
caste distinctions and even tolerating the segregation of the most humble 
social groups by means of practices of ‘untouchability’, as the case-study I am 
going to present will show.20

 Liturgy and Untouchability: Social and Physical Spaces of the 
Malabar Rites Controversy

The image reproduced below [Fig. 9.1] is taken from an apologetic work pub-
lished anonymously in 1729 by Fr. Broglia Antonio Brandolini (1677–1747), 
Procurator of the Jesuit missions of Madurai, Mysore and the Carnatic to 
the Roman Curia in the controversy on the Malabar Rites.21 As the author 
specified, he had submitted this architectural representation—a multi-view 
orthographic projection showing a church of the ‘nobles’ and ‘Parreas’, as 
well as houses of the missionaries—to Pope Benedict XIII and to the Roman 
Congregation of the Holy Office in 1725, in an attempt to obtain a repeal or at 
least a moderation of the decree Inter graviores, published in 1704 by Carlo 
Tomaso Maillard de Tournon, Patriarch of Antioch and Papal Legate to China 
and East Indies, while sojourning in the South Indian harbour of Pondichéry. 
The various customs and practices described in the decree are those Malabar 
Rites that led to a fierce controversy, which was to last for forty years.22

 conversão dos inféis, em mais de trinta reinos, do Cabo de Boa Esperança até às remotissi-
mas Ilhas do Japão, ed. F.F. Lopes, 3 vols. (Lisbon: 1962).

20 Sekine Y., Anthropology of Untouchability: ‘Impurity’ and ‘Pollution’ in a South Indian 
Society (Osaka: 2002). See also Mosse D., The Saint in the Banyan Tree: Christianity and 
Caste Society in India (Berkeley – Los Angeles – London: 2012).

21 “Disegno della Chiesa de’ Nobili, e Parreas, entro lo stesso recinto di muro esteriore, e 
della casa del Missionario”, in Brandolini Broglia Antonio, Risposta alle accuse date al pra-
ticato sin’ora da’ Religiosi della Compagnia di Giesù, nelle Missioni del Madurey, Mayssur, e 
Carnate, in due libri diversi dal reverendissimo Padre Fra Luigi Maria Lucino del Venerabil’ 
Ordine de’ Predicatori, Maestro di Sacra Teologia, e Commissario Generale del Santo Ufizio 
in Roma. Opera d’un Professore della medesima Sacra Teologia, 3 vols. (Cologne, [s.n.]: 
1729), vol. II, pt. 2, between 600 and 601. A printed copy of the same map can be found 
in Archivio della Congregazione per l’Evangelizzazione dei Popoli de Propaganda Fide, 
Rome, Scritture riferite ai congressi, Indie Orientali e Cina, Miscellanea 14, fols. 316r–334v, 
at 325r.

22 The text of the decree, issued on 23 June 1704 and published on the following 8 July, can 
be found in De Martinis R. (ed.), Iuris Pontifcii de Propaganda Fide Pars Prima complectens 
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Figure 9.1 Disegno della Chiesa de’ Nobili, e Parreas, entro lo stesso recinto di muro esteriore,  
e della casa del Missionario.  
Source: Brandolini Broglia Antonio, Risposta alle accuse date al  
pratticato sin’ora da’ Religiosi della Compagnia di Giesù, nelle Missioni  
del Madurey, Mayssur, e Carnate (1729).
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These ‘Parreas’ were actually the paṛaiyār, a specific jāti (caste as a professional 
group) of South India. By metonymy their name was often used to indicate all 
the numerous castes that were subject to untouchability.23 As for the ‘nobles’, 
the castes specifically concerned were—in terms of varṇa (caste as a ritual 
group)—mere śūdras, placed at the bottom of the ideal fourfold social scheme 
devised in the puruṣasūkta hymn of the Ṛgveda (10. 90) and including above 
them the brāhmaṇas, the kṣatriyas (warriors) and the vaiśyas (merchants, 
farmers, cattle-herders and artisans). However,

there are two facts about the Sudras [sic]. First, some powerful commu-
nities were counted in the caste hierarchies as Sudras, but they enjoyed 
the highest social prestige. The Reddys [Reḍḍis] of Andhra, the Vellalas 
[Veḷḷāḷas] of Tamil Nadu, and the Nayars [Nāyars] of Malabar never 
accepted the four-fold division though the Brahmins described them as 
Sudras. Also, they enjoyed as communities social power similar to that 
claimed by the Kshatriyas [sic]. Secondly, ‘the Sudras seem to have pro-
duced an unusually large number of royal families even in more recent 
times’.24

In the Tamil context, namely in the cultural region within which the Madurai 
mission was placed, the roles belonging theoretically to the kṣatriyas and the 
vaiśyas were fulfilled by a number of different castes, all together labelled by 
the missionaries as ‘nobles’. Even more strikingly, between the sixteenth and 
the eighteenth centuries the Tamil country was ruled by the Nāyakas, kings of 
Śūdra origin whose legitimacy and ritual purity was affirmed by court poets 
with elegant subversions of the varṇa model.25

The visual document provided by Brandolini did not concern a particular 
point of the decree Inter graviores, as the latter did not contain any specific 
provision concerning the way churches should be built in the three Jesuit 
missions. However, Brandolini presented the illustration to the Holy Office in 
order to explain better the condition of the ‘Parreas’, about whom Tournon 

Bullas, Brevia, Acta S.S. a Congregationis institutione ad praesens iuxta temporis seriem dis-
posita, 7 vols. (Rome: 1890), vol. III, 166–182.

23 Turston E. – Rangachari K., Castes and Tribes of Southern India, 7 vols. (Madras: 1909),  
vol. VI, 77–139.

24 Krishnan-Kuty G., Peasantry in India (New Delhi: 1986) 10.
25 Narayana Rao V. – Shulman D. – Subhramanyam S., Symbols of Substance: Court and State 

in Nāyaka Period Tamilnadu (Delhi: 1992) 72–76.
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had decreed that their alleged ‘untouchability’ should not prevent priests from 
entering their miserable huts to provide them the viaticum and the last rites.

Brandolini included this multi-view projection in his book without any 
particular explanation—as if the image could ‘speak’ for itself—at the end of 
a section concerning the administration of the viaticum to the ‘Parreas’. Its 
inclusion in the book, as well as its previous presentation in manuscript form 
to the Roman authorities in 1725, can only be interpreted as evidence of the 
alleged good will of the Jesuits towards the converted ‘Parreas’. If the mission-
aries of the Society claimed that they could not enter the huts of this despised 
caste, lest they would be considered impure and would not be allowed to 
have contacts with the faithful of noble birth, through this image Brandolini 
wanted to demonstrate how the Jesuits did not actually discriminate against 
the Christian ‘Parreas’ in their access to the sacraments, inasmuch as direct 
physical contact was not required.

As we try to understand the spatial dimension of conversion processes, it is 
necessary to consider in detail the message that Brandolini conveys through 
this projection. First of all, let us examine the title: “Plan of the Church of the 
Nobles, and the Parreas, within the same external wall, and of the house of the 
Missionary”. The crucial element is the point that the church of the ‘nobles’ 
and that of the ‘Parreas’ were included within a same external wall. The title 
was phrased ambiguously, inasmuch as the expression ‘Church of the Nobles 
and the Parreas’ could be interpreted in Italian as hinting either at one single 
church shared by both communities or at two different churches. It was the 
reference to a ‘common external wall’ that suggested the latter interpretation. 
As an island dispersed into an ocean of ‘heathenism’, or as a fortress in a ‘pagan 
wilderness’, the space enclosed by this wall was an outpost of the true faith  
in partibus infidelium.

Brandolini made it clear that the Jesuits did not promote a social schism 
within the communities of the Indian neophytes. From the elevated vantage 
point we can see that the wall was not merely a symbolic fence but a barrier 
higher than a man’s height. Brandolini implied with such a wall that osmotic 
movements between the Christian and the non-Christian spaces were not 
allowed: the only access to the realm of the faithful was through two gates spe-
cifically designed for this purpose. The distinction between these two open-
ings was social: a side entrance, on the shorter side of the quasi-rectangular 
space described by the wall, was reserved for the ‘Parreas’, whereas the gate 
leading to the church of the ‘nobles’ was placed on one of the two longer sides. 
An internal wall divided the global space of the Christian ‘fortress’ into two 
impermeable parts, allocated respectively to the ‘nobles’ and the ‘Parreas’. 
However, these two parts were not two halves: the space of the ‘nobles’ was 
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more than two thirds of the total area, considering also that a curve deprived 
the section of the ‘Parreas’ of the space that would otherwise allow them to 
claim at least a third of the total Catholic space. If there was a single Christian 
community facing the ‘pagan otherness’, within the external wall we find two 
distinct churches. That of the ‘Parreas’ was not even an entire building: one 
third of it (marked in the map with the number 15) belonged to the space of the 
‘noble’ Christians. This way the church of the ‘Parreas’ properly defined was, as 
noted, circa one third the size of the church of the ‘nobles’.

A trait common to both the ‘noble’ and ‘Parrea’ spaces was the presence of 
kitchens (numbers 20 and 21), suggesting the recurrence of communal meals 
held according to the principle of caste commensality, but also hinting at the 
fact—analysed, for instance, by a classic and widely debated author such as 
Louis Dumont with respect to the North Indian context—that while the trans-
fer of raw food from an inferior caste to a superior one is always possible (for 
example as a gift to a brāhmaṇa after he has performed a ritual service), that of 
cooked food is far more difficult, although not totally impossible.26

The disparity between the ‘noble’ and ‘Parrea’ spaces can be detected by 
observing that the church of the ‘untouchables’ was not actually an indepen-
dent place of worship, but rather a ‘theatre’ where an audience gathered to 
gaze at a religious performance taking place on a separate stage, namely in 
the church of the ‘nobles’. As is clear particularly in the middle picture of the 
illustration, titled ‘section’ (‘spaccato’), the ‘Parreas’ were able to see the priest 
celebrating the eucharist in front of the altar, placed only in the church of the 
‘nobles’, but the opening of the church of the ‘Parreas’ was not large enough 
to allow them to see the altar per se. It is possible that the priest would allow 
also the ‘Parreas’ to enjoy the auspicious vision of the divine presence in the 
eucharist during the rite of the Ecce Agnus Dei, just before the distribution of 
the communion towards the end of the Mass. It should be noted that such a 
vision of the divine under the name of darśana is essential also to Hindu piety.27 
However, the extension of such a display also to the ‘Parrea’ converts can only 
be guessed, as the image offered by Brandolini does not clarify the point. On 
the contrary, the association of the missionary with the ‘nobles’ is obvious: 

26 Dumont, Homo Hierarchicus 142. It should be noted, however, that in our case we are deal-
ing with relations between ‘untouchable’ castes and higher castes, which are a specific 
case in comparison with the general issue of inter-caste relations.

27 I explored this connection in the unpublished paper “A Catholic Darśana: Eucharistic 
Adorations and Processions in Early-Modern Portuguese India”, presented on 30 June 2011 
at the conference of the Association for Spanish and Portuguese Historical Studies held 
at the Instituto de Ciências Sociais in Lisbon.
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his house, as well as his kitchen, are represented on the side of the church of 
the ‘nobles’, which is at the farthest end from the ‘Parrea’ section. There was a 
single confessional for the faithful of all castes; however, the priest accessed 
it from the side of the ‘nobles’.28 If we consider that the ‘Parreas’ are located 
on the left side of Brandolini’s plan, the ‘nobles’ in the central part, and the 
house of the missionary on the farthest right side of the picture, we can easily 
identify a hierarchical direction moving from right to left. The prominence of 
the right over the left side in Christianity and many other religious and cultural 
traditions is a fact both empirically ascertained and theoretically engaging.29 
In the context of early modern South India such a spatial divide assumed a 
new meaning in the conflict between the valaṅgai and iḍaṅgai groups, namely 
‘right hand’ against ‘left hand’ castes:

In a general sense, the right-hand division included groups traditionally 
involved in agriculture or the production of agricultural or rural commod-
ities, though it also had associations with military service. Communities 
belonging to the left-hand division were primarily non-agricultural, and 
included merchant and artisan groups.30

In this case the right-left dichotomy did not have a clear hierarchical sense, as 
‘the Valangai [sic] or Right Hand faction included the more respectable castes 
together with the Parayer [sic]’.31 It seems therefore that the right-left direc-
tion visible in Brandolini projection corresponded more to a Christian symbol-
ism (not surprising, considering also his intended audience) than to the South 
Indian conflict between valaṅgai and iḍaṅgai divisions.

In Brandolini’s multi-view orthographic projection we find a further con-
firmation of this hierarchical orientation in the fact that, within the church 
of the ‘nobles’, women are on the left side and men on the right. A crucial 
piece of information, however, is not provided. Nowhere, neither in explicit 
nor implicit form (for instance by means of a particular position of the sun 
and of the shadows projected by the buildings), can we ascertain the position 

28 In the image the confessional (number 10) is defined as ‘room for hearing confessions’ 
(‘Stanza per udir le confessioni’). Separate places were allocated to the ‘nobles’ and the 
‘Parreas’ to make their confessions. Such an arrangement leads to the conclusion that 
the missionary heard the confession through windows and grilles, facing respectively the 
‘noble’ and ‘Parreas’ sections of the compound.

29 McManus C., Right Hand, Left Hand: The Origins of Asymmetry in Brains, Bodies, Atoms, 
and Cultures (Cambridge, MA: 2002) 29–30.

30 Sinopoli C.M., The Political Economy of Craft Production: Crafting Empire in South India,  
c. 1350–1650 (New York: 2003) 102.

31 Rajayyan K.N., Administration and Society in the Carnatic, 1701–1801 (Tirupati: 1966) 119.
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of the cardinal directions. It could be imagined that the altar was facing east, 
following an ancient Christian tradition.32 In any case, the Jesuit Francisco 
Laynez had already observed in his Defensio Indicarum Missionum, a funda-
mental book in the Malabar Rites controversy published in 1707, that the settle-
ments of the paṛaiyār (known in Tamil as cheris, although the Jesuit does not 
mention this expression)33 used to be placed on the eastern side of the South 
Indian villages. The axis northeast–southwest should also be considered here 
in order to assess what Laynez wrote on the spatial orientation of the Tamil 
settlements. He gave two reasons for this specific orientation. First of all, the 
‘nobles’—affected by a true nobilitatis furor—did not want that their settle-
ments might be contaminated even by the shadows of the paṛaiyār. By being 
placed on the west side, the ‘nobles’ would indeed be tainted by impure shad-
ows in the morning, but would then be purified in the evening by the sunset 
beams. Secondly, Laynez observed that in South India winds often blew from 
the west: if the paṛaiyār had lived in the western parts of the villages, then their 
impurity—understood in very graphic terms as an unbearable stench—would 
be carried up to the quartiers inhabited by the ‘noble’ castes.34

On the basis of this evidence, admitted by the very Jesuits who supported 
accomodatio and favoured the separation of the paṛaiyār from the ‘noble’ 
castes, it could be argued that the church of the paṛaiyār in Brandolini’s pro-
jection was actually oriented towards the east. This would imply that the altar 
would face south and the entrance to the space of the ‘nobles’ would be from 
the north. Very significantly, the position of the missionary’s house would then 
be on the extreme western side of the Christian complex. It would indeed be 
a fascinating temptation (but definitely further research is required) to see 
Brandolini’s illustration, read within the inter-textual context of the Malabar 
Rites controversy, as a demonstration of a new spatial and theological axiom, 
such as ex Occidente salus (‘salvation from the West’). Is it too much to argue 
that the image condensed in itself both the spatial fixation of caste hierarchies 
and the direction of Christianization as a conversion process moving from the 
West to the East?

32 Lang U.M., Turning toward the Lord: Orientation in Liturgical Prayer (San Francisco: 2004) 
35–60.

33 Tirumaavalavan, Talisman: Extreme Emotions of Dalit Liberation, trans. M. Kandasamy 
(Kolkata: 2003) 7, fn. 3.

34 Laynez Francisco, Defensio Indicarum missionum Madurensis nempe Maysurensis & 
Carnatensis edita, occasione decreti ab Ill[ustrissi]mo D[omino] Patriarcha Antiocheno 
D[omino] Carolo Maillard de Tournon visitatore apostolico in Indiis Orientalibus lati (Rome, 
Typographia Reverendae Camerae Apostolicae: 1707) 32.
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 Conclusion

The assimilation of Christianity to the local social structures allowed a steady 
growth of the missions in South India, placed beyond the control of any 
Catholic power and subject to Hindu or Muslim rulers. However, it also caused 
the emergence of a spatial tension that is at the very heart of the Malabar 
Rites controversy. Theoretically, the neophytes belonged all to one and the 
same community: they attended the same Mass and all had equal access to 
the divine energy provided by the sacraments. In practice, the uniform space 
of faith had to cope with a fragmented social space. The low-caste paṛaiyār 
Christians were segregated in their cheris, at a safe distance from the centre 
of each South Indian village. In order to avoid social defilement the high caste 
Christians refused to attend the Mass under the same roof. The Jesuits mission-
aries, vocally represented in Rome particularly by their Procurator Brandolini, 
devised convoluted architectural solutions meant to allow the ‘plebeians’ to be 
separated from the ‘noble’ Christians during the Mass, even while making it 
possible for them to attend the sacred functions and receive Holy Communion. 
The liturgical segregation of the paṛaiyār could remind the Roman authorities 
of the walls and grilles separating cloistered nuns from the laity in conventual 
churches; however, while those nuns held a high religious status, the segrega-
tion of the paṛaiyār was due to their social stigma. Particularly difficult was 
the problem of providing the viaticum to the moribund ‘untouchables’. The 
missionaries were not allowed to enter the huts of the low caste neophytes, 
lest they should be considered contaminated by the upper-caste faithful, who 
would not recognize them anymore as their own priests. On the other hand, 
the option of carrying moribund persons to the nearest church could easily 
cause death without the last rites.35

The controversy about the missions of Madurai, Mysore and the Carnatic 
highlighted less a contradiction between the European and Indian ways of life 
than a more general early-modern tension between a certain Christian egali-
tarian space and one of social separation. As the Jesuits argued, the unity of the 
Church did not imply the abolition of social distinctions. Brandolini claimed 

35 It is noteworthy that the image is placed just towards the end of the book section that 
Brandolini devotes to the administration of the viaticum to the ‘Parreas’. The author 
states that the image is placed there ‘for greater clarity of the whole controversy’ (‘per 
maggiore chiarezza di tutta la controversia’), even though—as we observed before—this 
image hints at a problem—the spatial discrimination of the ‘Parreas’ in the church com-
pound—that is not actually developed in the whole book. See Brandolini, Risposta alle 
accuse, vol. II, 601 (§ 263).
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even that a ‘ordered charity’ (‘ordinata carità’) could not go against the prin-
ciple of prominence of the public over the private good. The distinction of an 
‘ordered’ from a ‘disordered’ charity emerged within a context of involuntary 
irony, as it is highlighted in one of the various manuscript memoranda that 
Brandolini submitted to the Roman Inquisition.36 Brandolini claimed that the 
problem of providing the last sacraments to the moribund ‘Parreas’ in their 
huts was similar to the situation of a moribund (male) infant whose parents 
would not accept his baptism. On the basis of classical theological authors 
who had objected against forced baptisms, Brandolini concluded that even the 
provision of sacraments to the ‘Parreas’ in their huts should be ruled out, inas-
much as the public good should be preferred to the private one.37 As the forced 
baptism of an infant could cause perturbation to his parents, so the violation 
of the untouchability of the ‘Parreas’—argued Brandolini—could cause com-
motion among the community of the ‘noble’ Christians and subject it to a diffi-
cult trial. The conclusion of the analogy went so far that the Jesuit claimed that 
the forced baptism of an infant was as sinful as the provision of sacraments to 
the ‘Parreas’ in their miserable dwellings.

An enthusiastic love of paradox probably led Brandolini to justify the dis-
crimination of the ‘Parreas’ even in the conferment of the last sacraments, on 
the basis of the obligation that the ‘plebeians’ had of honouring the ‘nobles’, 
even if the latter were wicked or non-Christian people: it was not the specific 
virtue of a single individual that should be honoured, but a superior quality 
that could be seen reflected in a person, even if only in a figurative or sym-
bolic way.38 Brandolini implicitly suggested to the prelates of the Holy Office in 
charge of evaluating the Malabar Rites that the hierarchical principles debated 
in the South Indian missions were finally not so different from the ones invoked 
in Europe to justify the power of the aristocracy over the other social groups, 

36 Brandolini Broglia Antonio, Aggiunta 2.a alla Clausola toccante l’amministrazione de’ 
Sagramenti à Parreas nelle lor Case, comandata dal Sig[no]r Card[ina]l di Tournon nel suo 
Decreto al § Ferre pariter etc., in Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale, Rome, Fondo Gesuitico 
1014, fols. 20r–30r, esp. 25v–26r.

