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THE GENESIS OF PORTUGUESE
DISCOVERIES AND THEIR INFLUEN CE
ONINDIAN CULTURE

BAILON DE SA

Varying Views

The Portuguese discoveries in the East had.a specific purpose in the
material and spiritual order. Hence, it would be enlightening to study:
the background that led to them. One could ask whether the Por-
tuguese discoveries were the result of mere cosmographical curiosity
or were motivated by economic necessily or missionary zeal, or
whether there was the ‘politics of secrecy’. behind jt all? They did
however, all contribute in a greater ordesser-degree. :
Nautical science in Portuga], towards the end of the ﬁfteen cen-

tury was dominated by the great figures.of Duarte Pacheco and
Prince Henry the Navigator. Pacheco was deeply interested in cos-
mography, while Henry was the homo economicus. The former had
calculated the value of a terrestial degree to be about 170 kilometres,
while Christopher Columbus found it to have. the value -of 84
kilometres. This disparity led the latter to believe that the Lesser An-
tilles was a part of India. King John II basing himself on Bartolomeu
Dias who had proved that the Atlantic was joined to the Indian
Ocean over the Cape of Good Hope, and had indicated the route to
India, declined, without giving any reasons, to finance Columbus for -
a nautical :exploration to India. Here begins the politics of secrecy.
Prince Henry, on.the other hand, was a practical man and used the
-knowledge garnercd ‘by. the . Portuguese cosmographers for  his
politics of expansion. : o
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Jaime Cortesdo while summing up the achievements of prince
Henry believes that through him and for the first time the thought of
the exploration of the planet became the plan of a nation. He infused
it with method and it took the shape of an organic and scientific
character. The winds and ocean currents were studied. The caravel
was created. Fresh efforts were made in the navigational art to ob-
serve through astronomical means the latitudes of the earth. Carto-
graphy was modernised. But above all he lit up in Portugal the spirit
of dlscovery, transmitting to a whole people his own fire. He con-
centrated in his hands the strength of the whole Christianity, to
mould a new man, eager for the universe. The greatest merit of the
Prince lay in having shaped this new man, the man of the
Renaissance"* ‘

The rivalry between the Catholic kings (Aragon and Castille) and
Portugal over thé discoveries that promised them wealth and a better
living, snarled up their relations. The Portuguese, thanks to the cal-
culations of Pacheco and the discovery of Dias, had the card up their
sleeves, while the Spanish had only the faulty computations of
Columbus based on the ptolomaic astronomy. To settle the issue they
drew up the treaty of Alcacovas in 1479, This put an end to the dis-

_pute over the Canary Islands between Portugal and the King of Cas-
tille. The treaty settled that the king of Portugal should own Guinea
and the Cape Bojadar, usque ad Indos (till the land -of the Indians)
with all the adjacent seas and the coasts discovered and to be dis-
covered, as also the islands of Madeira, Azores, Flores, Cabo Verde
and the kingdom' of Fez. To the king of Castille and his successors
were given the Canary Islands and Granada.

However, the dispute over the proper deémarcation of the
meridian that would divide the route to India continued. To put an
end to this the treaty of Tordesilhas was drawn up in 1494, stipulating
that a line be drawn from pole to pole at a distance of 370 leagues (a
league is about 3 miles) west of Cape Verde ‘and all that was dis- -
covered or-would be discovered to-the east ‘of this line would belong -
to Portugal, and tothe west of the line to Castille. However, it had a-
time ‘and space ‘frame, as it could happen'that the ships of the
Catholic ‘kings would discover islands and other ‘lands within the
agreed limit. All such lands discovered by the -Spanish ships within
the first 250 leagues of the 370 to the west of Cape Verde would
belong to Portugal, but all those that would be found within the stipu-
lated time and of the 120 remaining leagues would belong to Spain.
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~ John I, the real instigator of the Portuguese maritime adventure,
had in mind at the time of signing the treaty the monopoly of the
commercial traffic of the East, in particular the spice trade. It is not
difficul to imagine that the king would have thought of the division
of the opposite hemisphere, -which from his knowledge of the Arab
charts brought by Pero de Covilh, contained the Moluccas and other
islands- in the Indian Ocean which were known to have rare and
expensive spices.

