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The arrival of Vasco da Gama’s armada to India in 1498 opened the 

Asian markets to European forces and accelerated the development 

of artillery in this region of the world. Equipped with superior 

technology, the Portuguese imposed their presence, combining trade 

and warfare. Most studies on the Military Revolution assess 

Portuguese forces in Asia to have been superior, usually focusing on 

naval warfare and the efficient use of broadside gunnery, which 

ignores or devalues land-based warfare. 

This chapter therefore aims to reassess and debate the existence of 

Portuguese superiority in land warfare in the Estado da Índia (the 

name formally given to the Portuguese Empire in Asia). This 

assessment is conducted in the context of the European force’s 

having to resist several military land operations, starting as far 

back as their settlement in the region, because the use of 

gunpowder was not limited exclusively to the Portuguese and guns 

were used similarly by both sides. This chapter therefore broadly 

evaluates the impact of Portuguese warfare in Asia. It argues that 

both Portuguese and local landlords adapted to new ways of waging 



war and that the Europeans experienced a partial loss of superiority 

after the first decades of the sixteenth century. To reach this 

conclusion, first the idea of Portuguese military superiority is 

challenged, and then a number of battles and sieges are analysed by 

using both Portuguese and Asian sources, emphasizing the context 

of India. A map of the Portuguese presence in the Indian 

subcontinent can be found at the end of this chapter. 

 

The Military Revolution and the Portuguese Empire 

This debate is directly connected to the concept of military 

revolution, as coined by Geoffrey Parker, which refers to the 

military developments beginning during the Italian Wars that had 

a deep impact not only on how war was waged but also [p. 153] 

from political, social, and financial points of view, promoting the 

rise of the West.2 The long debate fuelled by Parker’s book still 

resonates today, because the academic community continues to 

discuss the implications of such a deterministic theory.3 The 

participation of the Portuguese Kingdom in this revolution was 

connected mainly with the dissemination of new military 

developments to the country’s over- seas empire and especially to a 

newly discovered and developed naval firepower, along with the 

“artillery fortress as an engine of European overseas expansion” 

(to quote one of Parker’s well-known studies). Given that the 

Portuguese had few resources with which to provide an effective 

military presence in Asian lands, the Estado da Índia relied on a 

network of coastal fortresses and factories (a Venetian model, 

according to William R. Thompson),4 which attempted to control 

commercial networks and routes, resorting to local allies to 

intervene in, or instigate, internal wars.5 To a certain extent, the 

introduction of violence and warfare to Asian mercantile routes by 

the Portuguese gave the latter some level of leadership as part of 



the complex commercial game that extended from the eastern 

coast of Africa to the Far East.6 

The Portuguese had effective firepower, which, allied with the 

speed of their ships, gave them significant naval superiority on 

the Indian Ocean. Artillery was successfully used on board, 

allowing for the use of broadside gunnery in a line-ahead 

formation, as evidenced in Portuguese sources dating back to the 

beginning of the sixteenth century. The pioneering naval 

development led by the kingdom was responsible for a certain 

European military hegemony in Asia at the beginning of the 

century.7 This seemingly superior nature contributed to some 

coastal cities’ (e.g. Cochin and Cannanur) entering into alliances 

with the Portuguese.8 

Decades ago, P.J. Marshall asserted that during the sixteenth century 

the Portuguese presence “had begun to be absorbed into Asia, 

participating in its trade and politics but not dominating them.”9 

This idea is somehow linked to the so-called easternization of the 

Portuguese armadas in this century, which can be explained as the 

gradual transition towards the regular use of small rowboats 

rather than high-board ships, the former of which were better 

suited to wars waged in the coastal areas of the Indian Ocean.10 

This process was also connected to the idea of the consequent 

decadence of the Portuguese military and administrative structures, 

justifying, to some extent, the Portuguese defeat during Dutch 

expansion in Asia. Despite these circumstances, André Murteira 

recently showed that this process does not entirely explain the 

reasons for the defeat, reassessing the idea of a military revolution in 

the Estado da Índia at the beginning of the seventeenth century. 

According to Murteira, the inability of the Portuguese to reinforce 

their fleet through the India Run was parallel to the Portuguese 

defeat in the Atlantic Ocean and should be seen as a complex 



process that needs to be further compared in the future.11 Despite 

this recent effort, the idea of a military revolution and its application 

to the Portuguese case in the sixteenth century has rarely been 

discussed in historiography12  

[p. 154] 

Military superiority? 