37 This is how Brandolini refers to the theological doctrine in favour of the forced baptism of 
a moribund infant: ‘So Castropalao in the above-mentioned point [= De Ordine Charitatis] 
n.° 5, Coninck disp. 25 dub. 7 n.° 88, and the common opinion of theologians expressly 
teach’ (‘Così insegnano espressamente Castropalao al luogo sopracitato n.° 5, Coninck 
disp. 25 dub. 7 n.° 88 col comun de Teologi’), Aggiunta 2.a, fol. 25v. 

38 Brandolini Broglia Antonio, “Informatione di Fato sopra varij dubbij toccanti le Clausole 
de’ Parreas, e delle Ceneri, ed altri segni”, in Archivio della Congregazione per la Dottrina 
della Fede, Rome, St. St., QQ 1–i, fols. 152r–161v and 163–219v, esp. 6r–v.
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irrespective of the intrinsic merits or vices that each single European noble-
man could have.

The rigorous spatial separation displayed by Brandolini’s multi-view pro-
jection could then appear as a consistent understanding of a necessary and 
universal hierarchical organization of any given society. In this perspective it 
seems difficult to imagine that the acceptance by certain Catholic missionaries 
of Indian structures of hierarchical subjugation may be understood primarily 
as an effort to dialogue with a non-European culture or that the endorsement 
of caste segregation may have anticipated the ideas of inculturation elaborated 
during the twentieth century. Even more puzzling would be an interpretation 
according to which ‘the choice made by the Jesuits of keeping the neophytes’ 
community within the dynamics of Indian society, avoiding therefore the risk 
of triggering among the converts a sense of estrangement towards their com-
mon culture, made it possible to keep open important communication chan-
nels for the future’.39

The analysis of a specific visual source has shown us, on the contrary, that 
the sacramental discrimination of the paṛaiyār was located at the crossroads 
between a specific European hierarchical culture and the dynamic of social 
conflict that characterized early modern South India. The clumsy and para-
doxical arguments of Brandolini, which should not be considered representa-
tive of a unanimous position among the missionaries of the Society of Jesus in 
South India, provided easy ammunition to anti-Jesuit critics. At the very end of 
the Malabar Rites controversy, the sacramental discrimination of the paṛaiyār 
was described by Abbé Jean-Baptiste Gaultier (1685–1755), a Jansenist theo-
logian, as a fundamental religious flaw: ‘Il n’y a ni Dieu ni Religion où il n’y a 
point de charité’.40 As students of history we should probably refrain from easy 
projections of the past into the present. However, if the expression of a moral 
protest is not in conflict with scholarly rigour, then it would be very difficult 
not to see in the paṛaiyār, segregated in less than one third of the social space, 
an emblem of the radical inequalities that characterize our own world.

39 Pavone, “Tra Roma e il Malabar” 679 (‘[. . .] la scelta dei gesuiti di mantenere la comunità 
di neofiti all’interno delle dinamiche della società indiana, evitando così di suscitare nei 
convertiti un senso di estraneità rispetto a una cultura comune, consentì di tenere aperti 
importanti canali di comunicazione per il futuro’).

40 Les Jesuites convaincus d’obstination a permetre l’idolâtrie dans la Chine: Lettres de l’abbé 
J.-B. Gaultier (1744) 100. This anonymous libel was already attributed to Gaultier by 
Moréri L., Le Grand Dictionnaire Historique, ou le Mélange curieux de l’Histoire Sacrée et 
Profane . . . Nouvelle édition dans laquelle on a refondu les Suppléments de M. l’abbé Goujet, 
le tout revu, corrigé et augmenté par M. Drouet, 10 vols. (Paris, Chez les Libraires Associés: 
1759), vol. V, 103.
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1912. La bulla di Mantai è datata in 

età tardo-sasanide, un dato che po

trebbe forse essere confermato dal

lo studio paleografico del breve te

sto pahlavi. Indubbiamente la croce 

della bulla rappresenta un parallelo 

importante delle Persian Crosses 

dell' India meridionale. 

Un'informazione che, nel contesto 

di questo importante oggetto, po

trebbe abbassare la cronologia delle 

Croci e forse collocarle in un perio

do caratterizzato dalla forte espan

sione della Chiesa d 'Oriente, o per

siana, in un contesto dottrinario di 

tipo "nestoriano". Ben si sa che le 

terre che affacciavano sul l'Oceano 

Indiano erano pertinenza della dio

cesi di Seleucia-Ctesifonte, ove la 

lingua liturgica era il mediopersiano 

APPROFONDIMENTI 

o pahlavi, e che Seleucia-Ctesifonte 

separatasi da Roma dal 424, dalla 

fine del v secolo abbraccia la dot

trina nestoriana del le "due nature" 

(CERETI 2002) . 

Da queste poche osservazioni risul

tano chiari due elementi. Il primo è 

che, qualunque sia il terminus cro

nologico di pochi dati archeologici , 

essi non riescono però a scendere 

al tempo che le tradizioni letterarie, 

sia la "settentrionale" che la "meri

dionale", hanno definito per l'inizio 

dell 'ecc/esia cristiana dell'Asia meri

dionale, ovvero al tempo della pre

dicazione dell'apostolo Tommaso. Il 

secondo punto è che un'archeologia 

dell 'Asia meridionale paleocristiana, 

intesa come un vero e proprio cam

po di studi, ancora deve nascere. E 

questo ci si augura avvenga presto. 

Luca M. 0/ivieri 
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2002, 52, 1-4, pp. 285-310; M ARSHALL 

1 960', pp. 27 -28; MiHINDUKULASURIYA 2011. 

2. Croce in pietra con legenda 
in pahlavi nella chiesa 
siro-malabarita di Valiyapally, 
a Kottayam in Kerala (India). 

3. Croce di san Tommaso 
in granito nella chiesa Holy 
Mount a Mylapore nel distretto 
di Chennay (sud dell 'India) . 

l martiri di Thar:-e 
(9-11 aprile 1321) 

Nel1321 partì da Tabriz una spedi

zione di missionari diretti in Cina. Il 

gruppo era composto dal domeni

cano francese Jourdain Catalani de 

Sévérac e da quattro francescani, 

ovvero i sacerdoti Tommaso da To

lentino, Pietro da Siena e Giacomo 

da Padova, nonché il fratello laico 

Demetrio da Tbilisi , esperto in lin

gue orientali. Fra Tommaso, il più 

anziano nel gruppo e significativo 

esponente degli "Spirituali" , per 

due volte era stato punito dai suoi 

superiori col carcere fra il 127 4 e il 

1290 a causa delle sue idee sulla 

povertà (MARIOTTI 1894, pp. 40-43, 

47-53). Il gruppo salpò da Ormuz 

alla volta di Kollam (lat. Columbum 

e Palumbum, ing . Quilon), impor

tante porto del Malabar, nella spe

ranza di poter trovare li un imbarco 

per la Cina. Contro la loro volontà la 

nave si diresse tuttavia a Tha(le (la t. 

Tana) , città oggi assorbita da Mum

bai. l resoconti francescani (Go

LUBOVICH 1906-1927, Il , 1913, pp. 

70-71, 110-112 ; 111 , pp. 211-213) 

supportano l' ipotesi che all 'epoca 

la parte settentrionale della costa 

del Korika(l fosse stata appena as

soggettata dal Sultanato di Delhi. 

Se sembra che i portoghesi, giunti 

in India con la spedizione di Vasco 

da Gama nel 1498, incontrassero 

cristian i di san Tommaso solo nel 

Malabar, è molto interessante l'at 

testazione da parte dei frati della 

presenza a Tha(le non solo di mu

sulmani e hindu, ma anche di 15 

famiglie "nestoriane" (ODORICO DA 

PORDENONE, ed. 1929, p . 424) . Non 

è chiaro se si trattasse di mercanti 

appartenenti alla comunità malaba

rese dei cristiani di san Tommaso, o 

se appartenessero a una diaspora 

mercantile d 'origine mediorienta

le, o se fossero discendenti di una 

presunta chiesa fondata dall'apo

stolo Bartolomeo. Ospitati presso 

una di queste famiglie "nestoriane", 

i frati furono coinvolti in una violenta 

lite fra marito e moglie. Colpita con 

percosse, quest 'ultima si rivolse al 

qaçfi, ovvero al locale giudice isla

mico. l frati furono convocati come 

testimoni ma le autorità musulmane 

colsero l'occasione per organizzare 

una disputa teologica. Fra Jourdain, 

in quanto esperto nella lingua per

siana, si era recato nel frattempo 

446 

nelle vicine ci ttà di Separa e Bha

ruc (rispettivamente un sobborgo 

dell'attuale Mumbai e un porto sulla 

costa del Gujarat) allo scopo di bat

tezzare alcuni "nestoriani" restati a 

lungo privi dei sacramenti (MARcos 

DE LISBOA 1562, p. 194). Il giovane 

fra Pietro rimase di guardia a casa. 

l tre francescani si videro costretti 

a esprimere un'opinione su Mao

metto. Tommaso da Tolentino, con 

l' intransigenza già dimostrata nei 

dibattiti francescani sulla povertà, 

definì il profeta dell ' lslam «figlio del

la perdizione•, condannato all'in

ferno col diavolo, suo padre. Tale 

risposta equivalse a una condanna 

a morte per tutti i missionari. l frati 

furono anzitutto esposti per un 'in

tera giornata al sole cocente della 

stagione che precede l'arrivo dei 

monsoni. Rimasti miracolosamente 

illesi, i missionari furono allora con

dannati a un 'ordalia. A tale scopo 

i persecutori scelsero il giovane 

sacerdote Giacomo da Padova. 

Questi sopravvisse al fuoco senza 

riportare ustioni , così che la popo

lazione di Tha(le si convinse che i 

frati fossero santi. Il qaçfi obiettò 

che fra Giacomo sarebbe scampa

to alla morte in quanto vestito con 

una tunica tessuta con «lana della 

terra di Abramo•. Il francescano 

padovano affrontò quindi una nuo

va prova del fuoco. Benché nudo e 

cosparso d'olio, risultò ancora una 

volta illeso. 

Il malik, ovvero il governatore del

la città, convintosi della santità dei 

missionari, cercò allora di salvar

li dalla persecuzione del qaçfi. Li 

portò in una terra oltre un braccio 

di mare e li fece ospitare presso la 

casa di un hindu . Il qaçfi reagì pa

ventando la rovina della fede islami

ca nella regione a seguito del suc

cesso riportato dai frati. Sostenne 

inoltre che punire un cristiano o un 

ebreo che parlasse male dell'lslam 

fosse azione tanto meritoria quanto 

andare in pellegrinaggio alla Mec

ca. Il malik cedette di fronte a tali 

argomenti, e il qaçfi fece arrestare i 

frati e tutti i cristiani locali. l tre fra

ti furono uccisi di spada il 9 aprile 

1321 , giovedì prima della Domeni

ca delle Palme. 

Al martirio seguirono miracoli c la

morosi. L'atmosfera divenne stra

ordinariamente luminosa, la luna 

particolarmente brillante e una tem

pesta con tuoni e fulmini , inaudita 

soprattutto in quella stagione d i an-



1. Ambrogio Lorenzetti, 
La città di Amali'q, post 1340, 
particolare del convento 
e del castello, frammento 
di affresco del ciclo di tra 
Pietro da Siena. Siena, chiesa 
di San Francesco, chiostro. 

nuale siccità, affondò la nave che 

aveva portato nolenti i frati sino a 

Tha(le. Il qacjl non desistette e ordi

nò la cattura di Pietro da Siena. Mi

nacciato e lusingato con promesse, 

questi - ignaro della lingua locale -

espresse a gesti la sua indisponibi

lità all'abiura. Fu torturato e poi im

piccato a un albero, sopravvivendo 

tuttavia miracolosamente. Morì infi 

ne di spada 1'11 aprile. Il suo corpo, 

abbandonato nei campi, non fu più 

ritrovato e Dio rivelò a persone de

gne di fede che esso sarebbe stato 

rivelato a tempo opportuno. Il malik 

vide i frati in sogno, chiese loro per

dono e liberò i cristiani imprigionati , 

assicurando loro la sua protezione 

contro ogni violenza. Su suggeri

mento del qacjl, fece costruire in 

espiazione .. quattro moschee, c ioè 

quattro Chiese" (ODORICO DA PORDE

NONE, ed . 1929, pp. 434-435) ed 

offrì un pasto per i poveri (MARcos 

DE LISBOA 1562, p. 197). Secondo 

le fonti agiografiche il Sultano di 

Delhi, allora Ghiyas ud-cfin Tughluq 

(1320-1325), avrebbe convocato il 

l F RA N C ES CANI E L E TERRE D' A SIA 

malik e gli avrebbe chiesto conto 

dell'uccisione dei frati , nonostante 

la loro miracolosa resistenza a-lle 

torture e al fuoco, e avrebbe infi

ne condannato a morte lui e la sua 

famiglia. l corpi dei frati Tommaso, 

Giacomo e Demetrio, conservatisi 

miracolosamente, furono succes

sivamente trasferiti dal confratello 

Odorico da Pordenone (m. 1331) 

in uno dei due conventi francesca

ni nel porto cinese di Quanzhou 

(0DORICO DA PORDENONE, ed. 1929, 

pp. 436-439). A Tha(le e nella re

gione circonvicina continuò almeno 

per un paio d'anni l'apostolato di 

fra Jourdain , sopravvissuto all 'uc

cisione dei compagni di missione 

(WADDING 1625-1 654, 111 , 1636, pp. 

255-256). 

Il martirio di Tha(le ebbe un'eco 

immediata in Europa. Attorno al 

1336 Ambrogio Lorenzetti dipinse 

nel chiostro del convento di San 

Francesco a Siena un grande ciclo 

di affreschi sul martirio di fra Pietro 

[fig. 1]. Ammirato in particolare per 

la drammatica resa della tempesta 

successiva al martirio, il ciclo ci è 

oggi noto solo grazie ad alcuni 

frammenti scoperti alla fine degli 

anni settanta del secolo scorso e 

conservati ora presso il Rettorato 

dell 'Università di Siena. Succes

sivamente, per vie non ch iare, fu 

traslata a Tolentino la testa di tra 

Tommaso, dichiarato nel 18g4 be

ato per «Culto reso da tempo im

memorabile" (MARIOTTI 1894, pp. 

176-225). 

La città di Thii(le e la regione oggi 

ricompresa a Mumbai entrarono in 

possesso dei portoghesi nel 1534. 

Pochi anni dopo il !idalgo Anto

nio de Sousa detto "O Langarà" 

vi ritrovò una stele di legno scuro 

raffigurante un frate , con tonsura 

e mani riposte sotto lo scapolare, 

subito identificato con fra Jourdain 

(SousA 171 O, p. 23). Il martirio di 

Tha(le fu riferito nella principale 

cronaca dei francescani portoghesi 

in India anzitutto per dimostrare la 

priorità missionaria in tale regione 

dei Frati Minori rispetto ad altri or

dini religiosi, gesuiti in primis (PAuLo 

DA TRINDADE, ed. lopes 1 g52 , l, pp. 

72-73; Il , pp. 173-175). Pur con 

vistoso anacronismo, si affermò 

l'importanza tondativa del martirio 

di Tha(le, sostenendo che i quattro 

frati sarebbero stati inviati in India 

dallo stesso san Francesco (MIGUEL 

DA PURIFICAçiio 1640, p. 46r). Per 

, fama costante e certa• si giunse 

inoltre alla conclusione che il con

vento dei francescani portoghesi di 

Sant 'Antonio tosse stato costruito 

proprio nel luogo del martirio di Pie

tro da Siena mentre gli altri tre frati 
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sarebbero stati decapitati a Colvà, 

corrispondente con probabilità a 

Kelva-Mahim (DEUS 16gQ, p. 9). 

Per la dimensione globale della sua 

recezione, per l'importanza del

la sua rappresentazione artistica 

e soprattutto per la sua centralità 

nella costruzione di una memoria 

francescana, il martirio di Thii(le 

costitu isce indubbiamente un epi 

sodio fondativo nella storia delle 

missioni in India. 

Paolo Aranha 
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THE JOURNAL OF WORLD CHRISTIANITY

World Christianity is a field of study that encompasses analysis of the histo-
ries, practices, and discourses of Christianity as is found on six continents. The 
Journal of World Christianity is particularly concerned with comparative stud-
ies of both local forms of Christianity in the areas in which it has historically 
existed or presently exists, and with the place of Christianity in inter-religious 
dialogue, the history of interactions between Christianity and persons of other 
faiths, and interactions between Christian groups separated by confessional, 
ecclesiastical, geographical, or geo-political divides.

Emanating from the Jerusalem of the first century BCE, carried through 
diasporic movements of persons and communities, Christianity has for two 
thousand years been expressed through diverse ecclesiastical traditions. It has 
been shaped by diverse linguistic and cultural practices, and has been informed 
by a multitude of world historical and cultural experiences. It is not a “Western 
religion,” and in that sense no more natural to Italy than to China. The aca-
demic field of World Christianity hence seeks to apply the resources of vari-
ous academic disciplines in which scholars now operate to further understand 
both the diversity of local expressions of Christian life and faith situated in the 
world, and the variety of ways that these interact with broader histories, move-
ments, and discourses. It is both critical and constructive. 

The Journal of World Christianity proposes, by its very conceptualization and 
organization, an explicit recognition that neither North American nor Euro-
pean academies are the center of the phenomena studied in the field of world 
Christianity. Simply put, there is no center.

The Journal of World Christianity takes as its point of departure that “world 
Christianity” is not synonymous with “third world Christianity” or other such 
euphemisms. Nevertheless, the journal is particularly concerned with under- 
represented and marginalized Christian communities, and this will necessarily 
result in a greater degree of attention being paid to Asian, African, and Latin 
American contexts, and the experience of women globally. And although the 
field is not synonymous with mission studies, and by no means reducible to 
it, the history of Christian missionary activity will remain vitally important to 
many studies that the JWC will hope to publish.

As a field of study, world Christianity has historically emerged from the for-
mer seminary disciplines of mission studies, ecumenical theology, and the aca-
demic study of world religions. However, it is important to note that the journal 
is open to but not constrained to theological studies, and neither is it solely the 
provenance of those committed to the Christian faith. The journal invites con-
tributions from all disciplines, regardless of religious conviction. We especially 
wish to engage the broader disciplines of the social sciences and humanities, 
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and therefore invite contributions from across the spectrum of the academies 
in the Americas, Asia, Europe, Africa, and Australasia.

SUBMISSION INFORMATION

The mission of The Journal of World Christianity is to advance knowledge and 
understanding of Christianity in its various dimensions on six continents in 
both its local and global expressions. The journal seeks to provide an intellec-
tual meeting place at the cross-roads of diverse disciplines, departments, insti-
tutions, and identities from around the world where scholars and practitioners 
can reflect upon Christianity as a world religion.

If you would like to submit an article to The Journal of World Christianity, 
please visit http://www.editorialmanager.com/JOWC and create an author pro-
file. The online system will guide you through the steps to upload your article 
for submission to the editorial office. Manuscripts for submission should con-
form to Chicago Manual of Style guidelines. A 150-word abstract is required 
with all submissions.
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A Note on the “Munich School of World 
Christianity” and the Special Issue

DAVID D. DANIELS III
MCCORMICK THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY, CHICAGO

Writing the history of global Christianity implies a future where historical 
enterprise wrestles with the reality of world Christianity critically and imag-
inatively. Some scholars crunch the numbers connected with the demograph-
ics of world Christianity. Others plot out the emergence and reinvention of 
 Christianity on the various continents, especially of the global South. Still oth-
ers situate major Christian traditions such as global Pentecostalism within the 
context of the world Christianity movement.

This issue of the Journal of World Christianity introduces our reader-
ship to the scholarly approach of Klaus Koschorke, professor emeritus of 
 Ludwig- Maximilians-Universität München, Germany, and others associated with 
this approach. These scholars linked to the project of the Munich School of World 
Christianity have opted to go in another direction than the ones noted above. They 
interrelate the mini-narratives and the grand narratives in a new way. They exca-
vate the linkages between Christian communities of different continents rather 
than across the same continent. They are intrigued by the translocal networks 
that crisscross the Indian Ocean rim of Asia and Africa, the Pacific rim of Asia 
and South America, and the South Atlantic rim of Africa and South America. 
These translocal networks are constituted by linkages where people, theological 
ideas, and Christian practices are exchanged. These links uncover a fascinating 
world of Christian interaction outside of the missionary gaze. Christians connect 
through networks across the global South, promoting “indigenous” agency.