At the celebration of the treaty, the kmgs of Spain and of Portugal
were very satisfied with themselves. Why? The former because they
were convinced -that .they were now in possession of -the -shortest
route to India, while the latter were sure.that they would very soon
complete the real discovery. On Vasco da Gama’s return in 1498
from India, the Spanish kings realised that they had been duped!

Complicated as were the conditions embodied in the treaty, much
more were the reasons that lay at the basis of the Portuguese expan-
sion. They were the geographical situation of the territory, imbalance
between the demographic evolution and internal resources, maritime
experience .of those who lived in the fittoral, the existence of ad-
vanced nautical science, the rise of the middle-class and the growing
need of wheat ‘and gold, class ideology ‘(mercantile spirit: of the
middle-class, cavalier spirit-of the nobility, adventurous spirit of the
people, the cruzading spirit of the clergy and of the kings):and per-
sonal influence particularly of Prince Henry the Navigator.®

Modern Portuguese historians like Antomio Sergio, Jaime
Cortesdo and Magalhies Godinho, have each their own opinion,
Sérgio gives greater prominence to what he considers one of the
causes of Portuguese expansion, namely, the crisis of subsistence in
Portugal in the fifteenth century, the crisis for which the granary of
Morocco furnished immediate  solution. - Simultaneous : with this
regional crisis, there was the European crisis, European economy
threatened by the Turkish triumphs in the Levant, in which the Mus-
lims would replace a civilisation accommodatingly mercantile by one
that was belligerent, perhaps intolerably.belligerent, :thus upsetting
the balance :and - breaking . commercial. contacts with India.” He
stresses the fact that in.the fifteenth: century, ‘Partugal was in.the
hands of the commercial :and maritime .middle~class... To the.Por-
tuguese: the instability of the commercial economy in Europe was the
most sensitive aspect of its relations-with India. Influenced by
Oliveira Martins, Sérgio was carried away by the former’s: ‘linearly
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economic interpretation and discarded the aspect of religious férvour
that 'was-ane:of the stimuli for the expansmmst act1v1ty of the ‘Por-
tuguese in Africa and the East.:- ,

-.:Cortesio’on the:other hand, found it dxfﬁcult to dxssocxate ‘in his
attempt'to explain the:Portuguese expansion,:the economic motive,
from the :religious.’ If: the:maritime-'and mercantile aspect that the
European econhomy including the:Portuguese took; forced Europe to
confront the other civilization, maritime and mercantile like that -of
the Arabs; who were ‘since long intent on the exploration of the same
gold and the same oriental spicés now sought after by the Europeans,
it also favoured the-conflict' between the two civilizations thanks to
the theological hatred that divided the ‘Christian: from the Muslim.
Among the Chnstlans the group whxch was mlhtantly expanmomst
was the Franciscan.? - '

Godinho, however;-notes that Cortesao has changed his ‘inter-
pretation of Portuguese expansion and emphasizes the:religious fac-
tor as:the real stimulus of the discoveries; For him-the ‘decisive diag-
nosis of the cause” has three aspects + sociological, physiological and
logical. The convergence of the needs of the territorial ‘expansion of
the nobility, and of the conquests of markets of the middle-class; con-
currently with the search for cereals, cloth, gold, chillies, slaves from
Guinea, spices; precious: stones, rare and aromatrc timbers from In-
dia, :and the strategie position of Morocco. ‘To-the Order of Christ:
belongs the initiative of Portuguses: discoveries, ‘not-due:to religious
fervour (exceptmg in ‘the case of: Prmce Henry) but: pnmarlly to
materxahstxc aims.’

