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I. The historical context

1. Conquest and trade: 
the organization of the West India Company (WIC)

At the end of the 16th century, the Dutch dominated all stages of sugar pro-
duction in Brazil, from planting to distribution, including refining. In this 
context, they were subject to regulation and taxation imposed by Portugal, 
in territories dominated by the Portuguese Crown. However, with the Iberian 
union, in 1580, the ports of Portugal were banned from foreigners, in 1591, a 
fact that highlighted political and religious enmities that had already existed 
between the Catholic Spanish Crown and the Seven United Provinces of the 
Netherlands, reformed from Calvinist creed.1

Faced with such an impediment, the solution found by the Dutch was to 
purchase products sold directly where they were produced. Thus, Dutch mar-
itime expansion found itself driven, by the Iberian Union and by the contrary 
political-religious tendency of Felipe II of Spain, to adopt a new stance, in 
search of control over overseas trading locations.2 However, the Dutch faced 
other problems arising from the monopoly of trade by local entrepreneurs and 
the increase in prices, so that it would be necessary to guarantee the supply 
market, trade routes, and thus, the monopoly of the production chain.

*    Associate professor of law and religion at the Federal University of Santa Catarina.
**    Master in law at the Federal University of Santa Catarina.

1  Cabral de Mello, Evaldo, O negócio do Brasil: Portugal, os Países Baixos e o Nordeste 
(1641-1669), São Paulo, Companhia das Letras, 2011, p. 54.

2  Cabral de Mello, op. cit., p. 60.
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In 1602, the East India Company (VOC) was initially created, to which the 
States-General granted overseas trade in relation to the East Indies. And with 
the increase in commercial activities experienced with the VOC, the Dutch 
realized the possibility of starting to explore Western trade in similar ways. 
Thus, in 1621 the States-General of the United Provinces authorized the cre-
ation of the West India Company (WIC), with a monopoly on commercial ex-
ploration in lands located on the Atlantic Ocean side.3

As for trade, the Dutch were interested in the West and controlling the 
stages of the commercial chain, as it appeared to be as attractive as the ex-
traction of gold and silver. 4And this situation ended up placing Brazil, and, 
in turn, the sugar trade, as the target of the WIC, which in 1630 landed on 
the coast of Pernambuco, paving the way for Dutch domination of part of the 
Brazilian Northeast.

2. The religious element 
and the missions

At this conjuncture, political and economic issues could not be dissociated 
from the religious aspect, that is, there was concern about the missionary proj-
ect of spreading the reformed faith, so that Dutch expansion in world trade also 
proved to be a reformed Calvinist mission. Therefore, there was a set of actions 
aimed at spreading the reformed faith and theology, in addition to planning the 
establishment of a new order in the occupied territory. For this reason, in 1629, 
the “Regulation of the Government of Places Conquered or to be Conquered in 
the West Indies” was promulgated by the States-General of the United Prov-
inces, along the reformed lines. This regulation established, in Article 1, the 
highest administrative body for places conquered or to be conquered:

1
The Chambers of the privileged West India Company – each in proportion to 

its share in the administration – will choose nine honorable persons, who are na-
tives, or who have resided in these United Provinces for a period of seven years, 
devoted to the reformed religion, and versed in matters of police, justice and 
commerce, or at least in some of these matters, as far as is possible to obtain. 
Thus, the Chamber of Amsterdam will choose four delegates, that of Zealand two, 
and each of the Three Chambers of the Meuse, Groningen, and North Holland 
shall choose one. The elected people, after having been presented to the Assem-

3  Schalkwijk, Frans Leonard, Igreja e Estado no Brasil Holandês (1630-1654), São Paulo, 
Cultura Cristã, 2004, p. 37.

4  Schalkwijk, op. cit., p. 67.
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bly of Nineteen5 and approved by it, will also be presented to the States-General, 
for them to approve and nominate to form the Junta or Council of the places that 
are conquered, under the obedience of Their High Powers, who for this purpose 
will order them to pass the necessary commissions.6

It is possible to note the religious aspect of this first disposition, which re-
quires specific technical knowledge from those appointed to the administrative 
body, as well as being devoted to the Dutch Reformed church.

Then there is the regulation regarding the exercise of faith in the conquered 
territory. The norm establishes the implementation of public worship and the 
theological-missionary organization with education to be implemented in the ter-
ritory, as well as prescribing tolerance to other faiths.