The Journal of World Christianity, Vol. 6, No. 1, 2016
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The Munich School under the leadership of Klaus Koschorke has for nearly 
twenty years attracted scholars from around the world to its academic confer-
ences in Freising, near Munich, where these linkages have been explored. They 
have participated in the redrawing of the map of world Christianity, which is 
dotted with multiple centers of Christian vitality and growth.

In this issue of the Journal of World Christianity, edited by Adrian Hermann, 
Ciprian Burlacioiu, and Peter C. Phan, the reader will find articles that pres-
ent the scholarly work of the Munich School in various forms. Hermann and 
 Burlacioiu characterize and analyze the scholarship of the Munich School in 
two co-authored articles. The reader will have the opportunity to read a retro-
spective article by Koschorke where he frames his historical project, to which 
I have written a response.

In an article on the African Orthodox Church, Burlacioiu drafts a mini- 
narrative on this denomination that was founded in New York City during the 
year 1921 by an Afro-Caribbean immigrant from Antigua: Alexander McGuire. 
McGuire would be consecrated to the bishopric by a French immigrant, Joseph 
René Vilatte, who himself had been consecrated in Asia by a Syriac Church 
bishop, Antonio Francisco Xavier Alvares, who resided in Ceylon (Sri Lanka). 
Through personnel, the African Orthodox Church would emerge in other parts 
of the United States as well as the Caribbean and Canada. Through newspapers 
it would reach Africa, resulting in congregations being opened in South Africa, 
Zimbabwe, Uganda, Kenya, and Ghana.

In an article on the Philippine Independent Church, a Catholic denomina-
tion, Hermann narrates the story of the struggle of this church to find a pub-
lic voice through its periodicals and a place within the neocolonialism of the 
United States and the international network of independent Catholic move-
ments in Europe, North America, and Asia.

Frieder Ludwig writes about Mona Hensman, a delegate to the famous 
World Missionary Conference of Tambaram (India) in 1938. The conference 
included delegates from other countries in Asia besides India as well as from 
Africa and Europe. Educated in India and England, Hensman became a leader 
in the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA), including service as 
the first World YWCA vice president of Asian Indian descent. Ludwig lodges 
Hensman’s story within the context of the local YWCA in Madras, India, which 
had an international membership of Asian Indians, Ceylonese (Sri Lankans), 
British, Americans, Swedes, and Australians along with one Dane, one Persian, 
one German, and one Canadian.

Roland Spliesgart introduces to the reader the German Protestant diaspora 
in Brazil in the nineteenth century. This mini-narrative reflects a North-South 
exchange between Germany and Brazil along with an exchange between France 
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and Brazil. Crucial to his thesis is the role of the newly invented local culture in 
the “Brazilianization” of German Protestants.

Paolo Aranha, in his article, debates the conceptual validity of employing the 
term Dalit to any pre-twentieth-century peoples in India. He unravels the vari-
ous population groups within the Dalits after the independence of colonial In-
dia: “Backward Castes,” “Scheduled Castes,” “Scheduled Tribes.” Aranha sneaks 
into the article a mini-narrative on Africans in India: Siddi communities, mili-
tary African “slaves.” He notes that these Christians respectively embrace other 
distinct features.

Peter Phan’s reflections on this special issue and the importance of trans-
continental connections for a history of world Christianity conclude this issue 
presenting the historical project of the Munich School of World Christianity.
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Discrimination and Integration of the  
Dalits in Early Modern South Indian 

Missions: The Historical Origins of a Major 
Challenge for Today’s Christians

PAOLO ARANHA
LUDWIG-MAXIMILIANS-UNIVERSITÄT MÜNCHEN

ABSTRACT: The persistence of caste hierarchies and discrimination among the Christian 
faithful is one of the challenges that churches still face in India. While several studies have 
been devoted to the relation between caste and Christianity since the nineteenth century, 
the early modern period has attracted very limited attention. This article proposes junc-
tures and figures that can illustrate the various approaches toward caste divisions held by 
the Catholic missionaries in India between the sixteenth and the eighteenth centuries, 
namely, from the establishment of the Portuguese presence on the subcontinent until the 
Malabar Rites controversy. In particular, the article will suggest that, if missionary adap-
tion (accommodatio) was based primarily on the incorporation of caste structures within 
the Church, unsuccessful attempts were made to root Christianity in the Indian context 
while criticizing local social hierarchies contradicting Christian values.

KEYWORDS: Dalits, missionary accommodation, Jesuits, Malabar Rites, early modern 
Christianity in India

1. A Historical Approach to Dalit Catholic Conditions and Struggles

On November 17, 2003, Pope John Paul II addressed a memorable speech to 
the bishops of Tamil Nāt.u who had come to Rome for their visit ad limina  
Apostolorum.1 The most striking passage was probably the following:

At all times, you must continue to make certain that special attention 
is given to those belonging to the lowest castes, especially the Dalits. 

The Journal of World Christianity, Vol. 6, No. 1, 2016
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They should never be segregated from other members of society. Any 
semblance of a caste-based prejudice in relations between Christians is 
a countersign to authentic human solidarity, a threat to genuine spiri-
tuality, and a serious hindrance to the Church’s mission of evangeliza-
tion. Therefore, customs or traditions that perpetuate or reinforce caste 
 division should be sensitively reformed so that they may become an 
expression of the solidarity of the whole Christian community. As the 
Apostle Paul teaches us, “If one member suffers, all suffer together”  
(1 Cor. 12:26). It is the Church’s obligation to work unceasingly to change 
hearts, helping all people to see every human being as a child of God, a 
brother or sister of Christ, and therefore a member of our own family.2

Such a direct and straightforward exhortation, which could easily be inter-
preted by some of the attending bishops as a direct personal reproach, was a 
most clear and solemn recognition of the struggle engaged by Dalit Catholics, 
especially since the 1980s, so as to put an end to forms of discrimination perpe-
trated within their own church.3 The Tamil Nāt.u Bishops Conference and the 
Tamil Nāt.u and Pondicherry Conference of Religious of India marked a land-
mark when they promulgated a “10-point Programme” for the development of 
Dalit Catholics in Vellore (Vēlūr) on January 30, 1990. Furthermore, the 1990s 
were declared the “Decade of Dalit Christians.”4 While many initiatives were 
undertaken during those years, the results did not meet expectations. For this 
reason, in November 1999 the Dalit Christian Liberation Movement presented 
an “Open Memorandum” to Pope John Paul II, requesting in the first place a 
“Pontifical declaration against the casteism in the Church and the consequent 
discriminations and deprivations of Dalit Christians.”5 It is very likely that this 
very “Open Memorandum” was the single most important cause that triggered 
John Paul II’s exhortation four years later.6

The fact that Indian Christians may be divided into castes is indeed puz-
zling to their Western coreligionists, as “the question of whether caste exists in 
Indian Christianity is often another way to ask whether Hindu conceptions of 
identity persist in Christian communities after conversion.” Such a perplexity 
arises from the perception of a syncretic and unfulfilled conversion process, 
one in which the previous Hindu identity has not been fully replaced by a new 
Christian spirit and faith. However, the Western bewilderment “tendentiously 
assumes that Christianity is fundamentally egalitarian while Hinduism is in-
nately hierarchical.”7 This was definitely an assumption made by Louis Dumont 
(1911–1998), who maintained that “caste attitudes . . . [had] survived a partial 
change in the set of beliefs, and an imported religious belief, whose ideological 
implications remain[ed] little developed, [had] been impotent against them.”8 
However, almost half a century separates us from Dumont’s analysis, whereas 
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more recent anthropological and historical research has made it increasingly 
clear that “caste does not persist among Christians merely as a residue of their 
Hindu environment, ‘weakened and incomplete’ [as suggested by Dumont] in 
the absence of the ritual justification provided by the ideology of purity and 
impurity.”9 The extent to which such an ideology may be applied to the analysis 
of Indian Christianity is uncertain, as, for instance, “the literature on South  
Indian Christians provides evidence of the absence or vestigial nature of ideas 
of pollution . . . and also of their persistence among convert groups.”10

Much clearer is the fact that “among Christians, the legitimation of power cen-
tered around the Church itself. Church festivals and honors in church ritual be-
came an important mode of signifying and constituting relations of dominance 
and prestige.”11 Beyond notions of pollution, a specific factor that should not be 
overlooked in the analysis of caste conflicts occurring today, and arguably even 
in the past, is the accumulation of financial and symbolic capital by specific com-
munities in Catholic religious structures and institutions. In this respect, the  Jesuit 
scholar Joe Arun has found in the course of his anthropological research on the 
Dalits in the northern part of Tamil Nāt.u that the Naid.us and the Red.d.iyār would 
not allow the Paraiyars to be treated on equal terms in church activities because 
they only, the higher castes, had allegedly made possible the very construction of 
the local churches by collecting taxes within their communities. Many respon-
dents belonging to those leading castes would also suggest that if the Paraiyars 
really wanted to have a say and exert influence, they should build their own 
churches. As a consequence, respondents claimed also that the Paraiyars should 
not be allowed to be treated as equals if they attended churches that had been 
built with money raised by the other communities, considered socially superior 
to them. The sense of patrimonial ownership over the sacred space, as much as 
over the civil one, gets to the point of challenging even the supreme ecclesiastical 
hierarchies. A Naid.u leader explained to Arun how far his high-caste community 
would push its resistance against attempts made by the church authorities to uplift 
the condition of Dalit Catholics: “Who is the church? We are the church. Even if 
the Pope wants to enter our village he has to ask our [the Naid.us’] permission.”12 
To a Western observer the proud statement “We are the Church!” reminds imme-
diately of the progressive and liberal Catholic movement Wir sind Kirche (We Are 
Church), committed to a radical enhancement of lay roles against clerical ones 
according to a peculiar interpretation of the Second Vatican Council.13 The ironic 
turn of such an analogy is that, while Western progressive Catholics campaigned, 
among other things, for a more consistent commitment of the Church to human 
rights, the same slogan “We Are Church” could be used in South India to justify 
caste segregation and a sort of religious apartheid within the very Catholic fold.

If caste dynamics can be discerned throughout the whole spectrum of  
Indian Christianity, it is in Tamil Catholicism that they remain strikingly visible, 
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giving origin even to violent clashes. In March 2008 a conflict between Dalit 
and Van‒n‒iyar Catholics in the village of Eraiyūr (Pondicherry diocese) resulted 
in two victims (two Van‒n‒iyar killed by the police), tens of injured people, and 
substantial damage to houses and properties on both sides. At its origin was 
a request for an independent parish serving Dalit Catholics only, so as to allow 
them to escape the discrimination inflicted in the existing parish by the high-
caste faithful on their fellow parishioners of lower social standing.14 Even more 
recently, in October 2012, another caste-related disturbance took place in a major 
sacred spot on the Tamil spiritual landscape, namely, the shrine on the martyr-
dom site of João de Brito (1647–1693) in the village of Oriyūr. On the occasion 
of the Silver Jubilee of the Catholic diocese of Sivagangai (Civakan. kai), no fewer 
than 250 priests and nuns and 25,000 faithful had gathered at Brito’s memorial to 
participate in a solemn Mass. However, a vocal group of Dalit Catholics staged 
a strong protest against the local ecclesiastical establishment and the Catholic 
upper castes. The bone of contention was the expulsion of a young Catholic Dalit 
from Saint Paul’s Seminary in Tiruchirappalli (Tiruccirāppal. l.i). The youngster 
had been accused of being responsible for organizing a prank together with five 
other seminarians of a different caste, who were also expelled with him. The ex-
pulsion was interpreted by the protesters as one of many acts of discrimination 
suffered by Catholic Dalits within their own church.15 The importance of Brito’s 
shrine, as well as the solemnity of the diocese Silver Jubilee that was celebrated 
there, created indeed a perfect stage for giving visibility to the demonstration.

The crucial relevance of caste conflicts within contemporary Indian Chris-
tianity, and particularly in Tamil Nāt.u, is beyond contention. What is less clear 
is the historical genealogy of such social dynamics. Did the Catholic Church in 
India have preferences for specific castes in the course of time? Were Dalits con-
sistently ignored by the local hierarchies and by the Holy See? Did caste  conflicts 
between Catholics have an echo beyond the local space within which they con-
cretely took place? Did they ever gain a global dimension? These and other simi-
lar questions have drawn until now limited interest by scholars.16 On the contrary, 
a specific contribution of Klaus Koschorke and the “Munich School” is precisely 
the interpretation of today’s global Christianity, indeed a major feature of our 
times, as the outcome of multidimensional and polycentric  historical processes 
that can be charted only by adopting “changing maps” (veränderte  Landkarten, 
literally “modified maps”).17 Within the “Munich School” my  historical investi-
gation is aimed precisely at understanding contemporary South Asian Christi-
anity in the light of its early modern development, namely, before and beyond 
the British colonial dimension. In this respect it comes as no surprise that there 
are already studies on caste conflicts among Indian Christians at the time of 
the British Raj, whereas much less is known about what happened in the early 
modern period, namely, in the sixteenth–eighteenth centuries, especially in 
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the Indo-Portuguese context.18 Such a neglect can be explained partially with 
the special difficulties implied by a research in this field. Language is a first is-
sue, as English has a limited relevance for this period, whereas—just to confine 
ourselves to the European languages—documents are primarily in Portuguese, 
Latin, Italian, Spanish, French, Dutch, and German. Related to such a linguis-
tic variety is also the fact that the necessary documents are scattered across  
Europe, much more than in India, and published only to a minimal extent.19 
These difficulties, as much as an Anglo-Saxon Protestant bias leading to a sub-
stantial underestimation of the early Catholic missions to India, may explain 
why the only volume aiming to present a comprehensive history of the Dalit 
Christians of India devotes just half a page to this historical phase and context.20 
As we wait for extensive monographic studies on caste and Christianity in early 
modern India, here I would like to present some preliminary remarks that may 
let the reader foresee the great extent and relevance of this historical dimension.

Before proceeding further, it is necessary to discuss the moral and political 
implications of a specific analytic and linguistic choice. The term Dalit, which 
in English may be translated as “Oppressed” or “Broken,” was attested already 
in the 1930s, when it was used in Marāt.hī and Hindī newspapers as a transla-
tion for the British colonial expression “Depressed Classes.” Bhimrao Ramjī 
Ambed.kar (1891–1956) used the term Dalit in his Marāt.hī speeches, and even 
in English he resorted occasionally to the translation “Broken men.” However, 
it was only with the manifesto issued by the Dalit Panthers in 1973 that the term 
acquired widespread use, both in sociopolitical activism and in academic anal-
ysis.21 In a recent book on the history of the social practices that were amalgam-
ated under the category of “caste,” Sumit Guha has rightly observed that “many 
caste names, especially those of Dalit castes, sometimes were and are used as in-
sults.” On the basis of this undeniable fact, in his book the author has “generally 
replaced them [= the names of the various Dalit castes] with either functional 
translations or simply ‘Dalit’ or ‘Dalit caste’ in order to avoid such offensive 
terms.” The terminological caution has been pushed to the point that “in quo-
tations where these terms occurred in the original English source” the author 
has “inserted a more appropriate translation in square brackets.”22 The choice 
of this distinguished historian deserves careful consideration, particularly for 
its effort not to perpetuate forms of discrimination even in academic linguistic 
use. However, calling “Dalits” individuals and communities of the past who 
never would have indicated themselves with such an expression, and would 
never have been designated in these terms by other groups, can be an obstacle 
to an adequate historical understanding of the social conditions current in ages 
previous to ours. By mechanically replacing the expression “Dalits” with the 
multifarious caste names that were used to distinguish diverse groups subject to 
social stigma, especially in the heinous form of “untouchability,” we run the risk 
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of falling into a politically correct form of self-censorship, whose utility both 
to scholarship and to sociopolitical activism is rather dubious. Authors who 
write on Dalit history, especially if not belonging to Dalit communities and 
concerned with their own authorial legitimation, would then force themselves 
into very inappropriate situations of unintended irony. In order to avoid spe-
cific caste names, a scholar would then be compelled to state, for instance, that 
a certain Jesuit missionary converted people of “a certain Dalit community” 
and also of “another Dalit community,” just not to mention that the missionary 
actually engaged in the conversion of both the Pal.l.ars and the Paraiyars.23 The 
distinctions between these and many other Dalit communities are historically 
significant and were fully operational in early modern European accounts of 
Indian society. Furthermore, the category of “low castes” (castas baixas) had 
in one of the most significant Christian constellations of early modern India, 
namely, the Indo-Portuguese world, an extension that was not restricted to the 
communities defined today as Dalits.

The complexity of the very category of “low castes” can be approached by 
considering a passage from a sermon delivered and later published by the 
Italian Theatine Antonio Ardizzone Spinola (1605–1699), missionary in Goa 
and then successful preacher in Lisbon. Spinola took position in defense of a 
great number of subaltern Christians for whom the parish priests in Goa im-
peded access to the Holy Communion, whose yearly reception was actually 
one of the very “Precepts of the Church.”24 Those who suffered sacramental 
discrimination included slaves, servant boys (moços), beggars (os pobres pe
dintes), poor people without any means (os nùs, literally “those naked”), Kun.bī  
peasants (os Curubins),25 the Śudras in general (os Sudros), palm tappers (os 
Palmeiros), those producing salt (os saleiros), the Mahār (known then in Goa 
as Farazes),26 African servants and slaves (os Cafres),27 “and many other castes 
of low and miserable people.”28 These subaltern groups encompassed entirely 
those who are today defined as “Dalits” but extended also to communities 
such as the Kun.bī, included since 2004 in the Maharashtra state list of “Other 
Backward Castes.”29 Far from being comparable to any “Scheduled Castes” and  
“Scheduled Tribes”, the Kun.bīs are today “a highly stratified caste cluster, center-
ing among peasant cultivators but reaching up to feudal aristocrats and rulers.” 
Moreover, this caste cluster “is long known for its numerical preponderance 
and political dominance.”30 In an early modern context, European observers 
could assimilate within the category of “low castes” groups whose descendants 
are today highly varied in terms of socioeconomic status and political influ-
ence. Therefore, it seems reasonable in a scholarly context to avoid the anach-
ronistic projection of a modern category such as the one of “Dalits” and, rather, 
strive to differentiate, contextualize, and historicize the different communities, 
so as to detect more precisely the social process in which they were involved.
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Moreover, such a caveat is justified if we consider that the early modern 
European expression “low castes” included also groups whose descendants 
correspond neither to the Scheduled nor to the Other Backward Castes. If 
we consider once again Ardizzone Spinola’s list, this is the case of the early 
modern Cafres, namely, the South Asian Africans who are at the origin 
of the Siddi communities, spread especially in western India and around  
Hyderabad, the capital of the Indian state of Andhra Pradesh.31 Those Cafres 
were defined not only ethnically but also in terms of social status. Distin-
guished to a certain degree from the Africans whom Spinola included among 
the “low castes” were the Habshis, East African military slaves serving in 
the Deccani sultanates.32 If Christian Cafres were deprived even of access to 
the Eucharist, notwithstanding their baptism, on the contrary, the Habshis 
who converted to Islam enjoyed better opportunities and could climb the 
social ladder, as epitomized in a spectacular way by a figure such as Malik 
Ambar (1548–1626), an Ethiopian military slave who became pēshwā (prime 
minister) of the Sultanate of Ahmadnagar.33 The condition of Africans in 
 Portuguese India has not been studied extensively, notwithstanding the abundance  
of available archival sources.34 In light of what is already known, it is likely 
that most Cafres lived indeed in a condition of misery similar in many 
ways to that experienced by the various Dalit communities over the course 
of centuries. However, the descendants of the Cafres did not create a new 
Dalit caste but, rather, ended up being classified as a Scheduled Tribe. The 
outcome is somehow paradoxical, inasmuch as the Siddis are—in terms of 
mere  chronology—inhabitants far less “indigenous” or “native” (Ādivāsīs) 
than most of the communities living in the same regions. Presumably the 
qualification of the various Siddi communities as Scheduled Tribes is due to 
“ideas of racial difference and cultural distinctiveness, which have come to 
underscore Ādivāsī ethnicity.”35 In this sense they could be ascribed to the 
Scheduled Tribes because of a racial difference and cultural distinctiveness, 
in relation to the majority society within which they live, allegedly greater 
than that displayed by the Scheduled Castes. Such a presumed greater degree 
of differentiation could raise perplexities from a Dalit perspective, particu-
larly in the presence of a strategy of ethnicizing the identities of the various 
communities, so as to break free from representations of social inferiority 
imposed by the higher castes. For instance, as observed by Joe Arun, “what 
the Paraiyars are trying to do is simply a repositioning of their identity in a 
positive manner, which, according to Hall . . . is a shift in ethnicity that is 
‘predicated on difference and diversity.’”36 It could even be argued that, by as-
serting their ethnic and cultural distinctiveness, the Scheduled Castes and the 
Scheduled Tribes are converging and blurring the clear-cut division between 
the two categories of the Dalits and the Ādivāsīs.
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If the predecessors of these two groups (together with the weakest sections of 
specific communities classified today as Other Backward Castes) could be seen 
by a European observer in the seventeenth century as part of an overarching 
order of “low castes,” so in our times they could potentially develop a shared 
model of an ethnicized identity of resistance and assertion. The very categories 
of Dalits and Ādivāsīs could then become less relevant in comparison with the 
newly signified and proudly proclaimed ethnic identities developed by groups 
that were previously put down as “Depressed Castes and Tribes.” Therefore, 
the need for not imposing retrospectively and anachronistically the notion of  
“Dalits” appears even clearer, as with other categories developed recently, which 
are useful now but could easily be replaced in a near future by other forms of 
self-representation.