Mixed Motivations

Another motive ‘that - instigated the expansmn was the quest for
Prester John. The aim of king John TI was both religious ‘and -com-
mercial. It would beat the Muslims from behind-and ‘obtain the
powerful support of Prester John. He ‘could thus divert to'Lisbon the’
commercial current from which:the Turks-and the Venetians made’
their fortune. The strategy was two-pronged: to contact Prester John'
by land and by sea, the latter being less chancy.’ He abandoned the
coastal navigation and -utilized the regular winds-and sea-currents.’
This led to: the rounding of the Cape of Good Hope by Dlas and the
opening-up-the sea-route toIndia. += =

One: cannot overlook, as Prof. Boxer remmds us, the: relatlve in-
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ternal and political:stahility.in Portugal, :‘while other countries like
Spain and Western Europe - were :embroiled in:infernecine quarrels
and were settling their problems: He believed: that the four main mo-
tives which inspired the Portuguese leaders were the crusading zeal
against Muslims,~the :desire:for. Guinea gold, the quest for Prester
John, and thesearch for spices.’ The motives that led the Portuguese
to. conquer:Centa have usually:been- explained :as being . aimed -at
striking: the Muslims:and tbreaking the stranghold that.commanded
the trade route. Yet an alternative explanation could. be that it was
inspired .by economic:and strategic’motives. The Portuguese were
desperately in need:of cereals and-they:thought that: Ceuta :wonid
provide their: need while. nnaware: lhat the: Mushms unported them
from elsewhere.-. \

- Though 1415, the year Ceuta was conquered is c0n51dered the
year the maritime: Portuguese -expansion began, yet secafaring ex-
plorations - had -been .on before that date, yet after 1415 marine ac-
tivities  assnmed real significance:in Portuguese: history. ' H.G. Wells
mentions that all over Eurape :in the fifteenth century merchants and
sailors were 'speculating about new ways:to the East. The Portuguese,
unaware that Pharach Necho had:salved the problem ages ago, were
asking:whether it was not. possxble to.goroung to India by the coast
of Africa. Their ships followed (1446).in the course that Hanno took
to Cape. Verde. They put-out to seato the west-and found the Canary |
Isles, Madeira and the Azores. That was a fairly long stride across the |
Atlantic. In these maritime adventures in the eastern Atlantic and on
the west African coast-the Portuguese were: preceded in the. thir-
teenth, -fourteéenth, .and. early fifteenth .centuries -by - Normans,
Catalonians, and Genoese. But in the fourteenth and fifteenth cen-
turies their activities rase to pre-eminence; and it'is they, at:any rate,
who fixed and established -discoveries that hitherto had been mere |
vague.and . incidental. visits. :They .were- the pioneers of nautical |
astronomy. - The ‘Portuguese ‘were already working their- way to. the
east before the Spanish went west.” ’

* For Cortesdo. the -word descobnmento (dlscovery) contamcd all
,thc reasons:that led to the Portuguese expansion:in the fifteenth cen- |
tury. ‘He: believes :that discovéry is linked with-the concept:of ithe
revealed secret. What ' Vasco da Gama.did-was to discaver the great
secret of the efforts of prince Henry and of King John II. The secret
that involved astronomical science and one of its most significant
results, namely, the verification of approximate value of the degree, |
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the secret that increased the co-ordinates and. distorted the contour
of southern Africa, the secret that hid even from the chroniclers the
two joint voyages of :Bartolomeu Dias and . Pero. de. Convilh, :the
secret that was the key of the treaty of Tordesilhas and which hushed
up entirely the exploration of the Mozambique Canal in 1495 and the
experimental voyages in southern Atlantic, a secret finally revealed in
1498. The world learnt with surprise ‘of the great objective of more
than half a century of: salhngs ‘The 51gmﬁcance of dlscovery was -at
last revealed in its plenitude.®

On 20th May 1498, the day Vasco da Gama reached Cahcut was
the day when two civilizations met; one ancient, the other Christian
and comparatively new, the one peaceful .and: content with itself, and
the other fired with a consuming zeal for proselytization.- Three ar-
madas came in 1503 one of which was captained:by Afonso de Albu-
querque. He was to follow in 1509 D. Franciscade Almeida, the first
Viceroy of India, and one who followed a strictly commercial policy.