Portuguese military superiority is commonly associated with 

naval power and the destructive effects of Portuguese armadas, 

high sea scouting, defending for- tresses, and attacking strategic 

cities. This idea is related to what some research has described as the 

ability of the Portuguese to maintain a technological gap, therefore 

also maintaining their technological superiority, especially where 

firepower was concerned.13 

However, this is also related to a general idea that European warfare 

was superior to Asian practices while at war, in both material and 

tactical terms. A Eurocentric (or Westernized) view, it devalues, or 

simply ignores, any Asian military ability, as demonstrated by 

Jeremy Black and, more recently, J.C. Sharman.14 Furthermore, 

this idea is based on an almost homogenizing view of the Indo-West 

Pacific world as a united reality, which ignores a considerable 

amount of diversity. In the same debate, the old idea that the arrival 

of the Portuguese in Asia started some kind of a military revolution 

has been largely proved to have been a product of misinformation, 

since gunpowder and guns were already known and used.15 

However, from a technical perspective, Portuguese artillery was 

highly desired in India, an example being wrought iron pieces that 

were not as developed in the region.16 In China, the breech-loader 

system and the size of the pieces caught the eye of military officers, 

as Tonio Andrade recently defended.17 The military gap between 

Europe and Asia was therefore not as considerable as imagined.18 

As stated previously, the major area in which the Portuguese were 



considered superior was in naval warfare, where ships where built 

to sustain the explosive power of gunpowder and used for 

broadside gunnery. A good example of their superiority is the 

1509 naval battle of Diu, when the Portuguese fleet, commanded by 

Viceroy Francisco de Almeida, obtained a remarkable victory 

against a Mamluk fleet through the judicious use of broadside guns, 

sinking a galley with this use of artillery.19 

Portuguese sources from the sixteenth century tend to emphasize 

this supposed technological gap between the Portuguese and local 

forces, especially disregarding the Indian potentates. Governor 

Afonso de Albuquerque was severely criticized by Afonso Real 

because his victories were against “naked little black men without 

weapons.”20 This description is often used as a literary topos in 

sources from this period and can be found in several chronicles, 

such as the one written by Gaspar Correia.21 Racial prejudice was 

then transposed to military evaluation.22 These kinds of 

comments were based mostly on the lack of defensive armour, 

especially in southern India, where the Portuguese fought at the 

beginning of the sixteenth century. Standing in stark contrast to 

heavy European armour, which was made up of various pieces of 

iron plate, local soldiers preferred lighter protection that thus left 

them more vulnerable, such as cotton jackets.23 

On the same note, no Asian state had a naval force (with few 

exceptions, such as China, which had a different system), unlike 

European states, which had been developing theirs since medieval 

times.24 Portugal’s opponents were therefore often [p. 155] merchants 

who would defend themselves or try to intervene in order to 

either share or regain their position in Asian trade. From a 

materialistic perspective, some Asian sail ships did not even use 

iron nails, which weakened them and made them vulnerable to 

Portuguese guns.25 



On a political note, Michael Pearson argued that, in the case of the 

Sultanate of Gujarat, sultans and nobles were not interested in 

commercial and maritime trade, since their concept of power was 

based on land tenure and strength in land war- fare.26 Geneviève 

Bouchon also showed how in South India, maritime trade was 

handled and developed by merchant communities instead of the 

local authorities.27 Confucianism and Brahmanical orthodoxy 

could also explain this lack of interest, given that such religious 

views saw the “just” sovereign as exempt from meddling in 

commerce.28 Despite this idea, recent studies show that these 

reasons are too simplistic to explain the complexity of sixteenth-

century Asian states, where migrations of elites from diverse 

backgrounds created an extensive network of cultural and political 

interpenetration, where merchants were welcomed and cared for by 

local sultans.29 

These situations did not prevent fierce resistance to the 

Portuguese attempt to control commercial networks, of which 

three examples will be recalled.30 The first is opposition to the 

Kannur’s Mappillas (local Muslim converts of the Malabar coast) in 

the 1520s and 1530s, where waging war with small sailing and 

rowing ships put the Estado da Índia under great pressure, from 

Malabar through the Cape Comorin and to the island of Ceylon.31  

The second is related to the first contacts with China and to the 

resounding defeat of Martim Afonso de Melo’s fleet in 1522, at the 

hands of the Celestial Empire’s fleet, which was composed of 

robust junk ships.32 The latter brings us to the long conflict 

between the Sultanate of Aceh (Sumatra) and Portuguese Melaka; 