2. Integration or Discrimination? Dalit Christians in Goa,  
Kerala, and the Madurai Mission

The very English word caste, used generally to indicate a category crucial in all 
spheres of Indian life, derives from the Portuguese casta. According to an er-
roneous traditional etymology, the origin of the term lies in the Latin adjective 
castus (casta and castum in its feminine and neuter forms), meaning “chaste.” 
Such an opinion was based not only on a perfect phonetic assonance but also 
on a false deduction drawn from the observation of Indian social patterns. As 
the persistence of caste divisions is indeed favored by endogamy, a matrimonial 
model widely verified in India, it was understood that the word caste hinted at 
a socially restrained sexual behavior, not contemplating intercourse between 
men and women belonging to different jātis. Such an inference, reasonable at 
first sight, was actually flawed in at least two ways.

First, the reproduction of certain castes does not take place through endog-
amy but, rather, by means of hypergamy, namely, the marriage of a woman to 
a man of a higher caste.37 An example well known to the Portuguese since the 
sixteenth century was the matrilineal and polyandrous kinship system of the  
Nāyars, a martial caste that dominated political life on the Malabar coast.  After 
the celebration of a tāli-tying ceremony (tāliket.t.ukālyan.am), Nāyar women 
could enter into multiple relationships (sambandham), not sanctioned by re-
ligious rites, with Nambūdiri Brāhman.as, perceived as superior in terms of 
status, as well as with other men of their own caste.38 The Nāyars were indeed 
one of the communities that the Portuguese dealt with from the beginning of 
their presence in South Asia and that drew their curiosity to the highest degree. 
Hence, it is very unlikely that the Portuguese could be inclined to characterize 
the Nāyar community as a “caste,” if this word really hinted at principles of 
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chastity, as usually understood in early modern Europe. In light of the Chris-
tian notion of monogamous marriage, the caste customs of the Nāyars were 
perceived as totally contrary to chastity, and indeed, “the sexual freedom per-
mitted not only to the men but to the women as well was, unsurprisingly, re-
marked upon by virtually every visitor to Kerala.”39

A second reason that the derivation of casta from castus is erroneous is due 
to the fact that the term casta had been used on the Iberian Peninsula centu-
ries prior to the Portuguese encounter with India, made possible by Vasco da 
Gama’s expedition. The connection with a perceived Indian endogamy would 
then be ruled out, as casta was used well before Europeans could establish sus-
tained relations with the peoples of India and become acquainted with their 
social systems. The linguist Joan Corominas highlighted the occurrences of 
the noun casta in Spanish and Portuguese during the late Middle Ages and 
suggested that it derived from the Gothic kasts, meaning a herd of animals 
or a brood of birds. The term had a neutral connotation and was used to in-
dicate any type of biological reproduction, so that castizo would mean simply 
“fecund,” “fertile.” However, by the time the Portuguese started to describe as 
castas the various Indian communities, on the Iberian Peninsula the word had 
already acquired a double meaning, both of lineage and of endogamous “pure” 
group. At that point even the Spanish term castizo would indicate no longer 
mere fertility but belonging to a “good” lineage. By the eighteenth century this 
adjective would acquire a further specification and would be used in Spain to 
qualify someone whose blood was not “tainted” by Moorish or Jewish blood, 
understood as “bad” lineages par excellence.40

The sixteenth-century Portuguese use of the concept of casta to describe the 
Indian communities took place in an ambivalent semantic field, defined, on 
the one hand, by a notion of kinship and biological reproduction and, on the 
other, by the acknowledgment of a hierarchical order ranking the different so-
cial groups. More akin to the first extreme of this range of meanings was pre-
sumably a peculiar use of casta, equivalent to the current use of religion. This 
acceptation can be seen in a canon of the Third Council of Goa, held in 1585, 
so as to bring forth the implementation of the decrees of the Council of Trent 
(1545–63) throughout the Portuguese East, theoretically from eastern Africa up 
to Japan.41 The canon targeted those native Christians who traveled outside 
the Portuguese territory so as to undergo ceremonies of purification and “take 
the caste of the gentiles.”42 Reference was clearly made to rites of śuddhi, which 
much later—since the early twentieth century—were particularly promoted 
by Hindu activists in order to “reconvert” Indians professing religions such as 
Christianity and Islam.43

The use of caste to indicate a community of believers, even though defined 
by specific bonds of kinship and lineage, faded away with the emergence of the 
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category of “religion” around the age of the Enlightenment.44 What eventually 
prevailed was the other extreme in the abovementioned semantic range, namely, 
the hierarchical order ranking different social groups. It should be stressed that, 
while this is the meaning of caste current even today, according to Corominas 
such a connotation was clearly present in the Iberian use since the sixteenth 
century. The very idea of a “good lineage” postulated a “bad” one, and the pos-
sibility of ranking each caste in relation to all the others imposed the specifica-
tion of a “bottom,” namely, a category of castes that were bad in absolute terms, 
worse than any other ones. Therefore, in order to understand the early modern 
Catholic approach to caste hierarchies, untouchability, and the discrimination 
against the communities corresponding to today’s Dalits, we need to acknowl-
edge that the Portuguese did not simply observe and take notice of Indian social 
practices totally alien to them but—rather  unsurprisingly—applied also their 
own hierarchical mental grid in order to make sense of the native societies they 
encountered in South Asia. Hence, the existence of and social discrimination 
against the various communities that today define themselves as Dalits were far 
from a major surprise to the Portuguese and other European observers. These 
could be amazed, as we have seen, by the kinship system and the sexual cus-
toms of the Nāyars, but they had no reason to find unique or even particularly 
embarrassing the fact that the higher castes despised the inferior ones. In fact, 
“late Renaissance Europeans did not invent the idea of vertical social hierarchy, 
but they emphasized it and graded it more finely than ever before.”45 However, 
the European hierarchical mind-set was not sufficient to make sense of specific 
aspects of the Indian social system, namely, the notions of untouchability and 
the ritual pollution of a person of higher caste by merely touching someone of 
lower condition. In the eyes of Catholic missionaries and prelates, such ideas 
appeared reproachable in the first place because they suggested a form of su-
perstition. If one considered oneself “impure” because one entered into con-
tact with someone “untouchable,” this implied a form of excommunication that 
operated beyond the terms of the one that only the Church could inflict. The 
point was expressed clearly by a canon of the First Provincial Council of Goa, 
held in 1567:

In certain parts of this [ecclesiastical] province the gentiles distinguish 
themselves according to lineages [gerações, “generations”] and castes 
[castas] of greater or minor dignity, and they consider the Christians as 
low; they observe [these lineages and castes] in such a superstitious way, 
that no one from a higher caste can eat or drink with those of the lower 
one; if he does so, he immediately loses his own caste and the promi-
nence attached to it, remaining in the rank and honor of the one inferior 
with whom he ate; such a person is called in their language “batalo,” 
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i.e., a man established out of caste. The observance of such a superstition 
is prescribed by their sect so strongly that, not even in case of extreme 
necessity can they eat or drink with someone inferior; quite the opposite, 
they are obliged to let themselves die. This holy Synod determines that 
no one shall give food to these gentiles against their will, if they do not 
want to become Christians. Not only is this a manifest injustice inflicted 
on them, but also they can easily avoid the situation of being fed so as to 
become Christians. In fact, [in India] it is a custom that one follows the 
religion of those he is eating with. This [rule] will not apply in case of an 
extreme or serious bodily necessity, as it is necessary to follow the law of 
God, feeding the one who is in need even by force.46

The purpose of the canon was to impede a particular type of forced conver-
sion, namely, one obtained by overzealous missionaries who compelled Hindus 
(always called gentios, “gentiles,” throughout the early modern period) to lose 
their caste by becoming polluted in an act of forbidden commensality. It ap-
pears clear that the canon was primarily addressed to the Jesuits. Evidence for 
such an interpretation includes the fact that in 1561, just six years before the 
First Goan Council, the provincial father António de Quadros (1529–ca. 1571) 
had written a letter to Dom Sebastião, king of Portugal, claiming that no force 
was used in the conversions that were achieved by depriving an Indian of his or 
her own caste, as a consequence of receiving food from the European mission-
aries.47 Further evidence is provided by Sebastião Gonçalves (ca. 1555–1619), 
official historian of the Goa Province of the Society of Jesus, who could still 
claim half a century after the First Council that “no gentile converts to our 
Holy Faith, if first we do not make him bataló.”48 The loss of social standing 
was considered by those religious as a means of facilitating an exit from the 
Hindu social fold and an entrance into the Christian one. The Hindu who un-
derwent such a polluting alimentation would be defined in Kom. kan.ī as bāt.ló, 
a term that was connected with the idea of low material value.49 If this canon 
aimed at forbidding a missionary abuse, the introduction to the norm clarified 
the Portuguese Catholic understanding of the Indian notion of untouchability. 
This was condemned not so much because of its contradiction of the principle 
of Christian charity but, rather, because it attributed a sort of magical power to 
a trivial circumstance, such as the mere fact of people of different castes eating 
together changing the social condition of someone to such an extent that even 
his or her intimate essence was devalued. In order to escape from this powerful 
mechanism of social degradation, a Hindu would even sacrifice his or her own 
life, namely, the divine gift that—from a Christian point of view—no one could 
give up by an act of destructive self-determination. Hence, “superstition” was 
the category employed by the missionaries in order to understand a society, the 
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Indian one, that was similar to the European in its strongly hierarchical inspi-
ration but differed from it in specific mechanisms that seemed to conflate the 
social and the religious spheres.

The delimitation of society and religion in the Indian context was the bone of 
contention of a fundamental moment in the history of the relation between caste 
and Christianity, namely, the establishment in 1606 of a new type of Catholic 
mission by Roberto Nobili (1577–1656) in the Tamil cultural capital of Madurai 
(Maturai).50 This Italian Jesuit decided to apply to a “pretercolonial” context, 
placed beyond the reach of the Portuguese Estado da Índia, a model of radi-
cal social and cultural adaptation (known in Latin as accommodatio) that the  
Jesuit Visitor Alessandro Valignano (1539–1606) had previously advocated for 
the missions of the Society of Jesus in Japan and China.51 Such a method im-
plied the adaptation of both the missionaries and Christianity to a local context. 
At stake were not so much the cultural differences between Europe and India 
as the specific hierarchies in the local societies, within which the missionaries 
risked being placed at the lowest echelons, as we have seen already acknowl-
edged forty years before at the First Council of Goa in the canon concerning the 
bataló. Nobili believed that the only way to promote the conversion of Indian 
“gentiles,” and particularly those belonging to the brāhman.ical castes or other 
communities with high status, was to disentangle Catholicism from any asso-
ciation with the Paranguis, the Europeans (heirs of the “Franks” who fought 
the Crusades), generally believed in India to be ritually impure, particularly for 
their food habits and their peculiar notions of hygiene.52 Nobili presented him-
self as an Indian penitent (a sam. nyāsin) and stressed the continuity between 
Christianity and the local spiritual traditions, claiming that he had come to 
Madurai to preach a lost Veda.53 More importantly, he never asserted that the 
principles of Christian charity implied the abolition of the system of untouch-
ability, therefore placing himself in a position that could not be easily recon-
ciled with the qualification that the First Council of Goa had given of such an 
Indian practice. What the prelates of the Portuguese Orient had condemned as 
superstition was condoned by Nobili as an innocent social custom.

Moreover, in a defensive memoir sent to the Roman authorities, the  Italian 
 Jesuit distinguished two different types of disdain that a missionary could re-
ceive from the Indian “heathens.” A first one was addressed to Christ and Chris-
tianity as such and should be considered an honor. Nobili was hinting implicitly 
of a universally known topos of Christian self-representation, formulated elo-
quently by Saint Paul when he wrote that he and his confreres preached “Christ 
crucified, unto the Jews a stumbling block, and unto the Greeks foolishness” 
(1 Cor. 1:23). The contempt felt by the Jews and the pagans of the apostolic age 
would have been understood by Nobili as addressed to a religious doctrine and 
not as motivated by social disdain. This very factor, on the contrary, was one 
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that the Jesuit evoked to explain why it had been impossible until then to obtain 
conversions of high-caste Indians in regions not controlled by the  Portuguese. 
Hence, the second type of disdain against Christians was one motivated not on 
doctrinal grounds but, rather, due to the mere violation of caste rules:

We are not despised on account of our religion, but solely, as I said, by 
reason of a political [= civil] custom; nor is this contempt limited to a 
mere opinion, but it reaches to the point of turning away the heathens 
from hearing the faith of Christ and leading the neophytes into very 
heavy persecutions and inextricable difficulties; all this happens, as  
I said, to no purpose and without any relation with the faith. Nor can 
these people understand how someone may receive a doctrine on [right] 
living from an obscure man [= a man with obscure, low birth] without 
degenerating by this very fact to the obscure customs and to the mean 
social standing [cultus civilis] of that same teacher.54

In the opinion of Nobili, contempt toward Christianity motivated by a dif-
ference in social custom did not have a virtuous character and was useless and 
prejudicial to evangelization. Through a distinction of social and pagan func-
tions in all the aspects defining the life of the Tamil people, Nobili ended up 
presenting as “indifferent” (the implicit reference to the classical moral cate-
gory of adiaphora was indeed striking) customs that in the eyes of many of his 
confreres and other religious authorities could easily be interpreted as supersti-
tious, if not outright pagan.55 At the end of a controversy waged both within the 
Society of Jesuits and against the highest ecclesiastical authorities of  Portuguese 
India, Nobili’s position was endorsed in 1623 by Pope Gregory XV’s brief  
Romanæ Sedis Antistes, which stated that the Madurai neophytes (in particular 
the male ones) were allowed to use certain signals that allegedly meant only a 
social distinction. These included sandalwood signs smeared on the forehead 
known as tilakas, a hair tuft called in Tamil kud.umi and in Sanskrit śikhā (in 
Latin it was corumbynum), and a thread worn across the shoulder known in 
Tamil as pūnūl and in Sanskrit as yajñopavītam. A fourth concession concerned 
the use of certain daily baths, to be interpreted only as actions of bodily care 
rather than pagan ablutions.56

While the Romanæ Sedis Antistes could be interpreted as a victory of Nobili 
over his detractors, both within and without the Society of Jesus, it also con-
tained a final invitation of great importance. Gregory XV exhorted the neo-
phytes to overcome their social aloofness and consider people of lower castes 
as not inferior to them, as far as the spiritual life was concerned. The final 
point of the brief was not a ban or a concession but a mere invitation. Even if 
it did not contain a norm supported by sanctions, its meaning was nonetheless 
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particularly relevant. Gregory XV urged and implored the high-caste neophytes 
of the Madurai mission to consider how ephemeral the glory and the prestige 
they were so proud of was. Their human nobility had passed away, and they 
had to consider, on the contrary, that by becoming Christians they were part 
of a body whose head, Christ, was meek and humble and made no distinction 
among people, particularly within the Church. The Indian neophytes of high 
caste, to whom the concessions of the Romanæ Sedis Antistes were addressed, 
should therefore cease to despise people of lower condition, particularly within 
the Church. The pope used words that have a strong resonance even today: “In 
fact it is better to be seen with the humble ones than to be seen far away with 
great people, and it is better to be associated for the short time of this world 
with the despicable ones, than to be separated in the everlasting life, together 
with those who used to despise, from the assembly of the righteous.”57 The final 
clause of the brief echoed innumerable biblical passages on God’s preference 
for the poor over the rich, and its eschatological perspective reminded of the 
parable of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19–31), suggesting that at the end 
of time those who despised the humble ones would be despised in their turn. 
If the clause was a strong exhortation to overcome caste prejudice within the 
Church, it fell short of imposing an unequivocal ban on all forms of discrim-
ination. It was clearly understood that in the realm of social hierarchies no 
change could occur instantaneously and that only time could lead to a greater 
degree of equality among the Indian neophytes, especially in their spiritual life. 
Notwithstanding such a limit, the final clause was in any case an important 
qualification on the requests made by Nobili and his supporters to the Holy 
See. It also represented the first official position taken by the Holy See on the 
condition of the Christians belonging to the lowest castes.

The gradualist approach displayed by the Romanæ Sedis Antistes was in 
continuity with the one expressed by the Portuguese ecclesiastical authorities 
in India a quarter of a century before. In 1599 Archbishop of Goa Aleixo de 
Meneses (1559–1617) convened a synod in the town of Diamper (Portuguese 
spelling for the Malayālam toponym Udayamperūr), with the purpose of re-
ducing the Christians of Saint Thomas, part of the Eastern Syriac tradition, 
to the doctrine and the discipline of the Latin Church.58 In a canon the arch-
bishop and the clerics attending the synod agreed on the abstract principle that 
all Christians are equal because “all adore the same God, all have the same 
faith and make use of the same sacraments, and there is no distinction of high 
or low people, since He is the same Lord of all.”59 The official biographer of  
Meneses, the  Augustinian friar Antonio de Gouvea (1575–1628), admitted that 
in spite of his great efforts, on this point the prelate was unable to find a con-
crete remedy.60 While the archbishop succeeded in eradicating all traces of an 
alleged  Nestorian contamination, he was also compelled to make concessions to 
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customs and social dynamics that did not have a clear foundation in heresy or 
“paganism.”  Notwithstanding the asserted equality of all the Christians in front 
of God and the Church, the synod acknowledged that a high-ranking commu-
nity such as the Saint Thomas Christians would have lost its contact with the 
nobles and the lords of Malabar (and a specific reference was made to the Nāyar 
caste) if everyone knew that they shared their churches with neophytes belong-
ing to the “low castes” (castas baixas, translated in the Latin version of the 
canon as stirpe obscura prognati, “those born from an obscure lineage”). The 
solution proposed by the synod was to appoint priests and churches devoted 
exclusively to the spiritual care of the lower communities. While waiting for 
the implementation of such measures, the synod prescribed that the Christians 
of “obscure lineage” would attend Mass from the porches of the local churches. 
Finally, the synod expressed the hope that the king of Portugal (a country then 
united personally with the Kingdom of Spain, ruled by the Habsburg dynasty 
since 1580), “on account of the great power that exert[ed] in [those] regions” 
(pelo grande poder que tem nestas partes), would undertake effective steps so 
as to obtain from the various indigenous rulers the ascription to the ranks of 
nobility of all the local Christians, whatever their caste by birth might be.