With Albuquerque began the first real.encounter between the two
cultures; - though he was mainly interested in the material aspect of
conquests. He had veryclear ideas of his mission in the East. Briefly,
they were to destory the Muslim power and lay:lasting foundations of
a strong empire. He gave immediaté proof of the first.objective. On
25th Novembet, 1510 he ordered all Muslims:who:were found inside
the city to be killed. Subsequently he, set about building fortresses in
Panjim, Banastarim, Choro and Divar.-He found Goa an excellent
point d’appui to keep the Indian potentates in check as also to protect
Portuguese navigation -and deminate. the sea routes between India
and the straits of the Persian Gulf and the Red Sea. When he died at
the age of 53 he had laid the foundations of the Portuguese empire
on a solid basis. Of his: achievements one could say briefly that he set
about organising the municipal: government. on the lines of that of
Lisbon, established legislation-and tribunals of justice, revived com-
merce, preserved the system of communidades, lightened the imposi-
tion of heavy taxes, built a mint, was tolerant.towardsreligious
beliefs, banned sati, and encouraged ‘marriages between: the
Europeans and local women. Preoccupxed as he:was with organizing
and establishing the ‘empire, he had hardly time to interact, 'or even
care, for Indian culture. ‘His was the atntude of the conquistador.

A Clash of Cultures

Since Indlan culture is intimately linked to rehgxous thonght the only
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impact that Portuguese discoverers could make on it would be by its
encounter with the rehglous culture. This would 1mmed1ately imply
the methods of missionary conversion and the intervention of the
Portuguese civil authorities in the’ loca] soc1al life.

While on the above theme, the present Domxmcan master-
general Fr. Txmothy Radchffe wr1tes that Lhe fundamental bhndness

tions about the supenonty'of western culture ! Learnmg from evan-
gehzalron hrstory, ‘Cardinal Lavrgene founder of the White Fathers,
asked his men to let Afncans be themselves . They were to use the
local languages were ‘to record. the mdlgenous languages, make
grammars and drctronanes and even collect oral traditions for
catechetlcal purposes before they were adulterated by European

mﬂuence

Vasco da Gama on his st voyage “to India was accompamed by
six prtests ‘who ma on the only success was that
Vasco da Garna could cari some 'merchandlse bacl(‘vuth him, In
1500, Pedro Alvares Cabral and the ‘missionaries with him made
some conversions among ‘the’ mhabrtants of Angedrva Three years
later three armadas arrlved one of whlch was captamed by Afonso
de Albuquerque '

The new converts they obtamed ‘were mamly household slaves,
outcastes and poor. There were exceptions and the mass conversion
of the Parava pearl fisherfolk subsequently gave lasting results. But it
was the Society of Jesus in its role as the spearhead of the Church
Militant, which made the struggle for souls as intensive and wide-
ranging as the competition for s spices. The Jesuits set and’ maintained
much’ h1gher standards than did their predecessors and the remark-
able development of the' l’ortuguese missions between 1550 and 1750
was mainly their work, which" frequently ehcrted glowing tnbutes
from otherwise hostile Protestants

But it was not exactly so. They used the carrot-and stick methods
in which the stick predommated ‘The Trldentme Coundil had ex-
pressly stated that convers ns must never be made by force for
nobody came to Chnst by axth unl: he was drawn by the Heavenly
Father. The missionary policy departed consrderably from the decx-
sions of the Council.” ) z