from the 1530s onwards, the local potentate established a strong 

and successful Ottoman liaison, which enabled the revival of the 

locally produced pepper trade, receiving state-of-the-art 

armaments to fight against the Portuguese.33 



In addition to this ability to resist Portuguese expansion, most Asian 

potentates also demonstrated their skill when it came to learning 

and replicating the techniques and technologies brought by the 

Portuguese. This knowledge could be transmitted in an official 

way (e.g. through local workers in Portuguese dockyards) or 

informally (by Portuguese mercenaries34). Let us also recall, for 

instance, various episodes in which the Portuguese supported local 

landlords, where Portuguese soldiers would fight alongside local 

soldiers, thus allowing for a better understanding of their modus 

operandi. Such was the case of Cristóvão da Gama’s small army in 

Ethiopia in 1541–2 and Martim Afonso de Sousa’s support of 

Bahadur Shah of Gujarat in 1535.35 As for weaponry, the 

Portuguese also taught the locals how to make arms, as in Sri 

Lanka, where the Portuguese started to buy arms in the seventeenth 

century to supply the Estado da Índia.36 

In one way or another, Portuguese technology spread along the 

Asian seas. China, for instance, seized several Portuguese 

artillery pieces and replicated them with some success, later 

using them in the 1522 confrontation.37  In 1546, [p. 156] a 

Portuguese official complained to the governor that many artillery 

pieces were being smuggled to the local kingdoms around Cochin, 

identifying more than 130 cannons in those states, all recognized 

for bearing the heraldic device of the Portuguese kingdom.38 The 

case of the Battle of Raichur, in 1520, is critical due to its political 

context and because it involved twenty hired Portuguese 

arquebusiers, as recently studied by Richard Eaton and Phillip 

Wagoner.39  The wars of the Decan Plateau in India, in which the 

sultanates of Bijapur and Ahmadnagar opposed the Hindu Empire 

of Vijayanagar, are an interesting case study of the reception and 

development of the new firepower brought by Portuguese and 

other external agents, as was Ottoman influence. 



From what has been said, the central idea is that Portuguese 

military superiority in the mid sixteenth century has not been 

proven. The first decades of Portuguese presence may have been 

marked by some military superiority, which mainly translated into 

the imposition of naval control. Resistance and setbacks from the 

1520s onwards show that multiple adversaries of the Estado da Índia 

were scattered throughout Asia, developing firepower in their own 

way. Witnessing this proliferation of firearms, Francisco de Lima 

wrote disappointedly to the Portuguese king in 1548 that, at that 

time, “the entire world is full of firearms.”40 

 

Waging war in Asia: some case studies 

The first case to be analysed is the Portuguese defence of Cochin, in 

1504, by captain Duarte Pacheco Pereira. At the time, the Samudri 

Raja of Calicut, supported by Muslim merchants (most of them 

Gujarati people), was the main adversary of Portuguese trade in the 

region. To remove them, he prepared an attack on Cochin, where 

the Portuguese had built their new fortress. Some Portuguese 

chroniclers speak of eighty thousand men against as little as a 

hundred Portuguese soldiers, numbers that were, of course, heavily 

exaggerated. A more critical look reveals around five thousand 

men from Calicut at most, attacking approximately 130 Portuguese, 

supported by the small army of Cochin.41 Several attacks between 

March and May were launched in an attempt to approach the city. 

However, the defenders had an important factor working in their 

favour: the physical conditions of the land. As we know, the island 

of Cochin is found in a lagoon, with many rivers, streams, and 

even swamps. Because the Samudri men travelled by land, the 

Portuguese took advantage of their position to force them to fight 

outside the city, in the area of the river. Trapped in this area, they 

could gain access only through small openings, narrowing the size 

of the battlefield. This allowed the Portuguese to use their firearms 



and even artillery, reducing the disproportionate number of men. 

They held their position not only on land but also in small boats, 

using the rivers to travel quickly from one position to another, 

preventing the enemy from advancing. At the time, European 

weapons were clearly superior to the local forces, whose body 

armour was unsuited to this kind of attack. The Calicut force lost 

hundreds of men during the attacks and many more subsequently, 

when an epidemic worsened their circumstances. The defence of 

Cochin was one of the first land operations [p. 157] where 

Portuguese superiority was clear – not only thanks to their 

weaponry but mostly thanks to their knowledge and use of the 

physical space. 