The canon was interesting also for two other aspects. First, it acknowl-
edged in its introduction that the lower castes were more prone to convert to  
Christianity than the Nāyars and other “nobles.” For this reason, the synod “had 
desired very much to find a way so that those among them [= the lower castes] 
could rejoin the other Christians in a single church.” Second, it attributed the 
resistance of the Saint Thomas Christians to sharing their churches with coreli-
gionists of lower social standing merely to the fear of social sanctions from the 
surrounding Hindu environment, and therefore it implicitly excluded the pos-
sibility that the faithful of higher condition could themselves actually believe 
in an alleged intrinsic necessity of untouchability and caste segregation.61 In 
his account of Meneses’s enterprise Gouvea emphasized that the Saint Thomas 
Christians were willing to do whatever possible in respect to overcoming the 
total sacramental segregation of the lower castes.62 Incidentally, in the attitude 
toward the segregation of and discrimination against the lower castes we find 
further evidence supporting a thesis advanced by Ines Županov, namely, the 
analogy of the Saint Thomas Christians with the Madurai mission in terms of 
accommodatio. This analogy could even be understood as the reception by the 
latter mission of a method experimented on over the centuries by the former.63

Despite the forced latinization of the Saint Thomas Christians, the Synod 
of Diamper did not represent at all an end to the processes of indigenization 
experienced by Eastern Syriac Christianity in India. Though the bonds with 
the alleged Nestorian tradition were severely strained, Aleixo de Meneses of-
ficially accepted a social practice that was indeed “indigenous,” namely, the 

JoWC_6.1_10_Aranha.indd   182 01/04/16   4:01 PM



 Discrimination and Integration of the Dalits 183

untouchability and segregation of the lower castes.64 The precise terms of such 
an indigenization can be seen when considering another canon of the synod, 
prohibiting all rituals aiming at “purifying” water tanks that had allegedly been 
polluted by contact with low-caste people. Such rituals were banned because 
they were an “unbearable superstition” and “alien to the Christian religion.”65 
In its original Portuguese text the canon used the notion of desempoleamento, 
translated in the Latin version with an almost identical desempoleamentum. The 
expression derived from the name of a specific caste, today included among the 
Dalits, that is, the Pulaiyar of Kerala.66 From the name of that community orig-
inated two other Portuguese verbs, empolear(se) and desempolear(se), mean-
ing, respectively, “to pollute (oneself)” and “to purify (oneself) from such a  
pollution.”67 These lexical creations testify to the stigmatization of a specific 
Dalit community, as well as to the ubiquitous nature and deep rooting of the 
practice of untouchability in the context of early modern Malabar and South 
India. The commitment of the Synod of Diamper against the belief in desem
poleamento, that is, against the idea of purification from an alleged contamina-
tion due to contact with a person of low caste, was justified by the presence of 
“pagan” rituals that the local population considered able to “purify” a person 
from such a defilement.

This single factor marks the distinction between the two canons that we 
have examined. In the first one, the segregation of the low-caste faithful from 
their coreligionists was justified by the absence of clearly visible superstitious 
rituals. As far as the Saint Thomas Christians did not want to attend Mass  
together with their brethren of lower social standing, it was still possible to 
claim that the issue at stake was social disdain rather than a superstitious belief. 
The second canon, on the contrary, condemned local purification practices as 
an articulation of untouchability that could not be detached from Hindu ritu-
als, namely, from what appeared as “superstition” to an early modern Christian 
observer. As based on a misguided belief, the discrimination against the low 
castes was understood by Gouvea as part of a set of “barbaric, obnoxious, and 
irrelevant customs” and deserved condemnation both for its “superstition” and 
for its “vanity.”68

The Synod of Diamper and the publication of the Romanæ Sedis Antistes  
define a quarter of a century during which the Catholic missions in India, fol-
lowing models already experimented on in Japan and later in China, sought 
forms of adaptation to the local hegemonic communities. The hope was to 
convert the Indian “nobles,” variably identified either with the Brāhman.as or 
with various martial castes. Such a dynamic was not restricted to the  Madurai 
mission only, presented by older studies as antithetical to the cultural era-
sure allegedly experienced in Goa and in the Malabar region.69 However, in 
the course of the seventeenth century this model of hierarchical adaptation of 
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Christianity to Indian conditions had to be revised, in light of both the relative 
dearth of conversion waves among the highest castes (especially the Brāhman.
as) and the growing quantitative relevance of neophytes belonging to subaltern 
communities.

3. Missionary Cross-Dressing, the Malabar Rites,  
and the Oppression of Dalit Christians

The Madurai mission, presented initially (especially to the Roman authorities 
during the controversy that preceded the Romanæ Sedis Antistes) as an apos-
tolic vineyard whose branches were primarily learned and wise Brāhman.as, 
expanded itself mainly through spontaneous mass conversions of Paraiyars. 
The model of the sam. nyāsin missionaries, inaugurated by the very founder  
Roberto Nobili, became less and less relevant, as the proclaimed brāhman.ical 
or noble status of these religious did not allow them to interact with and take 
care of the lower castes. A solution was found with the introduction of a new 
type of missionaries, able to command respect from all communities but not 
restrained in social interaction as much as a sam. nyāsin. The one responsible 
for this innovation was the Portuguese Jesuit Baltasar da Costa (1610–1673), 
who adopted the garb and lifestyle of a pan.t.āram, namely, a Śaiva priest applied 
to the spiritual care of the lower castes. While the principle of accommodatio 
was confirmed once again, Costa departed from Nobili in his interpretation of 
Tamil society. Instead of following a textual approach and considering the four 
varn.as as an adequate model for understanding the concrete social reality of 
India, Costa proposed a ternary scheme, having at its apex the Brāhman.as and 
at the bottom, quite unsurprisingly, the Paraiyars. What was indeed surprising 
and differed from Nobili’s textual framework was Costa’s acknowledgment of 
the existence of a second and intermediary broad partition, including kings, 
merchant castes, and the śudras.70 While Costa and the pan.t.āram missionaries 
who followed his example were entitled to interact with the lower castes so as 
to catechize them, they still did not challenge the principle of untouchability 
and the segregation of the lower communities. In other words, administration 
of the sacraments to the Paraiyars and the other castes that compose today the 
Dalit constellation had to take into account the rules on purity and pollution.

The precise character of this new category of missionaries can be gleaned 
from the description provided in 1707 by the Portuguese Jesuit Francisco 
Laines (1656–1715), for twenty-two years a member of the Madurai mission 
and then appointed bishop of São Tomé de Meliapor.71 In his Latin Defense 
of the  Indian Missions, Laines explained why and how the Jesuit missionaries 
moved from the Brāhman.a sam. nyāsin to the pan.t.āram model.72 The Jesuit 
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stressed that Nobili’s system was the most appropriate to convert the Brāhman.as 
and the other high castes. If many among these higher groups had embraced 
Christianity, then it would have been easy to also convert the lower castes  
(inferiores Tribus), clearly hinting at a sort of domino effect. However, the “laws 
of charity” (charitatis leges) did not allow missionaries to neglect the conversion 
of those lower castes, who would have perished without obtaining salvation, 
while the Christianization of the higher castes was still ongoing. Furthermore, 
the lifestyle of the Brāhman.as did not allow the missionaries to catechize the  
“vile ones” (ignobiles), namely, the Paraiyars (Parreas). For this reason it was de-
cided that the new missionaries who would come to Madurai would call them-
selves pan.t.āram Ks.atriyas (Pandaræ Cxatirienses), belonging to the varn.a of the  
Rājas (ex Rajorum ordine) and living almost in the same way as the Brāhman.a 
sam. nyāsins.73 Laines confirmed not only that Baltasar da Costa was indeed 
the first pan.t.āram Jesuit but also that—in the course of his expedition back to 
Europe (1670–73)—he was received benevolently by the pontiff then reigning. 
Pope Clement X (1670–76) requested that Costa show him the dress used by the 
missionaries in the Madurai region. Laines’s note on Costa’s pan.t.āram “fashion 
show” corresponds with observations made by Antonio Franco a decade later. 
This Portuguese Jesuit biographer observed that Costa did not change his rig-
orous pan.t.āram lifestyle even during his stay in Europe. He would never eat 
meat and fish or drink wine, and he would sleep only on hard planks.74

Costa’s pan.t.āram self-fashioning even outside the Madurai mission and India 
was not due only to a papal request and was not even the idiosyncrasy of a sin-
gle European whose apostolate in India had led to a pathological identity crisis. 
Rather, I argue that it was part of a specific pattern of cultural cross-dressing.75 
Missionaries who had adopted Oriental clothes in various Asian missions, so 
as to carry on more effectively their apostolate by bridging cultural differences, 
would often wear those same exotic dresses—permanently or to a certain  
extent—even if they had a chance to go back to Europe, hence not reverting 
to their “natural” Western religious dress. While a systematic investigation on 
this phenomenon is still awaited, a major figure attesting it was the Walloon 
Jesuit Nicolas Trigault (1577–1628). Appointed procurator of the China mis-
sion, where he resided and worked for about three years (1610–13), he traveled 
across Europe between 1614 and 1618 so as to promote the interests of that mis-
sionary endeavor in front of religious and secular authorities. As observed by 
Liam Brockey, “Besides the plain black robes typically worn by the members 
of his order, [Trigault] also carried the silk robes that mission founder Matteo 
Ricci had controversially insisted the China Jesuits wear to bolster their im-
age among the intellectual elite whom they considered their peers in the Ming  
Empire.” It is also thanks to his self-fashioning as a Chinese literatus that “for at 
least an entire generation of Jesuits and supporters of the Society Trigault was 
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the face of the China mission, the man who gave human form to the reports of 
missionary glory sent year after year from the order’s far-flung mission fields.”76 
Furthermore, it was in Chinese dress that Trigault was portrayed by Peter Paul 
Rubens (1577–1640) in 1617.77 By referring to both the typical Jesuit “plain black 
robes” and the “silk robes” of the Ming literati, Brockey highlights Trigault’s 
mobility between European and Chinese attires. Such a capacity was displayed 
also by Costa, who could shift smoothly from his Portuguese identity to the 
role of pan.t.āram Ks.atriya, if the circumstances called for it. While Costa show-
cased his Indian appearance to a pope, in 1722 Dom João V, king of Portugal  
(r. 1706–50), granted an audience to the Portuguese Jesuit António de Magalhães 
(1677–1735), “richly dressed in Chinese custom and performing all the ceremo-
nies that on such occasions are used by the Chinese ambassadors.” While Costa 
represented in his dress a specific missionary model, Magalhães stressed with 
his external appearance the quality of ambassador appointed by the Chinese 
emperor Kāngxī (1654–1722).78

Cultural cross-dressing is a practice that has been studied by scholars in 
the context of European Orientalism. The foundational reference for such an 
approach is Said’s statement that “Orientalism depends for its strategy on this  
flexible positional superiority, which puts the Westerner in a whole series of 
possible relationships with the Orient without ever losing him the relative up-
per hand.”79 If the capacity to adopt the external appearance of non-European 
people by dressing in their fashion is a sign of such Western “flexible positional 
superiority,” then it can be argued that “what is achieved through these cross- 
cultural (and cross-class) incursions is a dream of surveillance” and that “un-
like the ideal of the panoptic eye which fixes its disciplinary subject, the dream 
of cross- cultural dressing has to do with the pleasures of an active display of 
power.”80 If such an analysis could be relevant even in the case of the early mod-
ern  Catholic missions, then it would appear that the Jesuit cultural cross- dressing 
in a  European context, when no pragmatic reason could justify it, would be pri-
marily an expression of Western Christian control over native converts. How-
ever, other readings are also possible. As argued by Mary Alberts, “Humour, 
play, transformation and transgression: such are the pleasures of cultural cross- 
dressing and the source of its longstanding appeal within Western culture. As 
an artefact of cultural contact, cultural cross-dressing often expresses a desire 
to court the exotic and at times threatening possibilities of cultural difference.”81

Particularly relevant in the Jesuit case seems to be the pleasure of transfor-
mation, rather than the ones of humor, play, and transgression. The representa-
tion in early modern Europe of a Jesuit Mandarin or a pan.t.āram Ks.atriya stood 
for the capacity of a missionary to transform himself into another man and 
simultaneously to control another civilization, by placing himself in specific 
social roles of the native societies. In the Indian case, this meant an alleged  
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Jesuit capacity to win incorporation within the local higher castes, escaping 
from the risk of being classified as a Parangui while being able to also take care 
of Parreas. However, this dynamic of control by means of self-transformation 
had a fundamental condition: the stability, if not fixity, of the society that the 
missionary wanted to conform to. Trigault, Costa, and Magalhães could show-
case their missionary achievements only by presenting Chinese and Indian so-
cieties as organized according to a stable, ordered, and knowable hierarchical 
scheme. The silk robes of the China missionaries and the austere dress of the 
pan.t.āram Ks.atriyas, as different as they were in sartorial quality and economic 
appreciation, implied a solidification of social hierarchies in the representa-
tion of non-European societies affected by contact with the West. In the Indian 
context this necessarily implied the inconceivability of a social rise for those 
depressed groups that are today called Dalits.

As history and reality escape binary oppositions and easy classifications, the 
connection between the representational solidification of native hierarchies 
and the practice of accommodatio is not a reassuringly one-to-one correspon-
dence. While accommodatio indeed reinforced and stiffened native social hi-
erarchies, it is still possible that a minority position in which the missionary 
representation of self in Europe as an “Indian,” primarily by means of cultural 
cross-dressing, was accompanied by a critique of native social hierarchies and 
well-established models of accommodatio. Such an eccentric posture, inventive 
as much as contradictory, was displayed by Vigilio Saverio Manci (1666–1743), a 
Jesuit missionary hitherto almost ignored by historians.82 After a long search, I 
eventually found, at the very center and source of the “Munich School of World 
Christianity,” namely, in the Central Library of the Ludwig Maximilian Univer-
sity, the only surviving visual representation of Fr. Manci (Figure 1). While it 
cannot compete with the artistic excellence of Rubens’s portrait of Trigault, it 
is extremely precious in historical terms. As specified in the Latin caption, the 
drawing was made in February 1721, when Manci was passing by the Bavarian 
Jesuit College of Ingolstadt, to a certain extent a predecessor of the current 
Ludwig Maximilian University.83 The Jesuit was dressed as a typical mission-
ary of the Madurai mission, namely, as a pan.t.āram Ks.atriya. However, it is far 
from obvious that Manci would wear such dress. As we have seen, Nobili and 
Costa had different readings of the Indian social system but still agreed on the 
basic principle that a method of radical accommodatio was necessary in order 
to obtain the conversion of the Indians living beyond territories controlled by 
European powers. On the contrary, Vigilio Saverio Manci was the single most 
vocal opponent within the entire Society of Jesus of the method followed in 
the missions of Madurai, Mysore, and the Carnatic.84 Although not hostile to 
all forms of accommodatio, he provided to the Roman Inquisition the crucial 
empirical evidence that was required to ban the Malabar Rites.
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An attempt to a comprehensive study of these rites and of the controversy that 
was fought over them during the first half of the eighteenth century is made in 
my doctoral research.85 The intricacies of the topic as well as space limits do not 
allow for a detailed presentation of the Malabar Rites controversy here. Suffice to 

Figure 1 | 4° Cod.ms. 828, fol. 149r., Universitätsbibliothek der Ludwig-
Maximilians-Universität München, Germany. The original image is drawn 
in black ink, with the 7 horizontal lines on the shawl being colored in red.
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say that a number of practices allowed by the Jesuits in the missions of Madurai, 
Mysore, and the Carnatic came under the scrutiny of the Roman authorities and 
that between 1704 and 1744 several customs, eventually known as “Malabar Rites,” 
were forbidden by the Holy See. Contrary to a common belief, the issue at stake 
was not the extent to which Christianity could be adapted to a non-European 
culture but, rather, the definition of the limits to which the Indian church could 
incorporate mechanisms of caste reproduction and caste division.86 Whether the 
controverted rites were certain specific types of tilakas or particular ritual ablu-
tions (all aimed at enforcing caste division), or otherwise ceremonies celebrated 
on the occasion of marriages or on the occurrence of girls’ first menses (typi-
cal examples of rituals aiming at caste reproduction), at the end the real issue  
was always the perpetuation of castes and therefore of Dalit oppression. Certain 
“Malabar Rites” dealt with Parreas in a very direct way. This included the sep-
aration of “untouchables” from “noble” Christians in churches, even resorting 
to walls and architectural divisions, as well as the administering of the Viaticum 
to Christians of lower social standing only outside their huts, so as to avoid any 
contamination of the priests and the sacred objects involved in the sacramental 
action.87 Among the issues examined by the Roman Congregation of the Holy 
Office, that is, the Roman Inquisition, there was also a belief allegedly held by 
high-caste neophytes of the Madurai, Mysore, and Carnatic regions. Capuchin 
missionaries had informed Rome that the native elites converted by the Jesuits be-
lieved that Parreas were not only socially unworthy but even incapable of attain-
ing eternal salvation. The logical consequence of such an alleged belief, constantly 
denied by the Jesuit missionaries, was that Parreas should not even be baptized. 
The Roman Inquisition—with the approval of Pope Benedict XIV—decided to 
write an instruction to the Capuchins (but not to the Jesuits) urging them to per-
suade high-caste catechumens on the falsity of such an opinion, while not calling 
into question the validity of strict hierarchies in the social and political domain.88

If the official position of the Jesuits was that the Malabar Rites were not 
tainted by any superstition and did not violate principles of Christian charity, 
an eccentric missionary such as Manci thought in a different way. After twenty 
years of apostolate in the Tamil region, he came to the conclusion that many of 
the rites allowed by his confreres could not be tolerated at all. The Jesuit estab-
lishment did not appreciate such a dissenting opinion: Manci was sent back to 
Europe, and notwithstanding his repeated requests, he was no longer allowed 
to revert to his missionary field and remained confined in Jesuit residences in 
Italy and Upper Germany. Although his exile away from India could appear 
initially as the expulsion of a troublemaker, by getting back to Europe he came 
close to the Roman Inquisition, eager to gather data that could substantiate a 
general condemnation of the Malabar Rites. Manci provided the information 
required, and his Jesuit credentials were particularly precious, as they allegedly 
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demonstrated that the Roman opposition to the methods of Madurai, Mysore, 
and the Carnatic was not due to anti-Jesuitic influences.

As a Jesuit hated by his fellow Jesuits and as an adversary of the Malabar Rites 
who, once back in his province in Upper Germany (including Trentino, as much 
as Tirol and Bavaria), allowed himself to be portrayed in the garb of a pan.t.āram 
Ks.atriya, Manci was indeed a man with strong individuality, a delight in contro-
versy, and a flair for subversion. In his portrait of 1721 he performed the usual 
Jesuit exercise of cultural cross-dressing at the same time that he was preparing 
to denounce the practices tolerated by his confreres in India. We might wonder 
whether the portrait is an egregious instance of Jesuit dissimulation, with Manci 
pretending to support accommodatio while preparing to inflict a mortal blow 
on that method. Such an interpretation would probably confirm stereotypical 
notions of Jesuit duplicity, but it would also fail to take note of the delightful his-
torical contingency that primary sources occasionally display with utmost clarity, 
if only they are found. The key to Manci’s paradoxical portrait, and therefore the 
way to access his subversive missionary vision, is provided by another Munich 
treasure: an anonymous Italian dialogue, conserved only in a manuscript copy 
held by the Bavarian State Library.89 The text has no title but consists basically 
of a dialogue between a Brāhman.a (a Bramane, writes Manci) and an “Indian”  
(Indiano). Manci’s authorship is clearly demonstrated by the concurrence of 
biographical data mentioned in the dialogue and known from other archival 
sources.90 The “Indian” is none other than the very Manci, defining himself as 
an “idiot” and claiming “ignorant simplicity” as his major feature.91 As for the 
 Brameni, a distinction is made between the ones of the Indies and those of Europe. 
The Indian claims that the Brāhman.as of the Indies do not display as many bad 
actions (magagne) and plots (cabale) or such sophistication (raffinatezza) as the  
Brāhman.as from Europe.92 This passage alone shows the explosive nature of 
Manci’s dialogue: a vitriolic anti-Jesuitic text written by a Jesuit! The European 
Brameni are compared with the real ones of India, namely, the Brāhman.as prop-
erly said, with the former being presented as far worse than the latter. Manci cre-
ates for himself the ironic mask of the Indian, playing with the Italian expression 
fare l’indiano, “to do the Indian,” used even today to indicate someone who feigns 
ignorance and pretends to be a simpleton without the most basic knowledge.93

If we consider once again the four pleasures of cultural cross-dressing men-
tioned by Mary Alberts, it appears that Manci’s “Indian” portrait of 1721 is in-
deed a coded text of humor, play, and transgression. By comparing Costa’s 
self- fashioning with that of Manci, we realize that the attire of the pan.t.āram is 
a polysemous sign: it can presuppose an existing social order, such as the caste 
society consecrated by the Malabar Rites, but it can also subvert it. If Baltasar da 
Costa was a self-proclaimed Ks.atriya acting as a pan.t.āram, Manci was, rather, an 
Indian signified by the emblem of a pan.t.āram. His cultural cross-dressing did not 
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assert a European flexible positional superiority; on the contrary, it denounced 
the reification of Indian society and the endorsement of its superstitious and 
unjust social structures by his Jesuit confreres. Presenting himself as an Indian 
opposed to the Brameni both of the Indies and of Europe, Manci highlighted in 
the clearest way how accommodatio and inculturation are neither synonyms nor 
concepts deriving linearly from each other. Manci’s self-fashioning as an Indian 
was indeed an act of deep “inculturation” and, at the same time, an indictment 
of accommodatio and its casteistic assumptions. It would be difficult to represent 
Vigilio Saverio Manci, born in a newly ennobled family, as a sort of Dalit theo-
logian ante litteram; however, in the conditions of the early eighteenth century, 
he fought successfully against a system that sacrificed Christian charity on the 
altar of mere numerical proselytism. Without Manci there would have been no 
ban on the Malabar Rites—or at least not in the form this took eventually with 
Benedict XIV’s bull Omnium Sollicitudinum, issued on September 12, 1744.94 In 
turn, without this prohibition of the Malabar Rites, although effective only to a 
limited extent, and without the gradual elaboration of a Christian critique of caste 
discrimination, even the unequivocal stand taken in front of the bishops of Tamil 
Nāt.u by John Paul II in 2003 would have been inconceivable. Manci, a hitherto 
unknown figure in missionary history, has gained in our eyes a face and witty 
personality thanks to the traces that he left in Munich. It is also from this city, and 
from the school established by Klaus Koschorke, that a significant contribution is 
being made to the study of world Christianity, so as to understand the fascinating 
complexity of this global religious experience both in the past and in our times.