Subsequent events made a mockery of this. Conversions were not
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individual. They were either in groups or vrllage -wise. Refusal meant
destruction of their temple At the height of the ‘fanatic fury all the
Hindu temples in Ihas, Bardez and Salcete were razed to the ground.
Some of the higher castes agreed to be converted in order to preserve
their ancestral property, while the lower castes found an emancipa-
tion from the tyranny they were subjected to by the higher castes.
The Muslims did not fare better. In fact the old hatred manifested it-
self ‘more v1rulently Cop1es of the Koran were. destroyed and the
Mushms ‘were not allowed to utter the name of their Prophet. On the
site of the destroyed temples and mosques, churches were built.
These were maintained by | the income possessed by the 1 mosques and
the temples. Public celebratlons of rion-Christian marriages were
banned and inter-faith conversions were hkewxse forbidden, except-
ing conversion to Chnstramty “The Portuguese were. under the im-
pression that the Brahmins were the real obstacle to conversions of
other Hindus because of the influence they exercised on the lower
strata of their society. Francis Xavier himself found them a stumblmg
block In an mterestrng drscussron he had wrth tlns class in Cape
Comorin, he wrote that desprte convmcmg them of the truth of the
Christian, relrgron they refused to be, baptrsed because they won-
dered how they would hve if deprrved of alms they usually got at the
temples. ‘But i in Goa many of the lugher castes preferred to abandon
their possessmns and flee to the nerghbourmg territories rather than
submit to the missionaries. In their blind fanaticism the missionaries
did not | pause to study the ethos of the Hindus.

Religious Aggression

But the rehglous aggressron of Goa had ¢ gone too far. As it has often
happened in the hrstory of nations, there comes a stage in such
development when a gertain psychologrcal bhndness sets in, The Por-
tuguese onslaught was arrested because at that time ‘the moral and
economic decadence of Goa ‘was, aIready _patent. Vlceroys and
bishops quarrelled, the population led an idle hfe without resources
and wasted time on vice and bad habrts, the Judrcrary was weak and
corrupt, Portugal struggled with its internal and external problems.
The empire was rapidly declining, the Dutch had taken Moluccas and
Sumatra Persia, with the help of the Enghsh had taken possession of
Ormuz."

The great empire had now begun its descent. Towards the latter
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part of the sixteenth century, despite the initial efforts of Albu-
querque to have the Portuguese populate. Goa, there were very few
who had managed to stay on. Goa had become a very unhealthy place
to live in, due to the primitive sanitary conditions of the city. All that
the Portuguese craved for was. a life of luxury and sensuality which
was ong of;the factors that shaped their disaster. Xavier on his;last
visit to Goa.in 1542, in;his.capacity as.the Fr. Provincial of India,
reformed the Seminary of St. Paul by dismissing those novices who
were unfit for religious profession and pumshed the Fr..Rector. He
was unhappy with-the small number .of converts in Malabar and with
the lack of enthusiasm in. his missionaries. In his great zeal he
resorted to secular power to aid the religious. In 1548 he wrote to one
of his companions in Kochi mentioning that the only effective way to
spread religion in India was for the king to trust only those who ex-
erted themselves for the spread of the faith.'® -

-Xavier did not hive to see the.indis¢retion and brutahty of the way
in which conversions were carried .oyt nor .of the ngours of the In-
quisition. His exasperauon of the. slowness of growth. of hlS mission-
ary endeavours, is reminiscent of St.-Dominic.(1170- 1221) when he
faced a similar sitvation while dealmg with heretics, It would be
wrong to condemn these two great saints for the methods they advo-
cated. They were both products of a soclety that considered such acts :
as a matter of course. - .

. 'The  Church t;oday has moved a long way from the Tndentme
structure. The Ecumenical Council convened by John XXIII in 1962,
tried to prevent, among other things, disturbing the life of com-
munities, overthrowing traditional wisdom and -endangering the
character proper to each people.’® The new missiology that flows
from it tries to inculturate the elements of the new culture it en-
counters, into Chrlstlan culture. Neither Dominic nor - Xavier did this
but followed compulslvely the temper of their times. They could not
contradict each other, If Francis was not in such a great hurry, he and
his Portuguese overlords missed a golden opportunity to pomt out
the evil of the prevaﬂmg caste system which still prevalls among the
Chnstlans in Goa and certain parts of Malabar We would probably
have a situation like that of the Rawat Chnstlans in Rajasthan where
the two faiths, Chnstlamty and Hmdmsm have worked out a modus
vivendi.