The other case study involves campaigns launched by Governor 

Afonso de Albuquerque (1509–15). Albuquerque is known as 

one of the most important Portuguese governors of the sixteenth 

century, creating a strong network of for- tresses across the Indian 

Ocean that, ultimately, led to the formation of what came to be 

known as the Estado da Índia. The conquest of Goa (1510), Melaka 

(1511), and Hormuz (1515), and even the failed attempt to take 

Aden (1513), were all amphibious operations, which features a 

remarkable use of firepower and visionary military organization 

that did not require significant land operations.42 In actual fact, 

the defeat of Albuquerque in Aden clearly shows a diminished 

Portuguese superiority when naval power was not involved, in 

which a strong chain of com- mand was unable to oversee and 

control the operation.43 However, the defence of Goa in 1512 

should also be considered.44 Upon the governor’s return from 

Melaka, he found that an important fort (Passo de Benasterim) 

near the city of Goa, on the same island, had been taken by the 

Sultan of Bijapur’s local forces. He expected to successfully retake 

the castle by using broadside guns, but they proved to be ineffective 

against the structure. His opponents also used cannons to defend 



themselves. The sea attack having proved unsuccessful, the 

governor then started to make preparations for a siege but was 

forced to engage in battle in the fields around the fort. The use of 

an ordinance system should be highlighted at this point: it consisted 

of mixed formations of pike wielders and arquebusiers, with a 

strongly enforced hierarchy that underwent frequent training. 

Albuquerque began using this structure some years before, having 

been influenced by Portuguese veterans from the Italian Wars. 

Deployed in the field, the ordinance corps used formations known as 

caracol (snail) and galé (galley), tactics which had been successful 

when used in Europe. The advance of these men, followed by 

some light Portuguese cavalry, was enough to force the enemy to 

retreat and therefore surrender the castle. Their military superiority 

was then showcased in their use of strictly organized combined 

arms, against an enemy that already had strong firepower. 

Dozens of military operations would take place in the following 

decades, but none with a strong land force. This would be true up 

until the time of Governor João de Castro (1545–8), who not 

only tried to enhance how the military was organized 

(redeploying the ordinance system, which had been abolished after 

the death of Afonso de Albuquerque, in 1515), but also led a few 

interesting campaigns that provide an insight into Portuguese 

warfare in this period. It was a delicate time, because the Estado da 

Índia was at war on two fronts: in Goa, against the Sultanate of 

Bijapur, and in the North, against the Sultanate of Gujarat. 

The conflict with Bijapur centred on the possession of the lands 

surrounding Goa, Bardez, and Salcete (known in Portuguese sources 

as Terras Firmes), which this sultanate handed over to the Estado da 

Índia in 1543. The various campaigns under- taken under the orders 

of Sultan Ibrahim Adil Shah I sought to destabilize Bardez and 

Salcete and force their reintegration into the sultanate. The pitched 

battles that took place in 1547 (in September, leading to the 



destruction of the Pondá fort, 15 [p. 158] kilometres south of Goa, 

and in Salcete in December) were fought against relatively small 

forces. The sultan did not intervene. In this case, the Estado da 

Índia often resorted to maritime blockades at the Bijapur port of 

Dabul or the destruction of several port cities, to pressure the 

sultanate to end hostilities.45 At the same time, João de Castro was 

aware that the sultanate was dependent on Portuguese imports of 

sulphur and horses from the Persian Gulf for it to wage its own 

internal wars against neighbouring kingdoms, so he used trade as 

leverage to negotiate peace.46 Despite several victories when 

recapturing outposts in the Terras Firmes, the Portuguese 

administration managed to provide a swift answer to the military 

threat and retake the lands around Goa. 

