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Independence movements: independence of Brazil

Overview

Several causes can be attributed to Brazilian independence. The Napoleonic wars forced the royal family to flee from Portugal to Brazil. The arrival of the Braganza family led to the development of a prosperous Brazil. The monarch Dom João VI decreed the end of Portugal’s economic monopoly over Brazil. He opened Brazil’s ports and gave Britain economic advantages in Brazilian commerce. Brazil was also pushed towards the establishment of their own industrial base. When the French troops were expelled from Portugal, an assembly was called to create a new constitution. The Cortes (Portuguese parliament) demanded the royal family to return to Portugal and to reassert Brazil as a colonial subservience. The mazombos, who had elevated their positions in the social structure, were not wiling to allow their new status to decline. The prince, Pedro, stayed in Brazil and was pressured by the mazombos to declare independence. Brazil’s independence movement had several results. Because the elite was very conservative and desired to maintain the hierarchy, few changes were made to the governing structure. Brazil established an independent monarchy which benefited the elites only. 

Causes 

I. The Enlightenment 

The enlightenment served as a source of new ideal that made Latin Americans challenge established ideologies. It emphasized reason and logic, questioned existing governments and advocated for the establishment of governments that would protect the natural rights of the people. In Latin America the enlightenment became a selective search; intellectuals selectively chose examples and ideologies that best suited their goals. The spread of these ideals eventually led to a desire for economic reforms by the upper classes in Latin America. These ideals made Brazil acutely aware of its potential and possible wealth, leading to an increase in nativism.

II. The Napoleonic Wars (1803-1815)

With the Napoleonic invasion of Portugal in 1808, the Portuguese court was forced to flee to its most important colony, Brazil. This marked the first, and only, time that the ruler of the mother country stepped foot on his colony in the Americas.  Once there, the court positioned itself in the Brazilian capital of Rio de Janeiro and ruled the empire from there. Aware that all commercial links with Portugal had to be cut off so that the invaders would not gain profit from their new possession, the king, Dom João VI, issued a proclamation on January 28, 1808, that opened the ports of Brazil to trade with friendly nations and ended the mercantilist policies. Brazil, in particular, took advantage of the newly opened ports through official agreements lasting fifteen years. These agreements gave Britain the lowest tariff on goods entering Brazil, forced Brazil to agree to the gradual abolition of the slave trade, and allowed British citizens in Brazil to be tried by British-appointed judges.

Brazil would remain the capital of the Portuguese empire for seven years. On December 16, 1815, Brazil was elevated from an estado, or state, to a reino, or kingdom, giving Brazil and Portugal the same status in the empire.

Conflicts Leading to War

A liberal revolution took place in Portugal in 1820 and the Cortes demanded that the king return home or risk losing the throne since the new Portuguese government was determined to restore Brazil to its colonial status. King Dom João VI was afraid that he would lose Portugal if he did not return but also afraid that he would lose Brazil if he did. In April 1821, he set sail to Portugal (along with the contents of the royal treasury amassed during his stay in Brazil). The king left his 22 year old son Pedro as Prince regent of Brazil. The king told Pedro that if the Brazilians wanted independence, he should not oppose them but instead lead them. Once the Portuguese court had returned to Lisbon, the Côrtes tried to reestablish Lisbon as the sole center of the Portuguese empire. They demanded that Pedro return to Portugal and that all institutions that had been established during the time when Brazil was the center of the empire be abolished. The Côrtes made it clear that it wished to appoint those who were to govern Brazil. The slowness of communications due to the vast geographical distance, and the inability of Portugal to coerce Brazil with an overwhelming military force, helped Brazil to disregard the Côrtes’ legislation. Even though the Côrtes had no say in who was in the government, only the reinois, or Portuguese born in Portugal, were allowed to have the highest jobs in the government while the mozambos, or the Portuguese born in Brazil, were forced into the second class jobs in government, if they were allowed to serve in the government at all. In 1822, when Portugal threatened to return Brazil to its colonial status and ordered Pedro home, Brazil revolted and Pedro proclaimed himself the emperor of the newly independent country. Although Portuguese troops located in northern parts of the country briefly resisted the new government, the revolution was relatively bloodless.  In 1825, through British influence, Portugal recognized Brazil’s independence (Brazil was forced to pay 2 million pounds to Portugal). In return for its assistance, Britain persuaded Brazil to officially abolish the importation of slaves in 1830 (however, the law was not enforced and Brazil would not abolish slavery until 1888). Brazil also signed a highly favorable commercial treaty with Britain.  

Role of the Social Classes

The social classes of Brazil divided into two main categories: those who opposed independence and those who were for it. Very few were neutral. Pedro often enlisted the support of Brazilian landed aristocracy, or mozambos, who wished to preserve their landholdings, to expand their power in government by substituting themselves for the renóis, and to assure a greater freedom to export sugar, coffee, cotton, etc., to any international market they wished . Freemasons were also in the vanguard of people calling for an early declaration of independence and a parliamentary system under Pedro in addition to the municipal government of Rio de Janeiro and nationalists. The independence movement was supported by the British in hopes that if Brazil became free, it would continue to buy goods from Britain instead of being forced to buy from its mother country of Portugal. Slaves used independence to uplift their status and gain their freedom. They had the notion that the ideals of independence would cause Brazil to require the emancipation of slaves .The rebellions of the lower classes against the Portuguese were ineffective. Success in gaining independence came from a temporary alliance between the planter aristocracy and the new urban elite. The consensus among the elites was that the new country should be unified. They took it upon themselves to determine the type of government that would accompany the new, independent nation. Overall, the government and economy remained the same as before the independence movement. The only significant change was that the mozambos replaced the renóis in political and administrative positions.

Conclusion

Brazil’s independence movement was unique. It marked the first time that the ruler of the mother country visited his colonial possession in the Americas.  It also marked the first time that an empire was ruled from a colony instead of from the mother country. By making Brazil a political and economic power, Portugal inadvertently showed its colony how to survive on its own. Brazil gained power and prestige while remaining a colony. Being much bigger and better organized than Portugal, the independence movement was relatively bloodless. Overall, most of the objectives of its independence were met.

In terms of the original rational and purpose for Brazil’s struggle for independence, this movement was both a failure and a success. On one hand, the mozambos were able to replace the renóis in government positions, while keeping everything else exactly the same, including having the heir to the Portuguese throne as their king. Significantly, the country was able to remain united throughout the entire struggle. On the other hand, the Brazilians were not able to free themselves from mercantilism. Instead of throwing off the overbearing mother country, Brazil just traded Portugal for Britain. The new country owed Britain a lot of money and was inextricably tied to a trade agreement reaching back to the time Dom João and his court fled to Brazil. The new nation soon became disenchanted with Dom Pedro. The people falsely accused him of trying to rule a reunited Brazil and Portugal after his father’s death in 1826. As a result, Dom Pedro abdicated in favor of his son Pedro II, who was at five at the time