9.
The council will primarily take care of the establishment and exercise of 

public worship through ministers, in accordance with the order followed in the 
Reformed Christian Church of these United Provinces, the Holy Word of God, 
and the ritual of union accepted by the same Provinces.

10.
The freedom of Spanish, Portuguese, and natives of the land, whether Roman 

Catholics or Jews, will be respected, and they cannot be molested or subjected to 
questions about their consciences or in their private homes; and no one will dare 
to disturb them or cause them a nuisance, under arbitrary penalties or, depend-
ing on the circumstances, exemplary and rigorous punishment.

11.
All Jesuits, both priests, and friars, whatever they are and whatever denomi-

nation they have, will be and remain banned from all places that are under the 
obedience of the States-General, and they will not be able to go to such places, 
under penalty of being transported prisoners to these provinces.

5  “The Nineteen Lords (the Heeren XIX) were the board of nineteen directors, who made up 
the central board of the West India Company. Of these nineteen directors, eighteen were chosen 
from among the regional directors, in the following proportions: Amsterdam: eight; Zealand: four; 
The Meuse, the Northern Region, Friesland and Groningen: two each. The nineteenth was ap-
pointed by the States-General, as their personal representative. The strongest Chamber, therefo-
re, was that of Amsterdam followed by that of Zealand. Amsterdam, then the holder of the greatest 
power in the Company, hosted the Company’s meetings for six consecutive years, then moving to 
Middelburg for two years, returning the meetings to Amsterdam. Therefore, Amsterdam domina-
ted the Company from beginning to end. As there was a decision that the ecclesiastical affairs of 
Dutch Brazil would be handled by the presbyteries located where there were Company chambers, 
the Presbytery of Amsterdam became the Mother-Church of the Reformed Church in Brazil, fo-
llowed by the presbytery of Walcheren”. In Barreto Ribas, O leme espiritual do navio mercante: a 
missionação calvinista no Brasil holandês, Rio de Janeiro, UFF, 2007, p. 17.

6  Regimento do Govêrno das Praças Conquistadas ou que Forem Conquistadas nas Índias 
Ocidentais, Em Revista do Instituto Arqueológico e Geográfico Pernambucano, vol. V, n. 31, 
Recife, 1886, p. 289.
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12.
There may be no convent, cloister, or college of any other order or clergy, 

whether male or female, without any exception.7

From such commands, it is possible to say that, in the context of the Dutch 
occupations, evangelization assumed a primordial, normatively regulated role 
in the domination of the territory. This protagonism of the religious element al-
lows us to understand, based on what this work proposes, that the Catholic sa-
cred until then established by the Iberians in Brazilian territory was supplanted 
by the new reformed sacred, which would also become the object of institu-
tionalization in the Brazilian colonial reality, with notorious legality. The main 
regence rule of the Dutch conquest expressly regulated the entire organization 
in religious matters, as well as education, within the “new” form of theology, 
the reformed one.

The religious element is, therefore, in the context of the Dutch endeavor, 
both one of the starting points and one of the finishing points. It determines the 
elaboration of legal norms that regulate conquering activity and, at the same 
time, is recognized and regulated by such legal norms, which confirm its im-
portance as a component that characterizes the conquerors themselves and as 
a standard of education and indoctrination for those subjected to Dutch rule.

Religion, in this sense, at the same time that it guides the content of norma-
tive texts in its effort to institutionalize the sacred, also receives from it the legal 
seal that makes it compulsory to observe, within the standards determined by 
the legal rule.

II. Religion in Dutch Brazil between economy and legality

Having portrayed in general terms the interests that drove the Dutch conquest 
in the sugar-producing Northeast of Brazil, the aim is to understand how the 
dynamics of the Dutch occupation developed with regard to social relations and 
missionary work which, as seen, is correlated to the expansionist enterprise in 
the context of economic and commercial exploitation of the taken territory.