Paolo Aranha specializes in the history of early modern Catholic missions 
to Asia, with special reference to Portuguese India. He studied political sci-
ence at Sapienza–Università di Roma and then history at the European 
University Institute (Florence), where he is about to receive a Ph.D. He has 
been a Marie Curie Intra-European Fellow at the Warburg Institute (London) 
and a Marie Curie/Gerda Henkel Foundation Fellow at Ludwig-Maximilians- 
Universität München. Being based in Munich, he is currently a research 
fellow of the Cultural Affairs Bureau of the Special Administrative Region of 
Macao. His publications include Il Cristianesimo latino in India nel XVI secolo 
(Milan: Franco Angeli, 2006), as well as various book chapters and articles on 
the history of early modern Catholic missions.

N OT E S

The Indian names are spelled according to the National Library at Calcutta romaniza-
tion system and the Tamil Lexicon (Madras: University of Madras, 1936), with the ex-
ception of widely used anglicized toponyms and Indian words in quotations from other 
authors. This article is based on the research that I have undertaken for my doctoral 
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dissertation, “Malabar Rites: An Eighteenth-Century Conflict on the Catholic Missions 
in South India,” supervised by Prof. Diogo Ramada Curto and about to be defended at 
the European University Institute, Florence.
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Klaus Koschorke’s historiographical contribution. See Ciprian Burlacioiu and Adrian 
 Hermann, eds., Veränderte Landkarten: Auf dem Weg zu einer polyzentrischen Geschichte 
des Weltchristentums: Festschrift für Klaus Koschorke zum 65. Geburstag (Wiesbaden: 
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2008), 167–81; Rene Jan Barendse, “Slavery and Slave Trades,” in Arabian Seas, 1700–1763 
(Leiden: Brill, 2009), 3:1169–1320 (focusing on West India as well as on Mozambique  
and Madagascar); Giuseppe Marcocci, “Tra cristianesimo e Islam: Le vite parallele degli 
schiavi abissini in India (secolo XVI),” Società e Storia 138 (2012): 807–22; and  Ernestine 
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of precise stated references, is Nobili’s hagiographic biography Augustine Saulière, S.J., 
His Star in the East, ed. Savarimuthu Rajamanickam, S.J. (Madras: De Nobili Research 
Institute, 1995). Nobili has drawn renewed attention among scholars in recent times. 
Particularly important are two volumes of conference proceedings, namely, C. Joe Arun, 
S.J., ed., Interculturation of Religion: Critical Perspectives on Robert de Nobili’s Mission in 
India (Bangalore: Asian Trading, 2007); and Matteo Sanfilippo and Carlo Prezzolini, 
eds., Roberto de Nobili (1577–1656), Missionario Gesuita Poliziano: Atti del Convegno, 
Montepulciano, 20 Ottobre 2007 (Perugia: Guerra, 2008).

50. I have analyzed the connection between Valignano and Nobili in “Gerarchie 
 razziali e adattamento culturale: La ‘Ipotesi Valignano,’” in Alessandro Valignano 
S.I., uomo del Rinascimento: Ponte tra Oriente ed Occidente, ed. Adolfo Tamburello,  
M. Antoni J. Üçerler, S.J., and Marisa Di Russo (Rome: Institutum Historicum Societatis 
Iesu, 2008), 76–98. The category of a “pretercolonial space” is introduced in my arti-
cle entitled “Early Modern Asian Catholicism and European Colonialism: Dominance, 
Hegemony, and Native Agency in the Portuguese Estado da Índia,” in Polycentric Struc
tures in the History of World Christianity/Polyzentrische Strukturen in der Geschichte des 
Weltchristentums, ed. Klaus Koschorke and Adrian Hermann, Studies in the History of 
Christianity in the Non-Western World (Asia, Africa, Latin America) 25 (Wiesbaden: 
Harassowitz Verlag, 2014), 277–98.

51. The term Parangui, current in the early documents concerning the Madurai mis-
sion, was one of the many variations of the Persian Farangī, derived from the Arabic 
expressions AlFaranj, Ifranjī, and Firanjī, all indicating a Frank. The derogatory con-
notations associated with this semantic constellation can be perceived easily consid-
ering that by the end of the nineteenth century the related Anglo-Indian expression 
 Paranghee was used to indicate “an obstinated chronic disease endemic in Ceylon” 
that had “a  superficial resemblance to syphilis.” Henry Yule and Arthur Coke Burnell, 
 Hobson Jobson: A Glossary of Colloquial AngloIndian Words and Phrases, and of  Kindred 
Terms, Etymological, Historical, Geographical, and Discursive, ed. William Crooke (1886; 
New Delhi: Rupa, 2002), 352–54, 672.

52. Such a claim was at the origin of the erroneous nineteenth-century attribution to 
Nobili of a peculiar work, the Ezourvedam, credited previously by Voltaire and other 
European intellectuals as a genuine Veda and today mostly interpreted as some sort of 
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eighteenth-century French Jesuit forgery or imitation of the Hindu sacred scriptures. 
See Ludo Rocher, ed., Ezourvedam: A French Veda of the Eighteenth Century (Amster-
dam: John Benjamins, 1984). A French Jesuit authorship, even though declined accord-
ing to a series of ingenious hypotheses, has been claimed also in Urs App, The Birth of 
 Orientalism (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010). However, it should 
be noted that no concrete evidence has been provided until now to disprove the pos-
sibility that the Ezourvedam is the fruit of a native Indian agency. On the contrary, the 
type of religious synthesis displayed by that text is in direct contradiction to the concrete 
forms with which the Jesuits in Asia articulated their method of accommodatio.

53. Roberto de Nobili, Roberto de Nobili on Indian Customs, ed. Savarimuthu 
 Rajamanickam, S.J. (Palayamkottai, India: De Nobili Research Centre, 1972), 2:113–14; 
the English translation is mine, as the one made by Jean-Pierre Leonard, S.J., previously 
archbishop of Madurai, is not always literal.

54. The relevance of the notion of adiaphora in order to understand Nobili’s method 
was observed for the first time in Ines G. Županov, “Le repli du religieux: Les mis-
sionnaires jésuites du 17e siècle entre la théologie chrétienne et une éthique païenne,” 
 Annales. Histoire, Sciences Sociales 51, no. 6 (1996): 1201–23.

55. The text of the brief can be found in Iuris Pontificii de Propaganda Fide: Pars 
prima, complectens Bullas Brevia Acta S.S. a Congregationis institutione ad præsens iuxta 
temporis seriem disposita, auspice E.mo ac R.mo D.no S.R.E Cardinali Ioanne Simoni 
S.C. de Propaganda Fide Præfecto, cura ac studio Raphaëlis de Martinis, eiusdem Cong. 
Consult. et missionis sacerdotis etc. (Rome: Ex Typographia Polyglotta S. C. de Propa-
ganda Fide, 1888–97), 1:15–17. The Latin expression corumbynum was a phonetic approx-
imation of the Tamil kud.umi. The retroflex consonant /d. / was perceived as an alveolar 
thrill, namely, a sound expressed in Italian by the grapheme /r/. A description and vi-
sual representation of the tilakas used by a major constellation in the Hindu world are 
offered in A. W. Entwistle, “Vais.n.ava Tilakas: Sectarian Marks Worn by Worshippers 
of Vis.n.u,” theme issue, IAVRI Bulletin 11–12 (1981–82). As for the baths allowed to the 
Christians, it has been observed even in contemporary Hinduism that “ritual and pro-
fane washing can certainly be done together, as when the believer stands up to his hips 
in the river water and dives under several times to wash himself. But it is always clearly 
delineated whether it is a ritual act or not. There is also a linguistic distinction between 
ritual ( mārjana) and ‘profane’ (snāna, śauca) washing” (Axel Michaels, Hinduism: Past 
and Present [Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004; German ed., 1988], 237–38).

56. “Satiusque est cum humilibus respici, quam cum altis a longe cognosci, atque ad 
modicum tempus huius mundi contemptibilibus aggregari, quam in æternum cum con-
temptoribus separari de medio iustorum” (Iuris Pontificii de Propaganda Fide, 1:17).

57. Relatively limited documentation and the persistent clash of denominational 
claims within the Saint Thomas Christian community hinder the achievement of a 
scholarly consensus on the earliest history of this ancient and diversified community. 
Useful for a first approach to the topic is still Leslie Brown, The Indian Christians of  
St. Thomas: An Account of the Ancient Syrian Church of Malabar (Cambridge:  
Cambridge University Press, 1982 [1956]).

58. Acção VIII, Decreto 36, in Bullarium Patronatus, appendix, 1:318–19.
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59. Antonio de Gouvea, Iornada do Arcebispo de Goa Dom Frey Aleixo de Menezes 
Primaz da India Oriental, Religioso da Ordem de S. Agostinho. Quando foy as Serras do 
Malauar, & lugares em que morão os antigos Christãos de S. Thomé, & os tirou de muytos 
erros & heregias em que estauão, & reduzio à nossa Sancta Fè Catholica, & obediencia da 
Santa Igreja Romana, da qual passaua de mil annos que estauão apartados. Recopilada de 
diuersos tratados de pessoas de autoridade, que a tudo forão presentes, Por Frey Antonio 
de Gouuea Religioso da mesma Ordem de Santo Agostinho, lente de Theologia, & Prior 
do Conuento de Goa. Dase noticia de muytas cousas notaueis da India, de que a não auia 
tão clara. Dirigida ao Reuerendissimo Senhor Dom Frey Agostinho de IESU  Arcebispo, &  
 Senhor de Braga, Primaz das Espanhas Religioso da mesma Ordem (Coimbra: Na  Officina 
de Diogo Gomez Loureyro Impressor da Uniuersidade. Com licença do Sancto Officio, & 
Ordinario. Anno D.ni, 1606), 69v.

60. Acção VIII, Decreto 36, in Bullarium Patronatus, appendix, 1:318–19.
61. Gouvea, Iornada, 70r.
62. Ines G. Županov, “‘One Civility, but Multiple Religions’: Jesuit Mission Among  

St. Thomas Christians in India (Sixteenth–Seventeenth Centuries),” Journal of Early 
Modern History 9, no. 3 (2005): 284–325.

63. For this reason it is difficult to agree with the conclusion drawn by Sanjay  
Subrahmanyam in his article “Dom Frei Aleixo de Meneses (1559–1617) et l’échec des 
tentatives d’indigénisation du christianisme en Inde,” Archives de sciences sociales des 
religions 43, no. 103 (1998): 21–42. The author proposes a convincing reading of the po-
litical motivations that led Meneses to convene the Synod of Diamper, but it is not clear 
in which sense this would have also represented, as stated in the very title of the essay, 
“a setback [échec] of the efforts to indigenize Christianity in India.” The liturgy of the 
Saint Thomas Christians was Eastern Syriac, not Indian, and their bishops had always 
been sent from the patriarch of the Church of the East, settled initially in Persia and 
then in Mesopotamia. Subrahmanyam conflates two different processes, namely, the 
latinization of a church with a Syriac tradition and the repression of the Saint Thomas 
Christians’ social adaptation to the Malabar context. While the first process indeed took 
place, the second one was neither desired nor achieved by Meneses, as the canon on the 
discrimination against low-caste Christians clearly demonstrates.

64. Acção IX, Decreto 3º, in Bullarium Patronatus, appendix, 1:326–27.
65. See Kunjulekshmi Saradamoni, Emergence of a Slave Caste: Pulayas of Kerala 

(New Delhi: People’s, 1980).
66. Sebastião Rodolfo Dalgado, “Gonçalves Viana e a lexicologia portuguesa de ori-

gem asiático-africana,” Boletim da Segunda Classe da Acadêmia das Sciências de Lisboa 
10, no. 3 (1916): 649–811, at 771.

67. Gouvea, Iornada, 69v: “Se desterraram muytos outros custumes barbaros per-
judiciaes, & impertinentes, tirando hum . . . posto q[ue] os Christãos entendão q[ue] 
isto he vaidade, & superstição, cõ tudo o guardião.” The adjective impertinentes has a 
wide semantic field and indicates fastidiousness, excessive curiosity, and annoyance. 
However, in an early modern context it also had further technical meanings. In moral 
theology circunstacias impertinentes were circumstances that, by neither increasing nor 
decreasing the moral responsibility in a sin, were not supposed to be declared during 
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sacramental confession. A typical case was whether the woman with whom a man had 
“offended God” was beautiful or ugly. See Rafael Bluteau, C.R., Vocabulario Portuguez 
e Latino (Coimbra: Collegio das Artes da Companhia de Jesu, 1713), 4:70. Considering 
that Gouvea was an ecclesiastical author, it seems reasonable to imagine that his use of 
the word impertinente was influenced by his theological education and that, in qualify-
ing the customs of caste segregation, he wanted to stress that they were also “irrelevant” 
and not important.

68. We have already seen (n. 64) how the Synod of Diamper did not represent the end 
of the indigenization and adaptation of the Christianity of Saint Thomas Christians to 
the social and cultural conditions of Malabar. As for Goa, certain scholars of an older 
generation failed to acknowledge that the evangelization process did not necessarily im-
ply, everywhere and at all times, a whitewashing of the local social and cultural heritage. 
A typical example of such an unbalanced interpretation is provided in Anant Kakba 
Priolkar, The Goa Inquisition: Being a Quatercentenary Commemoration Study of the 
Inquisition in India (Bombay: Bombay University Press, 1961). The author does not limit 
himself to sketching the history of the Goa Inquisition but also provides a representa-
tion of the overall conversion process in Goa that totally ignores the relevance of native 
agency in the adoption of the religion brought by the Portuguese.

69. The innovations brought by the Portuguese missionary, both in his demeanor and 
in his representation of Tamil society, have been explored brilliantly in Ananya Chakra-
varti, “The Many Faces of Baltasar da Costa: Imitatio and Accommodatio in the Seven-
teenth Century Madurai Mission,” Etnógrafica 18, no. 1 (2014): 135–58.

70. Useful biographical notes on Laines are provided in Ángel Santos Hernández, S.J., 
Los Jesuitas Obispos Misioneros y los Obispos Jesuitas de la Extincíon (Madrid: Universi-
dad Pontificia Comillas, 2000), 128–32.

71. Francisco Laines, Defensio Indicarum Missionum (Rome: Ex Typographia Rev-
erendæ Cameræ Apostolicæ, 1707), 67–68. As I show in my doctoral dissertation, this 
book was printed in a clandestine way and with a false indication of place. On the basis 
of formal and historical grounds I identify the real printer of this work with António 
Pedrozo Galrão, who published in Lisbon both authorized and counterfeited editions. 
A clandestine publication can explain why just five exemplars of the Defensio seem to 
have been conserved in research libraries throughout the world. Three are in Rome: 
one in the Biblioteca Casanatense and two in the library of the Institutum Historicum 
Societatis Iesu. Another copy is in the Biblioteca Universitaria di Genova, and the fifth 
is conserved in the Library of the University of Michigan.

72. It is remarkable that Laines differentiated the two aspects of “caste” in his Latin trans-
lation. The notion of jāti was rendered by tribus (tribe, as in the case of the tribes of Israel 
or the tribes of the ancient Romans), whereas the different concept of varn.a was expressed 
very aptly by ordo (order, rank), hinting precisely at a univocal system of indexing and 
ranking. On the difference between jāti and varn.a, see Dumont, Homo Hierarchicus, 72–75.

73. Antonio Franco, S.J., Imagem da virtude em o Noviciado da Companhia de Jesu na 
Corte de Lisboa (Coimbra: No Real Collegio das Artes da Companhia de Jesu, 1717), 650.

74. With the expression “cultural cross-dressing” a concept is extended and gener-
alized from gender studies to the analysis of intercultural encounters. From a gender 
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perspective, “cross dressing is a simple term for a complex set of phenomena. It ranges 
from simply wearing one or two items of clothing to full-scale burlesque, from a comic 
impersonation to a serious attempt to pass as the opposite gender, from an occasional 
desire to experiment with gender identity to attempting to live most of one’s life as a 
member of the opposite sex” (Vern L. Bullough and Bonnie Bullough, Cross Dressing, 
Sex, and Gender [Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1993], vii). More gen-
erally, “cross-dressing implies an act in which one consciously and for a period of time 
takes up a particular form of dress,” not necessarily one pertaining to a gender different 
from one’s own. Hence, “the term cultural cross-dressing . . . conveys a sense of free-
dom from boundaries. . . . One can bend gender roles but also cultural roles” (Inge  
E. Boer, Uncertain Territories: Boundaries in Cultural Analysis, ed. Mieke Bal, Bregje van 
Eekelen, and Patricia Spyer [Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2006], 143).

75. Liam M. Brockey, “Part II. The Death and ‘Disappearance’ of Nicolas Trigault,” in 
Anne-Marie Logan and Liam M. Brockey, “Nicolas Trigault, SJ: A Portrait by Peter Paul 
Rubens,” Metropolitan Museum Journal 38 (2003): 161–67, at 163–64.

76. Anne-Marie Logan, “Part I. A Note on the Drawing,” in Logan and Brockey, 
“Nicolas Trigault, SJ,” 157–60; Stephanie Schrader, “Implicit Understanding: Rubens and 
the Representation of the Jesuit Missions in Asia,” in Looking East: Rubens’s Encounter 
with Asia, ed. Stephanie Schrader (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2013), 39–65. The 
portrait was drawn on January 17, 1617.

77. António Vasconcellos de Saldanha, De Kangxi para o Papa pela via de Portugal: 
Mémoria e Documentos relativos à intervenção de Portugal e da Companhia de Jesus na 
questão dos Ritos Chineses e nas relações entre o Imperador Kangxi e a Santa Sé (Macao: 
Instituto Português do Oriente, 2002), 1:382–83.

78. Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978), 7.
79. Gail Ching-Liang Low, “White Skins/Black Masks: The Pleasures and Politics of 

Imperialism,” New Formations 9 (1989): 83–103, at 95.
80. Mary Roberts, “Cultural Crossings: Sartorial Adventures, Satiric Narratives, and the 

Question of Indigenous Agency in Nineteenth-Century Europe and the Near East,” in 
Edges of Empire: Orientalism and Visual Culture, ed. Jocelyn Hackforth-Jones and Mary 
Roberts (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 2005), 70–94, at 70. In the course of her essay Roberts 
examines the problems raised by Low (“White Skins/Black Masks”) and, trying to detect 
native agency, argues “that a counter-play emerges in which gendered cross-dressing is en-
gaged by Ottomans to travesty Western cultural cross-dressing” (“Cultural Crossings,” 71).

81. I analyze Manci in §II 21, “Vigilio Saverio Manci, an ‘Indian’ Fighting the ‘Brah-
mans,’” of my doctoral dissertation on the Malabar Rites.

82. More precisely, the current Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität is the direct heir 
of the previous University of Ingolstadt, established in 1472 and then significantly in-
fluenced by the Jesuits until the suppression of the Society of Jesus. See Carl Prantl, 
Geschichte der LudwigMaximiliansUniversität in Ingolstadt, Landshut, München, zur 
Festfeier ihres  Vierhundertjährigen Bestehens im Auftrage des Akademischen Senates 
(Munich: Christian Kaiser, 1872), 1:219. The College of Ingolstadt, an educational in-
stitution complementary to the local university, was fully owned by the Jesuits. The  
Jesuit professors of the university were also members of the college. In this sense it is 
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possible to say that the Jesuit College of Ingolstadt is part of the inheritance acquired by  
Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München.

83. Another critical voice was that of Claude de Visdelou (1656–1737), a former mis-
sionary to China and then bishop and apostolic vicar on behalf of Propaganda Fide. 
If Visdelou was an eminent Sinologist, he did not display a special interest in Indian 
religions and societies. Furthermore, once exiled from China to the French settlement 
of Pondichéry, he refused to live with the Jesuits, preferring to stay with the French 
Capuchins. See Ángel Santos Hernández, S.J., Jesuitas y Obispados, vol. 2 (Madrid:  
Universidad Pontificia Comillas, 2000), 157–62.