The real terror, however, was the introduction of the Inquisition.
It was left to the Marquis of Pombal to remedy the situation. He had
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a remarkable grasp of the conditions prevailing in Goa. In 1774 he
issued his Instructions to the Governor D. Jose Pedro da Camara and
to the Archbishop D. Francisco de Assuncdo e Britto in which he
abolished the Inquisition and ordered means to be used to remove
caste divisions. He wrote to the Archbishop telling him to offer posts
in the parish, and in public life to the natives of the land."” This was
indeed hard for the Portuguese clergy-and officals'to accept. -

One-of the most odious orders of the Inquisition was regarding
local customs and habits: The tulsi plant;‘the dhoti, the choli were for-
bidden for Christian use under severe penalties. However, what out-
did all the ridiculous methods:at ‘civilizing the Goan:was the -order
issued on 27th June, 1684 by Viceroy Francisco de Tavora regarding
Konkani. The order forbade -its use-and ordered ‘school teachers,
priests and their parishoners; to learn Portuguese within three years.
Earlier the Franciscans had half-heartedly used Konkani for their
work. But 23rd March, 1567, Pope Pius V' declared that no religious
should occupy the post of parish pnest tinless he ‘was conversant with
the language of the place. " This papal brief served as a boost, and for
the next hundred years or'so Konkam ﬂounshed under the Franc1s-
cans and the Jesuits:  *

It was left to ‘Cunha Rivara, the chlef secretary of the Govern-
ment of Goa, ‘and a great lover of Konkani, to write propheticallyin
1865, in his Historical Essay on Konkani Language, a-stirring appeal
to the‘Goan youth to restore Konkani to its-rightful place -Since then
Konkani has risen hke a phoenlx from 1ts ashes.

Concluding Remarks

Though in the hlstorrcal time-frame the great dlscovenes of the Por-
tuguese turned into an ephemera] sideline, thanks to their short-
sightedness, their impact on Indian culture continues to echo, amidst
much that is negatlve some of the positive influence they left behmd
‘The genesrs of the’ expan51on cannot be traced to a srngle factor
but rather to a plurahty of motives. While for]ung John I, territorial
conquest and the resulting commercral advantages were uppermost
in his mind, for Prince Henry, the prime mover of it all ‘the spirit of
the Crusade and _politico-strategic con51derat10ns were all- -important.
But behind ‘it all were the’ politics of ‘secrecy. What' Portuguese his-
torians like to call ‘civilizing action’, consisted in the establishment of
the printing press through which men like Cunha Rivara, wrote not
only about Konkani but also spread much knowledge about the geo-
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graphy of the conquered territories whereby the Renaissance in
Europe profited immensely.

On the religious front the wildcat missionary efforts left much to
be desired. Though one would feel compelled to condemn conversion
by force and material enticements, yet there were conversions
through genuine conviction. That could perhaps explain the great
missionary accomplishments of Goan priests not only in Goa but in
other Portuguese conquests. Faith is a fragile virtue and it rebounds
to the credit of the Goan clergy that they endured the scandalous dis-
crimination of the Portuguese hierarchy until Pombal with his sense
of justice relieved them of their subjection. It was short-lived though,
because old prejudices die hard.

In fine, what is the upshot of all this long cultural encounter? It
has produced a Goan who is open and receptive to western influence
and culture, yet with roots firmly in the soil. The Goan of the thirties
till the fifties was already stirred seeking the source of his heritage. It
would be a pity if this symbiotic culture disappeared with time, but
since genetically the hybrid is, as a rule, more resistant than its
parents, Goan culture had every probability of forming an integral
part of Indian culture, and will therefore endure through the usual
vagaries of historical cultures.
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