1. The Reformed Faith and Other Religious Confessions: 
Moderate Tolerance

From reading the articles of the “Regulation of the Government of Places 
Conquered or to be Conquered in the West Indies” mentioned above, it is 

7  Regimento, op. cit., p. 292.
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clear that the normative commands, despite establishing the authority of the 
reformed religion, allowed the existence of other religious confessions to be 
professed by the Spanish, Portuguese and natives of the land, in terms of free-
dom of conscience and worship limited to the private environment. As long as 
the religious practices of such believers were restricted to individual limits 
and private spaces, they should be respected by the faithful of the Reformed 
Church, but only the latter could make a public profession of faith.

This tolerance, however, was not extended to the Jesuits. They were even 
banned from the territory, under penalty of imprisonment and exile to the 
United Provinces. Religious cloisters, common in Catholicism, were also 
banned.

In turn, education legally came from proselytizing work, as teachers, as 
well as members of the Council, had to teach the reformed faith and, conse-
quently, educate young people to serve God, obviously in accordance with 
reformed postulates.

However, the experience proved to be more complex than one could as-
sume from reading the legal text. In this sense, Barreto Ribas highlights that 
“the granting of freedom of worship to Catholics and extended to Jews after 
1636-37 did not mean, in the daily life of religiosity, tolerant respect for the 
rites and beliefs of each religion represented there; On the contrary, as can be 
seen from a careful reading of documents from the period, theological and re-
ligious conflicts of various natures permeated everyday social relations: these 
latent, and often manifest, tensions expressed different cultural ways of feel-
ing, thinking and living religious experiences”.8

Finally, even given the express normative prediction, the conflict between 
Reformed believers and believers of other faiths proved inevitable in the con-
text of the occupation. Just as the work of indoctrination in the reformed faith 
assumed a central role in the Dutch conquest, it will be seen in more detail 
below that the response of Catholic and Jewish Iberians, often through direct 
confrontations, can be considered an important stance of resistance to such 
conquest.

8  The historian continues: “Particularly, religious concessions have always been viewed 
with distaste by many Calvinists, and especially by the reformed clergy, who, in Dutch Brazil, 
never gave the Government respite in this regard. In fact, the documentation demonstrates their 
extensive work with the government, always asking that the “freedom of the papists” and the “au-
dacity of the Jews” be curbed... In this way, during the twenty-four years of tense coexistence 
between practitioners of different religions —and especially between Catholics and reformed 
people—, what is observed is a dramatic daily life marked by shattered images of saints, 
faithful stoned in processions, people condemned to death without being able to confess to 
Catholic priests, among other events which denote the “charged” atmosphere of life lived on a 
daily basis”. Barreto Ribas, op. cit., p. 17.
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2. Approaching Indigenous 
People as a Military Strategy

If, on the one hand, the coexistence between the Dutch and the Portuguese-
Brazilians was characterized by moderate tolerance, through legal provision, 
but permeated by a troubled experience with regard to the establishment of a 
new creed that sought to spread, the relationship between the conquerors and 
the indigenous natives was less tense and more consistent.

According to Vainfas, “there is evidence that the Calvinist evangelization 
of the Indians under Dutch rule achieved some success. In March-April 1645, 
months before the Pernambuco Insurrection, a large assembly of ‘indigenous 
captains’ of the Dutch party met, as recorded in the Notulen van Brasilië de-
posited in the Hague archives. Around 150 leaders attended this large meeting, 
including village captains, lieutenants, ensigns, deputies, and governors.

In the minutes of the assembly, important privileges or rights of faithful 
Indians were confirmed, sanctioned by the directors of the India Company 
(the Nineteen Lords): “freedom of the Indians, preventing their enslavement; 
maintenance of schoolmasters and pastors, in the villages, to teach the ‘true 
Christian religion’ (Calvinist); organization of three chambers in the villag-
es of Tapecirica, in Pernambuco, Maurícia, in Paraíba, and Orange, in Rio 
Grande; provision of indigenous leaders in the government of each of these 
chambers”.9 Furthermore, the historian states that the evangelization of the 
natives, in addition to the objective of indoctrinating the ‘true Christian reli-
gion’, was also intended to be an essential means for the Dutch to consolidate 
a political alliance with military purposes.10

Barreto Ribas, in turn, highlights that “on a fundamental issue, however, 
the interests of the West India Company and the predicants coincided: in 
relation to the Indians. Because they were the fundamental allies of the con-
quest. It was among them, therefore, that the Reformed missions focused most 
vigorously and, from the Reformed perspective, obtained the best results”.11

It was undeniable that the natives represented valuable allies of the Dutch, 
mainly for the purposes of the military campaign of conquest, because they 
knew the territory, which conferred a strategic advantage, whether from the 
point of view of political stabilization or for the task of missionizing the Re-
formed faith. In this effort, the task of the missionaries, in fact, consisted of 
recatechizing Brazilians, that is, converting indigenous Catholics to the re-

9  Vainfas, Ronaldo, O Plano para o Bom Governo dos Índios: um jesuíta a serviço da evange-
lização calvinista no Brasil holandês, São Paulo, Companhia das Letras, 2008, p. 160.