84. Aranha, “Malabar Rites.” Useful for a first orientation on the Malabar Rites contro-
versy, although outdated in terms of sources and interpretative paradigms, is the dictio-
nary entry Émile Amann, “Malabares (Rites),” in Dictionnaire de Théologie Catholique, 
contenant l’exposé des doctrines de la théologie catholique, leur preuves et leurs histoire,  
24 vols., ed. Alfred Vacant, Eugène Mangenot, and Émile Amann (Paris: Letouzey  
et Ané, 1903–76), vol. 9/2 (1927), cols. 1704–45.

85. I have proposed this interpretation in the article “Sacramenti o sam. skārāh.?  
L’illusione dell’accommodatio nella controversia dei riti malabarici,” special issue, ed. 
Maria Teresa Fattori, Cristianesimo nella Storia 31 (2010): 621–46.

86. See my essay “The Social and Physical Spaces of the Malabar Rites Controversy,” 
in Space and Conversion in Global Perspective, ed. Giuseppe Marcocci, Wietse de Boer, 
Aliocha Maldavsky, and Ilaria Pavan (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 214–32.

87. The papal decision was taken on January 5, 1741. The Latin minutes stated that “S[a]
n[cti]tas Sua addidit iniungendum eid[em] P[atri] Renato [= Fr. René de Charente, general 
custodian of the Capuchins in India], cæterisque ipsius Socijs Missionarijs ut eos, qui Bap-
tismum susceperint, adducere studeant ad credendum Parreas non esse genus hominum 
reproborum, et æternæ Beatitudinis incapaces, sed animas eorum ab animabus nobilium 
non esse dissimiles, quamvis hoc dissimilitudinem non auferat, quæ inter unum, et alium 
cœtum personarum reperitur in ordine Civili, seu Politico” (S.O., St. St., QQ 1-n, f. 399v 
[virtual numbering], Archivio della Congregazione per la Dottrina della Fede, Vatican 
City). This Fr. René de Charente should not be confused with a previous Capuchin mis-
sionary working in Madras in the early eighteenth century, namely, Fr. René d’Angoulême. 
While most sources do not mention Charente as the origin of the second Fr. René, this 
information is provided in a legal printed document, the “Mémoire pour le sieur Cotterel, 
Capitaine des Vaisseaux de la Compagnie des Indes, navigeants d’Inde en Inde, contre la 
Compagnie des Indes,” in Plaidoyers et Mémoires, contenant des questions intéressantes, 
tant en matieres Civiles, Canoniques, & Criminelles, que de Police, & de Comerce, avec les 
Jugemens, & leur motifs somaires, & plusieurs Discours sur diférentes matieres, soit de droit 
public, soit d’histoire, par M. Mannory, ancien Avocat au Parlement (Paris: Chez Claude 
Herissant, Libraire-Imprimeur, rue Neuve Notre-Dame, à la Croix d’or, 1755), 16:71.

88. Cod. Ital. 101, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Munich. It is possible that even this 
manuscript once belonged to the Jesuit College of Ingolstadt.

89. Crucial for the identification is the list of credentials and patent letters granted to 
the “Indian” and actually known to be given to Manci by Fr. António Dias, provincial of 
Malabar. Ibid., ff. 6r–7r.
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90. Ibid., ff. 1v, 2r.
91. Ibid., f. 4r.
92. The expression is very common even in modern Italian, while its first literary 

attestation (“Vedete com’ei fan ben l’Indiano?”) seems to be found in a comedy writ-
ten in 1618 by Michelangelo Buonarroti il Giovane (1568–1646), nephew of the famous  
Renaissance artist. See La Fiera Commedia di Michelagnolo Buonarruoti il Giovane e La 
Tancia Commedia Rusticale del Medesimo coll’annotazioni dell’Abate Anton Maria Salvini 
Gentiluomo Fiorentino e Lettor delle Lettere Greche nello Studio Fiorentino (Florence: 
Nella Stamperia di S. A. R. Per li Tartini e Franchi, 1726), 222 (Quarta Giornata, act 3, 
scene 9). The Indians hinted at in this Italian expression were actually the American na-
tives, perceived stereotypically as dreamy and abstracted. Addolorata Landi, “A propo-
sito della locuzione italiana fare l’albanese,” Zeitschrift für Balkanologie 35, no. 1 (1999): 
42–45, specifically 42–43.

93. The text can be easily consulted in Iuris Pontificii de Propaganda Fide, 3:167–82. 
Incidentally, it should be noted that no real contribution to the papal condemna-
tion of the Malabar Rites was provided by the French Capuchin Norbert Bar-le-Duc  
(1703–1769). This friar used the Malabar Rites as a way to slander the entire Society of 
Jesus and had very limited knowledge of the concrete conditions in the Indian mis-
sions. I have analyzed this figure in my essay “‘Les meilleures Causes embarassent les 
Juges, si elles manquent de bonnes preuves’: Père Norbert’s Militant Historiography on 
the Malabar Rites Controversy,” in Europäische Geschichtskulturen um 1700 zwischen  
Gelehrsamkeit, Politik und Konfession, ed. Thomas Wallnig, Thomas Stockinger, Ines 
Peper, and Patrick Fiska (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2012), 239–68.
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REDUCI DALLE INDIE ORIENTALI:
CARLO HORATII DA CASTORANO E

NORBERT BAR-LE-DUC A CONFRONTO

Summary: This study compares the vicissitudes of Carlo Horatii da Castorano, 
principal promotor of the definitive condemnation of the “Chinese Rites”, issued 
by the papal Bull, “Ex quo singulari”, published on 9 July 1742, and of Norbert 
Bar-le-Duc, who endeavoured to obtain the condemnation of practices followed in 
the missions of Madurai, Mysore, Carnatico, which was decreed by the papal Bull, 
“Sollicitudinum”, of 12 September 1744. The Author intends to show the difference 
in the effects that publication of the two Bulls - on the “Chinese Rites” and on the 
“Malabar Rites”, respectively - had on the course taken by the lives of these two re-
ligious. Norbert goes on to a successful career – as author of anti-Jesuit literature, 
with a role in the process of expelling the Society of Jesus from Portugal and her em-
pire – while a rather different fate awaits Carlo Horatii. While he had triumphed 
over the Society of Jesus, a victory that was an essential phase of the process that was 
to lead to the Society’s suppression, Carlo Horatii himself profited little thereby, and 
was to die in virtually enforced exile. 

Sumario: El estudio propone una comparación entre el caso de Carlos Horatii de Ca-
storano, principal patrocinador de la condena definitiva de los ritos sínicos por la 
Bula Ex quo singulari, publicada el 9 de julio del año 1742 , y Norberto Bar-le-Duc, 
partidario de la condena de las prácticas en uso en las misiones de Madurai, Mysore y 
del Carnatico decretada con la Bula Omnium Sollicitudinum del 12 de septiembre de 
1744. Con tal estudio, el autor pretende demostrar la divergencia en relación con los 
efectos de la publicación de ambas Bulas, sobre los ritos sínicos y malabares, en la vida 
de los dos religiosos. Mientras que Norberto tiene una carrera exitosa –como autor de 
literatura antijesuitica y por su desempeño en el proceso de expulsión de la Compañía 
de Jesús de Portugal y de su imperio– diversa es la situación de Carlos Horatii. Cier-
tamente logra una victoria sobre la Compañía de Jesús, etapa esencial en el proceso 
que habría llevado a su extinción; pero él obtiene poca satisfacción personal, dado que 
terminó su vida casi que en el exilio forzado.

Il 29 novembre 1742 il Cardinal Vincenzo Petra (1662- 1747), 
Prefetto della Congregazione de Propaganda Fide e Penitenziere Mag-
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giore di Santa Romana Chiesa, scriveva il seguente biglietto a Papa Be-
nedetto XIV1:

Beatissimo Padre
Questa matina per la necessità di uscire al S. Ufficio, Vostra Santità non 
si è potuto risolvere circa al P. Castorano; Io però nel ritornare a Casa 
mi sono raccomandato allo Spirito Santo di ispirarmi qualche mezzo 
termine per non abbandonar questo Religioso Benemerito, acciò non 
incorra in qualche forte Frenesia, perciò l’hò chiamato, e dettoli di 
nuovo la buona volontà di gratificarlo, gli hò offerto, che gli si darà un 
Breve di Penitenzieria col oracolo di Vostra Santità di poter stare in sua 
Casa, attese le indisposizioni contratte per le sue fatighe tanto lodevo-
li et esimerlo dall’ubbidienza a qualunque Superiore della Religione, e 
solamente sottoposto alla Congregazione di Propaganda, avendolo Io 
consolato, che si pensarà da Vostra Santità al modo di beneficarlo, ed in-
tanto si continuarà à pagare da Propaganda l’assegnamento, che ora egli 
hà. Dies Diei eructat Verbum2, intanto hò procurato, che resti contento, 
e con ciò impedire ad ogni Frenisia, e quando V. S. si degnarà di appro-
vare detto mio pensiere, farò spedire il Breve, e farò che il detto Padre sia 
à Piedi di V. S., come egli desidera per licenziarsi, et allora Vostra Santità 
lo consolarà col solito modo benigno che usa. 

Il Papa annotava il biglietto di Petra con una formula di pieno assen-
so: «Approviamo il pensiero del nostro Card. Petra, e lo ringraziamo»3. 
Il ritorno di Carlo Horatii nel suo nativo paese di Castorano nel 1742 è 
in realtà una circostanza conosciuta. Già nella ben nota Brevissima rela-
zione del 1759, stampata dai fratelli Agnelli a Lugano con falsa indica-
zione di Livorno4, lo stesso Carlo Horatii scriveva di aver ottenuto il per-

1 Archivio della Congregazione per l’Evangelizzazione dei Popoli de Propaganda 
Fide (APF), Miscellanee Varie XII, ff. 9r- 10r.

2 Si tratta di una citazione da Salmi 18,3. Nel contesto del versetto che lo prece-
de la citazione completa è quindi «Cæli enarrant gloriam Dei, et opera manuum ejus 
annuntiat firmamentum. / Dies diei eructat verbum, et nox nocti indicat scientiam». 
Il versetto allude alla velocità e facilità con cui la gloria divina si manifesta nel mondo. 
La citazione di Petra sembrerebbe perciò alludere alla rapidità con cui si spargerebbe la 
notizia dei benefici conferiti al P. Castorano.

3 APF, Miscellanee Varie XII, f. 9r. 
4 Brevissima Notizia o Relazione de Varj Viaggi, Fatiche, Patimenti, Opere, ec. 

nell’Imperio della Cina, ec. Del Reverendo Padre F. Carlo Horatii da Castorano Minor 
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messo di ritirarsi nella sua casa paterna: partito da Roma il 18 dicembre, 
giunse a Castorano il 31, dopo essere passato per Assisi e Loreto. Quali 
erano però le circostanze di tale peculiare “pensionamento”? Se infatti 
Carlo Horatii soffriva -per usare l’espressione del Cardinal Petra- di «in-
disposizioni contratte per le sue fatighe tanto lodevoli», si può nondi-
meno presumere che i suoi confratelli francescani avrebbero ben potuto 
prendersi cura di lui. Sentiamo dunque ciò che la Brevissima relazione 
riporta in proposito, tenendo a mente a fedeltà di tale testo a stampa 
rispetto al manoscritto originale composto da Carlo da Castorano: 

Fatto tutto ciò andai dal Em.o Cardinal Petra Prefetto di Propaganda, 
e gli dissi: che finiti già li Negozj, per li quali dalla Cina ero venuto a 
Roma, comandasse quello, che dovevo fare, e che se l’Eminenze Loro 
comandassero, che tornassi alla Cina, io eseguirei i loro comandi; Al 
che l’Em[inenz]a sua rispose non ardire ciò comandare, ma bisognava 
rimettere questo negozio al Papa ec. E di più l’ Em[inenz]a sua diede 
speranza, che facilmente sarei decorato in Roma dalla Santità Sua, come 
ei trattava col medesimo Papa ec.: Passato però alcun tempo, l’Em.a Sua 
mi dissse avere avuto l’esclusiva, a causa della povertà di Propaganda, e 
della S. Camera Apostolica; onde non potevo con decenza essere man-
tenuto in Roma. Andai dunque a’ Piedi del medesimo Papa Benedetto 
XIV. ad offerirmi di ritornare alla Cina (come avevo fatto coll’Em.o 
Cardinal Petra) se la Santità Sua me lo comandava. E la Santità Sua mi 
accolse con grande affezione Paternale, e prima mi domandò in qual’età 
mi ritrovavo? Al quale risposi, che nel passato Maggio del corrente anno 
1742. ero entrato nell’anno settuagesimo di mia età: E la Santità Sua 
rispose con queste formali parole: Li comandi devono essere fatti con di-
screzione, siete troppo avanzato in età, avete già faticato abbastanza, è già 
tempo di riposare. Poi Sua Santità mi disse, che mi farebbe dare un Breve 
dal detto Cardinal Petra (come Sommo Penitenziero), e che mi farebbe 
assegnare un sussidio annuale per tornare a riposare in casa paterna a 
Castorano, giacchè per le tante fatiche, patimenti, ed indisposizioni abi-
tuali contratte, non potevo più vivere sotto la forma, e disciplina della 

Osservante di S. Francesco, Ex-Vicario Generale, Ex-Delegato Apostolico, e Missionario di 
Propaganda Fide, ec. In Livorno 1759. Per gli Eredi Santini Con Licenza De’ Superiori 
[= Lugano: Agnelli, 1759], 78. Per la storia delle edizioni clandestine luganesi si veda 
Callisto Calderari, Bibliografia luganese del Settecento: Le edizioni Agnelli di Lugano: 
Libri, periodici, Lugano: Casagrande, 1999.
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propria Religione; Ed io resi le grazie a Sua Santità, la quale mi concedè 
anco alcuni Privilegi, e mi licenziai finaliter dalla medesima. Scrissi poi 
al nostro Rev[erendissi]mo Padre Generale Gaetano di Laurino, signi-
ficandole detta grazia del Papa, di ritornare a vivere in casa Paterna, di-
mandandole la sua Permissione, e Benedizione: Il quale per lettera beni-
gnamente mi rispose, e dandomi la sua Benedizione. 

Il confronto fra il biglietto di Vincenzo Petra al Papa e la versio-
ne autobiografica di Carlo Horatii ci permette di comprendere dunque 
quale fosse la “frenesia” che affliggeva il religioso. Ai suoi occhi il conse-
guimento della condanna definitiva dei riti cinesi per mezzo della Bolla 
Ex quo singulari, pubblicata il 9 luglio di quell’anno 1742, non solo ap-
pariva come il coronamento di decenni di sforzi, ma rappresentava an-
che il venir meno della circostanza che gli ha aveva impedito di tornare 
nel suo ambiente più congeniale, ovvero la missione in Cina. Secondo 
Carlo Horatii tale desiderio non sarebbe stato soddisfatto dal Papa per 
un problema di età ormai senile. Il biglietto di Petra, annotato di proprio 
pugno da Benedetto XIV, ci mostra invece come l’effettiva decisione di 
allontanare il religioso fu presa dal Penitenziere Maggiore e Prefetto di 
Propaganda Fide, che anticipò ed interpretò un’intenzione del Pontefice 
non ancora formulata. La concessione dell’esenzione dall’obbedienza e 
dalla disciplina religiosa ed il conferimento di ulteriore privilegi sono 
presentati da Carlo Horatii come un segno di particolare benevolenza del 
Pontefice, contrapposta implicitamente ad una certa qual grettezza del 
Cardinal Petra, per il quale le finanze di Propaganda Fide e della Camera 
Apostolica non erano in grado di mantenere a Roma un religioso che 
pure tanto aveva operato in difesa della purezza della Fede e del rispetto 
dovuto all’autorità papale. L’Horatii non poteva sapere che era stato in-
vece proprio il Cardinal Petra a suggerire al Papa di consolare il religioso 
«col solito modo benigno che usa». Il Pontefice e il suo assistente con-
cordavano perciò sulla strategia da seguire rispetto all’ex-missionario: 
separarlo dal suo ordine religioso, allontanarlo da Roma, assicurargli 
una stabilità economica e ricompensarlo con qualche simbolico ed in-
nocuo segno di apprezzamento. Se davvero l’Horatii era stato essenziale 
alla formulazione della Ex quo singulari -una disposizione rispetto alla 
quale la Santa Sede si attendeva indubbiamente totale ossequio- appare 
quanto meno strano che la sua ricompensa fosse l’esilio sia dalla vista del 
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Papa, sia dalla disciplina religiosa che aveva dato senso e forma alla sua 
vita. Carlo Horatii in realtà sembrava suggerire che, a fronte del sincero 
impegno di Papa Lambertini contro i riti cinesi, ambienti della Curia 
fossero stati ancora assai sensibili alle istanze dei gesuiti. Nella Brevissi-
ma notizia viene così descritta l’attività del francescano quando giunse a 
Roma nel novembre del 17345:

Essendo io dunque in Roma andai primieramente dalla [sic] Eminen-
tissimo Cardinale Vincenzo Petra, Prefetto della S. Congregazione di 
Propaganda Fide: il quale però mi ricevè freddamente: ed io gli esposi 
la causa della mia venuta a Roma: e gli presentai le Lettere del sopradet-
to Monsignor Vescovo Efestiense, Coadjutore del suddetto Monsignor 
Vescovo Lorimense6, il quale repetitamente mi aveva esortato di venire 
a Roma. Dopo andai a piedi del Papa Clemente XII, al quale similmen-

5 Brevissima notizia, 63-65. 
6 Il Vescovo Titolare Efestiense a cui allude l’Horatii era Francesco Maria Ferreri, 

religioso Fancescano Riformato. In latino la sede si chiama Hephaestus ed è un’anti-
ca città della regione dell’Augustamnica Prima (Basso Egitto). Il Ferreri fu deputato 
coadiutore del Vescovo Titolare di Loryma. Vd. Hierarchia Catholica Medii et Recen-
tioris Aevi [Münster: Libraria Regensbergiana (1913-1978); Padova: Il Messaggero 
di Padova, (1935- 2002); Opera iniziata da Conrad Eubel e continuata da Wilhelm 
Heinrich Hubert Gulik (vol. 3), Patrice Gauchat (vol. 4), Remigius Ritzler and Pir-
min Sefrin (voll. 5-8), Zenone Pieta (v. 9)], vol. 6, p. 233. Nondimeno tale vescovo 
viene invece indicato col nome di Francesco Maria Garetto nella traduzione italiana 
di una “Dichiarazione del Reverendo Padre Carlo Castorano Della Regolare Osser-
vanza di S. Francesco, Vicario Generale, e Delegato della Santa Sede nella Cina, in-
torno alla Costituzione di Benedetto XIV sopra i Riti, e Cerimonie Cinesi”, datata 
“Romæ in Aracœli die 20. Augusti 1742” e pubblicata dal Cappuccino Norbert Bar-
le-duc in Memorie storiche presentate al sommo pontefice Benedetto XIV, intorno alle 
missioni dell’Indie Orientali. In cui dassi a vedere, che i PP. Cappuccini Missionarj han-
no avuto motivo di separarsi di comunione da i RR. PP. Missionarj Gesuiti, per aver essi 
ricusato di sottomettersi al Decreto dell’Eminentissimo Cardinale di Tournon, Legato 
della Santa Sede: Opera del R. P. Noberto Cappuccino Lorenese, Missionario Apostolico 
e Procuratore delle prefate missioni alla Corte di Roma. La quale contiene una conti-
nuazione compiuta delle Costituzioni, de i Brevi, e altri Decreti Apostolici concernenti 
cotesti Riti; per servir di regola a’ Missionarj di quel paese: tradotta dal francese. Tomo 
Secondo. In Lucca MDCCLXIV. Per Domenico Ciuffetti, e Filippo Maria Benedini. 
Con Licenza de’ Superiori, 28-29. Nessun dubbio sussiste invece sull’identità del Ve-
scovo Titolare di Loryma, ovvero Francesco Saraceni OFM, Vicario Apostolico del-
lo Shenxi e Shanxi, il cui coadiutore -come già detto- era appunto il Ferreri. Il nome 
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te esposi la causa della mia venuta a Roma: e gli presentai pure lettere 
del medemo Monsignor Vescovo Efestiense: dopo pochi giorni poi feci 
il Memoriale, nel quale anco da parte di detti due Monsignori Vescovi 
pregavo la Santità Sua, che si degnasse annullare le predette due Pasto-
rali del suddetto Monsignor Vescovo nuovo di Pekino7; E secondo di 
riprovare similmente le predette Permissioni di Monsignor Mezzabarba8 
ec. E mostrato prima il detto mio Memoriale al detto Eminentissimo 
Cardinale Petra, questo mi ordinò di non presentarlo al Papa avan-
ti, ch’Esso gli avesse parlato. Così dunque feci: ma presentato il detto 
mio Memoriale a Sua Santità Clemente XII, in vece di rimetterlo alla S. 
Congregazione del S. Officio, ed ivi agire la causa de’ Riti, e Cerimonie 
Cinesi, come io pregavo, lo rimise al medesimo Cardinal Petra Prefetto 
di Propaganda, per agire ivi la Causa predetta (a suo gusto) delle due 
Pastorali predette, e Permissioni de’ Riti, e Cerimonie Cinesi. Onde io 
spesso andavo dal detto Eminentissimo Petra, pregando, ed instando, 
che presto si agisse, e finisse la detta causa ec. Il medesimo pregavo anco 
poi a voce a’ piedi di Sua Santità: ma niente si faceva, nè si conchiudeva: 
Ed in vero al principio ricevei varj maltrattamenti, e cappellate dal detto 
Eminentissimo Cardinal Petra Prefetto, del che io rimanevo assai ammi-
rato, mentre zelavo, e faticavo, ed unicamente per l’onore di Dio, purità 
della Religione Cristiana, e per sostenere le Sante Leggi, e decisioni fatte 
dalla medesima Santa Sede, e non per alcuna cosa mia in particolare: col 
tempo però seppi la causa di tali ....9 mentre il medesimo Eminentissimo 
Cardinale Petra Prefetto, considerando il fine della mia venuta a Roma, 
e la gravità della causa, e de’ negozj ec., esso stesso mi rivelò, che li PP. 
Gesuiti di Roma, anch’essi amatori, e difensori de’ Riti, e cerimonie gen-
tilizie Cinesi, mi avevano diffamato appresso S. Eminenza, anco avanti il 

in religione del Saraceni era stato Antonio da Castrocaro. Loryma era un’antica città 
della Caria, in Asia Minore. Vd. Hierarchia Catholica, vol. 5, 247.