10  Vainfas, op. cit., p. 160.
11  Barreto Ribas, op. cit., p. 87.
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formed faith, as they had already been catechized by the religious orders of 
the Catholic Church.

Here it is worth mentioning Manoel de Moraes, a prominent Jesuit, who 
initially fought against the Dutch forces in the battles to resist the invasion, 
but who was later converted to Calvinism, elevated to the status of consultant 
to the WIC regarding the native population. When the directors of the WIC 
recommended the elaboration of a plan to evangelize the Brazilian Indians 
in the reformed faith, the so-called “Plan for the Good Government of the 
Indians”, this would have been developed, according to Vainfas and Barreto 
Ribas, by Moraes.

Moraes’ proposal was endowed with great scope and political calcula-
tion and pragmatic proposals —such as different treatment for Indians and 
blacks, maintaining their slavery in order to generate empathy from local 
masters (recommending measures for better treatment of blacks)— in addi-
tion to determine the freedom of the indigenous people and the preparation 
of some of them for the role of translators and village governors. Furthermore, 
the plan focused on the catechism of children and young people, in the lan-
guage of the Indians.12

Thus, while the Portuguese-Brazilians resisted the new faith brought with 
the Dutch occupation, the already converted natives opposed the reestablish-
ment of the Catholic faith. And it is in this direction that the following topic 
proposes to analyze these two sides of religious resistance, as well as seeking 
to understand the legality that permeates this complex religious dialectic, 
eminently amalgamated with the commercial and political interests involved 
in the Dutch expansionist movement.

III. Marks of resistance in Dutch Brazil

Considering what has already been discussed, from the context of the Dutch 
invasion of Northeastern Brazil, it is possible to perceive the scenario of eco-
nomic, political, military, and religious relations, regulated either through 
written norms or informal practices, an environment permeated by legality. In 
the sphere of religious experience itself (the object of the present work) the 
manifestation of legality is even more evident.

From the aforementioned historical context, the religious foundation be-
hind commercial ventures and legal-political determination can be seen, tak-
ing into account the daily relationships between the Dutch, the Iberians, and 
the natives who were in the territory. Furthermore, there is the rule stipulated 

12  Vainfas, op. cit., p. 158.
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by the government’s regulations, which required, for example, only reformed 
faithful among the Councilors, as well as establishing priority measures regard-
ing the conquered territories, which consisted of instituting a public cult, ban-
ning the Jesuits, and structuring education around teaching the Reformed faith.

Moreover, it is expected that after the movement of occupation through 
military conquest and missionary evangelization, there may be movements 
in favor of the permanence of the established order and, on the other hand, 
restoration and accommodation of the order that is sought to be overthrown, in 
addition to reminiscences of the imposed order by the rulers after the success 
of reconquest efforts had expelled them from the territory.

Also, in the words of Barreto Ribas, “it was the odium theologicum be-
tween Calvinists and Catholics that maritime expansion brought into play 
in the lands of the New World; theological hatred that, added to various po-
litical-administrative issues, completely made reformed missionation among 
Portuguese-Brazilians unfeasible”.13

In this sense, the restoration of Iberian power is due, to a certain extent, 
to the heavy conduct of internal resistance on the part of Catholics to attempt 
Calvinist conversion, translated into daily animosity and confrontation. Thus, 
although the restoration did not occur solely due to religious factors, it is nec-
essary to emphasize that the processes of clash between the reformed Dutch 
creed and the resistance of Portuguese Catholics certainly contributed to this 
to some extent.

As for the events of indigenous resistance, these were somewhat more com-
plex and ranged from the resistance of Catholic indigenous people to the re-
formed creed to the resistance of reformed natives who took shelter in the dense 
forest, as a measure of protection against the restored Catholic Iberian power 
and in order to preserve the faith they professed, in addition to adapting other 
notable figures of the time.14

13  Barreto Ribas, op. cit., p. 18.
14  Barreto Ribas outlines the profile of four figures that are very relevant to understanding 

the meanings of what is sought here to be called indigenous resistance: a) Manoel de Moraes, the 
chameleon-like converted Jesuit who works as a consultant for the WIC, outlining strategies for 
political rapprochement and evangelization of indigenous people, but later returned to Catholi-
cism, demonstrating fluidity and adaptability in a context in which Brazilian domination only 
changed hands; b) Felipe Camarão, an indigenous person who remained faithful to the Catho-
lic creed and resisted the reformed people, having played an important role in the retaking 
of the territory by the Iberians; c) Pedro Poti, an indigenous person converted to Calvinism, 
who, as shown above, traveled to the United Provinces and also acted as a consultant to the 
Dutch in creating occupation and evangelization strategies, returning to Brazil and assuming a 
prominent position as village governor, cousin of Felipe Camarão and who maintained intense 
epistolary communication with him, in which each tried to convince the other to change sides, 
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Here comes to light one of the most notorious examples of indigenous re-
sistance reported by Father Antônio Vieira in the “Relation of the Mission of 
Serra de Ibiapaba”, in which he focuses on the situation of indigenous people 
after the retaking of the territory by the Iberians, since they were consid-
ered heretics, they sought refuge in a camp in the Ceará countryside, fearing 
persecution from the Catholic Church, as well as seeking to maintain the re-
formed faith.Vieira portrays the religious tension that exists between Catholi-
cism and Calvinism. At this point, Vieira’s report is illustrative not only of the 
religious tension between Catholicism, as highlighted above, since the Dutch 
were seen as nothing more than heretical land invaders;15 Furthermore, Vieira 
provides an overview of this movement of escape, refuge, and resistance by 
the indigenous people who remained Calvinist even after the expulsion of the 
Dutch.

God handed Pernambuco over to the Dutch for those sins that pass king-
doms from one nation to another, which are injustice. And as a large part of 
Brazil’s injustices fell upon the natural Indians of the land from its beginning, 
divine justice ordered that the same Indians together with the Dutch would 
form the scourge of that flourishing Republic. Many of the Indians, Chris-
tians, and vassals rebelled —although others showed finesse of loyalty— and, 
uniting their weapons with those of the victorious enemy, one cannot believe 
the damage they did to the Portuguese, their women, and children, exercis-
ing of all sexes and ages, extremely ugly inhumanities, with the Indians, as 
domestic enemies, being the guides who opened the campaign to the Dutch, 
and the executors of the cruelties that they politically and heretically commit-
ted against them, excusing with the barbarity of the Brazilians what was truly 
not only consent, if not orders and resolutions from them, to break the honor 
and constancy of the Portuguese, which otherwise they could never surrender. 
For twenty years God had this rigorous scourge on the backs of the people of 
Pernambuco because, in the first four years of the war, all the Indians were 
defeated by the Portuguese, until in the year 1654 divine justice was consid-
ered satisfied, with the miraculous restitution of all those very strong places 
to the obedience of the very happy King Dom João IV. The rebellious Indi-
ans entered the surrender capitulations with general forgiveness for all past 

martyred after the expulsion of the Dutch for remaining faithful to the reformed creed; and d) 
Antônio Paraupaba, also converted to Calvinism, who went with Poti to the United Provinces, 
but who, unlike the tragic fate of his traveling companion, remained, even after the expulsion 
of the Dutch, defining himself as a representative of the indigenous people Brazilians, having 
interceded for them on a few occasions with the States General. Barreto Ribas, op. cit., p. 183.