7 Castorano qui allude alle Pastorali che Francisco da Purificação OESA, Vescovo 
di Pechino, pubblicò il 6 luglio e 23 dicembre 1733. Vd. Memorie Storiche, 1744, tomo 
II, 28; Gaetano Moroni, Dizionario di erudizione storico-ecclesiastica da S. Pietro 
sino ai nostri giorni (Venezia: Tip. Emiliana, 1840-1879; 103 tomi in 54 voll + 6 voll 
di indici), vol. 52, 35; cfr. Hierarchia Catholica, vol. 5, 309. 

8 Riferimento essenziale su tali celebri Permissioni è naturalmente Giacomo Di 
Fiore, La Legazione Mezzabarba in Cina (1720-1721), Napoli: Istituto Universitario 
Orientale, 1989. 

9 Puntini di sospensione e reticenza nel testo a stampa. 
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mio arrivo in Roma; onde il detto Eminentissimo Petra mutò opinione, 
e dopo sempre mi ha trattato con carità, ed affetto Paterno. 

Castorano asserisce esplicitamente che all’inizio -ovvero attorno alla 
metà degli anni Trenta - il Cardinal Petra dimostrò un’evidente ostilità 
nei suoi confronti ma che poi, smascherata la malafede degli accusatori 
gesuiti, mutò nettamente il suo atteggiamento. La mera circostanza che 
il Prefetto di Propaganda Fide potesse farsi influenzare con tanta facili-
tà da presunte calunnie gesuitiche induce tuttavia a leggere con minore 
ingenuità la «carità, ed affetto Paterno» che il cardinale avrebbe dimo-
strato in seguito. Sembra cioé che Carlo Horatii abbia voluto suggerire 
che il Cardinal Petra fosse di regola più sensibile alle ragioni dei gesuiti, 
rispetto a quelle dei sostenitori delle condanne romane dei riti. In effet-
ti -se consideriamo il caso dei riti malabarici- dieci anni dopo l’arrivo a 
Roma di Carlo da Castorano il Cardinal Petra cercò indubbiamente di 
moderare le espressioni e i toni della Bolla Omnium Sollicitudinum (12 
settembre 1744), con cui venivano condannati in via definitiva le prati-
che delle missioni di Madurai, Mysore e del Carnatico. Nella commis-
sione che finalizzò il testo della Bolla, il Cardinal Petra si venne a trovare 
in minoranza rispetto alla posizione dominante espressa da Giuseppe 
Maria Ferroni (o Feroni, 1693- 1767) Arcivescovo di Damasco, e Luigi 
Maria Lucini (1666- 1745), rispettivamente Assessore e Commissario 
del Sant’Uffizio10. Similmente, il Cardinal Petra fu ancora parte della 
minoranza di 3 cardinali contro 4 che il 16 settembre 1744, appena 4 
giorni dopo la pubblicazione della Omnium Sollicitudinum, si espresse 
in favore di una valutazione delle opere del cappuccino Norbert Bar-le-
Duc (1703- 1769)11 da parte dell’Inquisizione Romana, come suggerito 

10 Vd. Osservazioni sopra la minuta del Decreto datta dall’Emo Petra in ACDF, 
S.O., St. St., QQ 1-n, ff. 150r- 151v (mia cartulazione virtuale, in assenza di una nume-
razione dei fogli nella filza).

11 Il miglior profilo del Norbert resta tuttora, pur con gravi limiti nell’indicazione 
delle fonti, la serie di articoli di L.-J. Husson, “Le P. Norbert de Bar-le-duc, capucin 
(Pierre Curel Parisot, dit l’abbé Platel)”, in Études franciscaines: Mélanges d’histoire et 
de doctrine 49 (1937) 632– 649; 50 (1938) 63–77, 220–239; 51 (1939) 55–75. Mol-
to utile per la comprensione di un successivo cruciale momento nella storia di questa 
figura è Giacomo Di Fiore, “L’Abbé Platel in Portogallo (1760- 1763)”, in Maria 
Luisa Cusati (ed.), Il Portogallo e i Mari: Un Incontro Tra Culture (Napoli, 15-17 
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dal Procuratore della Compagnia di Gesù12. Non meno interessante è il 
fatto che questa maggioranza “anti-gesuitica” fu rovesciata pochi giorni 
dopo da un intervento diretto di Benedetto XIV, che ordinò personal-
mente che le memorie storiche di Norbert fossero esaminate da Antonio 
Andrea Galli (1697 - 1767), Abate Generale dei Canonici Regolari La-
teranensi13. Ci si può chiedere se tra l’allontanamento di Carlo Horatii 
nel 1742 e il pugno di ferro usato da Benedetto con Norbert Bar-le-Duc 
appena due anni dopo sia possibile scorgere una linea di continuità14. Va 
riconosciuto preliminarmente che il francescano e il cappuccino erano 
due figure molto differenti: se infatti comune era la loro avversione visce-
rale ai gesuiti e ai riti da essi tollerati nelle missioni d’Oriente, l’Horatii 
era anche un missionario di grande esperienza ed un conoscitore pro-
fondo della Cina. Al contrario, il Norbert aveva trascorso in India ap-
pena due anni e mezzo e in tutta la sua immensa e ripetitiva produzione 
letteraria latita indubbiamente l’erudizione orientalistica e teologica del 
Castorano. Non meno rilevante era la differenza d’età: quando il Carlo 
Horatii aveva compiuto 70 anni, il cappuccino francese ne aveva appena 
39. Se quindi non è possibile ridurre Carlo da Castorano al Norbert, è 
pur vero che entrambi i religiosi vennero ad identificarsi essenzialmente 
con le due controversie dei riti. La loro intera soggettività fu sussunta e 
assorbita da tali polemiche, specialmente perchè entrambi vollero pre-
sentarsi -o almeno farsi credere- come ispiratori e suggeritori delle con-
danne finali delle due controversie dei riti. Per una discussione sull’effet-

Dicembre 1994), Napoli: Istituto Universitario Orientale - Liguori Editore, 1997, vol. 
3, pp. 441–465.

12 Archivio della Congregazione per la Dottrina della Fede (ACDF), S.O., C.L. 
1751, fasc. 5 (= ff. 187r- 392v), ff. 191rv, 201rv, specif. f. 201v. I cardinali contrari all’e-
same inquisitoriali erano Tommaso Ruffo (1663- 1753), Luigi Maria Lucini (1665- 
1745), Fortunato Tamburini (1683- 1761) e Neri Maria Corsini ( ). La line adi Petra 
era invece condivisa da Antonio Saverio Gentili (1681-1753) e Gioacchino Besozzi 
(1679- 1755).

13 Galli fu creato cardinale nel 1753. Hierarchia Catholica 6, 17.
14 Per un più approfondito esame di tali temi mi permetto di rinviare a Paolo 

Aranha, ‘“Les meilleures causes embarassent les juges, si elles manquent de bonnes 
preuves”: Père Norbert’s Militant Historiography on the Malabar Rites Controversy’, 
in Europäische Geschichtskulturen um 1700 zwischen Gelehrsamkeit, Politik und Kon-
fession, a cura di Thomas Walnig, Ines Peper, Thomas Stockinger e Patrick Fiska, Berlin 
- Boston: De Gruyter, 2012, 239– 268.
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tiva importanza di Carlo Horatii nella formulazione della Ex quo sin-
gulari mi piace anzitutto ricordare la valutazione espressa da Giacomo 
Di Fiore15 per cui probabilmente non si sarebbe giunti alla revoca delle 
permissioni di Mezzabarba senza l’insistente e prolungato impegno del 
religioso di Castorano. Mi sembra tuttavia utile considerare anche che, 
secondo quanto questi espresse nel suo Diario degli anni 1735-1742, di 
fatto egli non seppe sino all’ultimo cosa avrebbe disposto precisamente 
la Ex quo singulari. Come è noto essa fu pubblicata il 9 luglio, eppure 
ancora il 27 giugno il Papa si limitava a dire che «il negotio di dette Per-
missioni stava in buon termine» e -in risposta ad un’ulteriore commento 
di Castorano sul carattere intrinsecamente superstizioso delle tavolette 
dei progenitori defunti- che rispetto a tale circostanza «si haverebbe at-
tentione e presto il negotio si farebbe»16. La cronologia e il puntuale 
sviluppo dell’elaborazione della Ex quo singulari non è ancora stata stu-
diata in dettaglio, in particolare facendo uso della ricca documentazione 
conservata nell’Archivio dell’antica Congregazione del Sant’Uffizio17. Se 
considerata in relazione alla successiva Omnium Sollicitudinum, sembra 
di poter però affermare che fra la definizione delle norme all’interno del 
Sant’Uffizio, la loro formulazione precisa in latino presso la Segreteria 
dei Brevi, la firma finale del Santo Padre e la pubblicazione del decre-
to, fu certamente necessario un intervallo non di pochi giorni, ma di 
molti mesi. Per analogia, sembrerebbe pressoché impossibile che al 27 
giugno, appena una decina di giorni prima dell’effettiva pubblicazione 
della Bolla, vi fosse ancora modo di recepire nel testo ulteriori chiarifi-
cazioni da parte di Carlo Horatii. Anche alla luce del ricorso pochi mesi 
dopo all’espressione “frenesia” in relazione al religioso da parte del Card. 
Petra, espressione a cui il Papa nulla ebbe da obiettare, è verosimile che, 
se Benedetto XIV non lesinò affabilità nei confronti di Carlo Horatii, 
tuttavia mai lo considerò «Agente unico e speciale di detta causa de’ 
Riti Cinesi e Permissioni de’ med[esim]e fatte da Mons. Mezzabarba», 
come invece egli orgogliosamente si riteneva18. Sembrerebbe anzi che, se 

15 Riferimento alla relazione del Prof. Di Fiore pubblicato in questo stesso volume.
16 Di Fiore, La Legazione Mezzabarba, 451. 
17 Particolarmente rilevanti sono le filze PP 4-d, PP 5-a, nonché PP 5-e in ACDF, 

S.O., St. St.
18 Di Fiore, La Legazione Mezzabarba, 452. 
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Benedetto XIV era ormai risoluto a revocare le Permissioni Alessandri-
ne, non voleva che un personaggio come il Castorano fosse coinvolto in 
faccende e discussioni che non si ritenevano a lui pertinenti. Ulteriori e 
più approfonditi studi sulla fase romana e finale della controversia dei 
riti cinesi potranno eventualmente confermare questa interpretazione. 
Se passiamo dunque a considerare il caso dei riti malabarici, è evidente 
che il ruolo di Norbert nella formulazione della Omnium Sollicitudinum 
fu assolutamente nullo. Tale Bolla infatti esprimeva -nella versione che 
venne infine adottata- una posizione assai più moderata rispetto alle 
formulazioni proposte da determinati esponenti della Curia Romana 
ostili ai gesuiti. La Bolla concedeva anzitutto una dispensa decennale, 
ulteriore rispetto a quella sancita dalla Costituzione Compertum ex-
ploratumque del 1734, dall’uso dei contestati sacramentali della saliva e 
delle insufflazioni nel conferimento del battesimo. La Omnium Sollici-
tudinum istituiva inoltre missionari specializzati per i Parreas (dal tamil 
paṟaiyar), evitando perciò il temuto rifiuto di ogni ulteriore contatto 
coi gesuiti da parte delle caste superiori: esse infatti avrebbero potuto 
contare su pastori non “contaminati” dalla presunta impurità degli “in-
toccabili”, in attesa che tale pregiudizio fosse infine estinto nella comu-
nità cristiana dell’India meridionale. L’insoddisfazione era visibile in 
un’anonima lettera stampata sulla bolla di condanna dei Riti Malabarici, 
apparsa nel 1745 e chiaramente opera di Norbert19. Tale libello circolò 
anche in Italia in forma manoscritta. Vale la pena leggere l’incipit ed un 
altro passaggio significativo, tratti da una versione attestata a Bologna da 

19 Lettre au sujet de la Bulle de N. S. Père le Pape du XII. Septembre M. DCC. XLIV. 
concernant les Rits Malabares. M. DCC. XLV. Tale libello non viene menzionato dallo 
Husson fra le opere di Norbert. E’ però difficile immaginare un altro autore, dal mo-
mento che buona parte del testo è proprio un’apologia del cappuccino contro le accuse 
mossegli dal gesuita P. Patouillet. Inoltre l’attribuzione al Norbert è già suggerita dalla 
versione manoscritta italiana circolante in ambiente bolognese. La lettera era infatti 
parte di una collezione di testi intitolata Scritture Diverse concernenti le Memorie Isto-
riche del R. P. NORBERTO Cappuccino Lorenese Tradotte dall’Idioma Francese. Biblio-
teca Universitaria di Bologna (BUB), Ms. 1342, f. 1r; Biblioteca Comunale dell’Archi-
ginnasio, Bologna (BCAB), Ms. A. 1103, f.31r. 
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almeno due copie manoscritte, nella quale peraltro l’autore della lettera 
è indicato come “NN. Dottore Sorbonico”20:

Voi bramate mio Signore, che io vi dica i miei sentimenti circa la Bolla 
Omnium Sollicitudinum di N. S. Papa Benedetto XIV. Darà ella final-
mente alla Chiesa dell’Indie Orientali una forma Cristiana? Questa è 
l’intenzione del Santo Padre, ma i mezzi, che prende S. Santità per ar-
rivarvi, son eglino propri à produrre un bene si grande? [...] A me non 
tocca il giudicare il Sommo Pontefice; ma io supplico con tutto il pro-
fondo rispetto, qual devo, e alla sua dignità, ed alla sua Persona d’inter-
rogare se medesimo sopra ciò, che egli potrà rispondere al Tribunale di 
Cristo, quando questo Giudice Sovrano domanderà, come si è potuto 
dare l’incombenza del S. Ministero ad Uomini, che per la confessione 
del Papa medesimo, hanno mantenuto nell’Indie durante l’ultimo seco-
lo, controversie sì scandalose, riguardo a diversi riti pieni di superstizio-
ni, e d’Idolatria, de’ quali eglino prendevano la diffesa. 

Norbert attacca poi tutte le singole clausole della Omnium Sollitici-
tudinum che non esprimevano sufficiente sdegno contro i gesuiti o ad-
dirittura concedevano loro proroghe o interpretazioni più benevole dei 
diversi decreti di condanna dei riti malabarici. In altri termini, Norbert 
lodava la Omnium Sollicitudinum nelle opere stampate col suo nome, 
enfatizzando lo smacco che indubbiamente i gesuiti avevano subito; al 
contrario, in libelli anonimi come quello appena considerato, non esita-
va a tacciare Benedetto XIV di troppa condiscendenza verso i gesuiti e 
persino a ricordargli che del proprio impegno nella difesa della purezza 
della fede -evidentemente ritenuto insufficiente- avrebbe dovuto render 
conto quando si fosse presentato al cospetto di Dio. Quale fu invece la 
reazione di Carlo Horatii alla pubblicazione della Ex quo singulari? Fu 
forse anch’egli deluso da presunti compromessi coi gesuiti a cui il Papa 
Lambertini non avrebbe saputo resistere? Dopo la pubblicazione della 
Bolla Carlo Horatii ottenne udienza dal Papa, che ringraziò a nome di 
tutti i vescovi e missionari fedeli alla Santa Sede, «lodando la detta Bolla 
per essere così ben fatta, che non poteva desiderarsi migliore; e che vera-
mente puole essere una perpetua e stabile unione e pace tra li detti Sacri 

20 BUB, Ms. 1342, ff. 1r, 13rv; BCAB, Ms. A. 1103, ff. 18r, 25v. L’originale france-
se della lettera non ha alcuna indicazione di autore. 
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Operarii, a gloria di Dio, e con integrità e purità della sua S. Religione ca-
tholica ecc.»21. Se consideriamo le espressioni tutt’altro che lusinghiere 
usate dal Castorano nel suo diario contro figure come il Cardinal Petra, 
non vi è ragione di credere che un eventuale dissenso o insoddisfazione 
nei confronti della Ex illa die non avrebbe lasciato una qualche traccia. 
Nella conclusione del Diario si percepisce la preoccupazione per la pos-
sibile disobbedienza gesuitica anche all’ultima determinazione romana, 
ma in alcun modo si trovano riserve rispetto alla Bolla in sé. Possiamo 
perciò concludere che su un punto cruciale, ovvero l’atteggiamento nei 
confronti delle decisioni di Benedetto XIV sulle controversie dei riti, 
la posizione di Castorano è irriducibile a quella di Norbert. Divergenti 
furono peraltro gli effetti che la pubblicazione delle due Bolle, sui riti 
cinesi prima e su quelli malabarici poi, ebbero sulla vita dei due religiosi. 
Norbert poté costruirsi una carriera di successo come autore di lettera-
tura antigesuitica, ottenendo anche la protezione del Marchese di Pom-
bal e svolgendo un ruolo nel processo di espulsione della Compagnia di 
Gesù dal Portogallo e dal suo impero. Ben diversa fu la fase ultima della 
vita di Carlo Horatii. Il 13 agosto 1746, quindi quasi 4 anni dopo la con-
cessione della pensione per vivere a Castorano, il Prefetto di Propaganda 
Fide, ancora il Cardinal Petra, scriveva in questi termini al religioso:

Si è degnata la Santità di Nostro Sig.re di prorogare p[er] un’altro anno 
à favore di V[ost]ra P[aterni]tà l’Indulto altre volte concesso di vive-
re extra clausuram nella sua Casa Paterna, col consueto sussidio. Le ne 
avanzo il presente avviso, che dovrà bastarle p[er] suo riscontro e quiete, 
e alle di lei orazioni di cuore mi raccomando22.

Colpisce il fatto che l’indulto di vivere extra clausuram e la conces-
sione del sussidio non fossero conferiti in via permanente, ma dovesse-
ro essere confermati di anno in anno. Possiamo ipotizzare che a Carlo 
Horatii una simile procedura apparisse come una forma di controllo: 
la pensione e gli altri privilegi erano concessi fin tanto che il religioso 
non osasse interferire nuovamente nelle questioni relative alle missioni 
in Cina. Dover chiedere ogni anno il rinnovo del proprio sussidio era 

21 Di Fiore, La Legazione Mezzabarba, 452-453. 
22 APF, Lettere e Decreti della Sacra Congregazione e Biglietti di Mons. Segreta-

rio, 161 (1743- 1746), f. 384v. 
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assai probabilmente un’umiliazione per chi riteneva di aver agito come 
«Agente unico e speciale» per la purezza della fede in Cina. Se la Ex illa 
die sanciva uno smacco per la Compagnia di Gesù e segnava una tappa 
essenziale nel processo che avrebbe condotto alla sua estizione, anche 
Carlo Horatii da Castorano trasse ben poche consolazioni dal corona-
mento dei suoi sforzi. 

Paolo Aranha
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