15  Hack, Osvaldo Henrique, Sementes do Calvinismo no Brasil Colonial, São Paulo, Cultura 
Cristã, 2007, p. 101.
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sins; but they, as ignorant of how sacred the public faith is, feared that the 
Portuguese, as they were so scandalized, would apply the victorious weapons 
to revenge, which they so deserved, and forced by a certain false rumor, that 
the whites were taking everything to the sword, they threw themselves blindly 
and passionately into the forests, with their wives and children, where many 
perished at the hands of the Tapuias, and the rest headed for the mountains of 
Ibiapaba, as a known refuge and safe haven from evildoers. With the arrival 
of these new guests, Ibiapaba truly became the Geneva of all the backlands of 
Brazil, because many of the Pernambuco Indians were born and raised among 
the Dutch, with no other example or knowledge of true religion. The others 
fought under their flags with the discipline of their regiments, which for the 
most part are made up of the most lost and corrupt people of all the nations 
of Europe. In Recife de Pernambuco, which was the court and emporium 
of all that new Holland, there were Jews from Amsterdam, Protestants from 
England, Calvinists from France, Lutherans from Germany and Sweden, and 
all the other Sects of the North, and this Babel of particular errors formed a 
general and declared atheism, in which no other God was known than inter-
est, nor any other law than appetite; and what they had learned in this school 
of hell is what the fugitives from Pernambuco brought, and came to teach in 
the mountains, where, because many of them knew how to read, and brought 
some books with them, they were received and venerated by the tobajarás as 
literate and wise men, and they believed from them, as from an oracle, how 
much they wanted to get into their heads.

In this way, within a few days, they were similar in belief and customs; and at 
the time when Ibiapaba ceased to be the republic of Bacchus —which was just 
a few hours, as the rubber plantations were continuous night and day— those 
villages were truly an infernal composition, or an abominable mixture of all 
sects and all vices, formed of rebels, traitors, thieves, murderers, adulterers, 
Jews, heretics, Gentiles, atheists, and all this under the name of Christians, 
and the obligations of Catholics.16

Finally, considering the context of imposing a new order on the indigenous 
people of Brazilian lands during the period, everything can be seen as resis-
tance. Whether using alliances with Europeans in opposition to other peoples 
(adhering to the winning side), or sometimes joining rival groups, or taking 
refuge in the forests and backlands of the region.

The behaviors adopted by native populations were their own strategies for 
dealing with forms of oppression and persecution, and, in this sense, such 

16  Vieira, Antonio, Relação da Missão da Serra de Ibiapaba, Em: Escritos instrumentais 
sobre os índios. São Paulo, EDUC/Loyola/Giordano, 1992, pp. 131-132.
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ways of acting represented attempts to survive and resist that reality, as well 
as to defend their personal, religious, political, and territorial interests.

Therefore, due to economic and cultural pressures exerted by dominat-
ing groups that caused struggles (violent processes of extermination, submis-
sion, slavery) on both sides, as well as, and above all, cultural and identity 
violence, from acts of missionation and conversion, any path taken by indig-
enous people can and should be seen as a resistance movement.

IV. Conclusion

The research proposed to analyze the legal-political contours of the Dutch oc-
cupation of the Northeast of Brazil, from 1630 to 1654, from a global context 
of territorial invasion and religious dispute that assumed, to a certain extent, 
the leading role in the clash of Reformation forces with Counter-Reformation 
forces, during the episode of Dutch occupation.

Based on the premises presented, it was clear that the project of conquest 
and occupation of Brazilian colonial territory by the Dutch, although short-
lived, ended up taking measures that made their commercial and political 
interests viable, and to this end, they tried to insert and accommodate new 
political, legal, and religious structures in the social context.

Such stances, naturally, ended up opening a space of tensions and conflicts 
(social and institutional) among groups of different ethnicities and objectives, 
that is, between the invaders of reformed faith (with their new ecclesiastical 
standards) and the colonists, which were majorly Catholic and supported by 
an official Church already installed there.

In this sense, the research sought to describe the historical context and 
present the legal-religious assumptions of the Dutch conquering expedition. 
Afterward, in general terms, it addressed the forms of relationship between 
the Dutch and natives, with emphasis on the tensions arising from the instal-
lation of the Dutch in Brazilian territory, which were intrinsically linked to 
the role of religious institutions and practices in this context.

Furthermore, it presented the forms of resistance that remained after the 
expulsion of the invaders, seeking to demonstrate that the religious elements 
of the reformed faith, those that remained, mainly within the scope of possible 
new forms of legality that emerged from Protestant religious practices, can be 
understood as a stance of resistance to the expulsion process.

Finally, the studies showed that the acts resulting from the actions of native 
peoples can and should be characterized as fruits of legitimate resistance, sur-
vival, and adaptation, resulting from the situation to which they were subjected.
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