The war in the north bears significantly more relevance for this 

case study because it shows that the Sultanate of Gujarat had a 

military capacity that rivalled that of the Portuguese. At the time, 

the sultanate had one of the strongest Asian economies47  and a 

well-organized military structure, as demonstrated by several 

clashes against the Estado da Índia.48  One of them was at the 

end of the second Gujarati siege of Diu, in 1546. The siege itself is 

relevant because the fortress was in a precarious situation for 

almost eight months. The captain of Diu said to Castro, “I was 

expecting an attack from the Gujarati, and they besieged me like 

the French.”49 The Portuguese naval forces coming from Goa 

managed to launch a surprise attack on the besiegers, charging 

them from the fortress when they were expecting them to land in 

the Gujarati camp directly. The diversion had a massive impact, 

allowing the Portuguese to gain an incredible victory in November 

1546. Although this siege was conducted under the supervision of 

Khwaja Safar, lord of Surat and captain of the sultan, he was given 

the freedom to recruit and organize the operation by using any 



means available.50 As well as the mobilized troops themselves, the 

potential of the weapons used during the siege can be gauged (as 

thirty-six bronze guns were taken at the end of the siege), and proof 

has been found that serpentine gunpowder was produced in the 

camp built in front of the fortress.51 One year later, João de Castro 

organized a new operation to the north, retaliating after the Siege of 

Diu but also reaffirming the presence of the Portuguese in the 

region, preventing a Gujarati fleet from being built in the local 

ports.52 Sailing to the Portuguese fort of Bassein, he learnt that 

Sultan Mahmud Shah III was in the region, near Broach. He 

prepared his men and sailed there with 120 small vessels made up 

of approximately eighteen hundred men. The governor was then 

ready for a direct confrontation with the sultan of Gujarat, who had 

around five thousand men, including cavalry, field artillery, and 

war elephants. Again, the Portuguese were deployed in mixed 

formations, advancing slowly in the field. However, the Gujarati 

forces started to retreat, the Portuguese forces chasing them but 

stopping promptly when it dawned on João de Castro that they 

were falling into a calculated ruse. The Gujarati aimed to separate 

Portuguese soldiers from their vessels in an attempt to catch them 

in the open field with no means with which to retreat. He 

immediately ordered the soldiers to return to the landing area, 

waiting for the Gujarati forces to engage again. The latter never 

attacked, wanting to avoid engaging in combat close to the river. In 

this case, Portuguese superiority quickly [p 159] disappeared when 

the troops were distanced from their naval power. The sultan 

knew this, and the governor knew it too. 

The military operations during Castro’s period show that during 

this time, so- called Portuguese superiority was not as easily 

proven as it had been previously. The Gujarati forces, which had 

strong connections to Ottoman military developments, were on the 

same level as the Portuguese, as manifest in the siege of Diu, in the 



battle of Broach, and even in the menacing idea of the construction 

of a fleet. The technological gap was not a true advantage, because 

it was almost nonexistent on land. Given that the governor was well 

aware of the delicate circumstances the Estado da Índia found itself 

in, he forced multiple amphibious attacks that sought to spread 

terror and devastate coastal settlements, thus retaining the image of 

com- manding a destructive power that could launch a quick attack 

on any location. Sur- rounded by enemies, João de Castro resorted 

to alternative methods, those that had been used previously and that 

had been proven to be effective, to overcome these problems: he 

established lines of strategic diplomacy, allying himself with 

common enemies (Ahmadnagar and Vijayanagar against Bijapur, 

and the Sur Empire against Gujarati), fomented internal wars, and 

sought to take advantage of the naval superiority of the Portuguese 

to gain a logistical advantage. In the case of the sieges of Diu (1538 

and 1546), it was this ability to maintain a supply line of the fortress 

that ensured the capacity to resist the operation. 

More than twenty years after João de Castro, Viceroy Luís de 

Ataíde managed to hold off one of the greatest menaces to the 

Portuguese presence in Asia in the sixteenth century. Between 1570 

and 1571, the sultanates of Bijapur, Ahmadnagar and other small 

realms in southern India were plotting to attack several fortresses at 

the same time. Goa, Chaul, Honnavar, and Chaliyam were 

besieged during those years, events that ended unfavourably for 

the local kingdoms.53 The case of Chaul is the most famous and 

most relevant for the case made herein. The operation was led by 

the sultan of Ahmadnagar, Murtaza Nizam Shah I, at the head of a 

great army that had significant artillery. Some Portuguese sources 

have exaggerated the numbers, stating them to have been between 

fifty thousand and a hundred thousand men. As in the sieges of 

Diu, the main advantage of the Portuguese consisted in their naval 

power, which allowed small reinforcements to arrive during the 



operation. Meanwhile, they were immediately involved in 

diplomatic negotiations, trying to get help from other enemies of 

the besiegers and using other question- able means. Some Indian 

chronicles even refer to bribery as being the main force leading to 

the Ahmadnagar retreat in Chaul.54 Despite the considerable 

investment and deep destruction of the Portuguese fort, the Sultan 

ordered the operation to retreat and abandon the project. 

As evidenced, Portuguese superiority was not always clear. Victory 

was mostly unplanned and, in fact, less predictable than might be 

expected, mostly having been achieved by using a combination of 

several elements. One of them was the effective use of naval 

resources, which contributed to fruitful amphibious attacks. These 

operations, which combined naval potential with swift landings and 

attacks, had been used since the dawn of the Portuguese presence 

in Asia.55 They sought [p. 160] to impose a climate of terror on 

coastal populations not only as pre-emptive strikes but also as part 

of a deterrence strategy. Examples of this strategy can be seen on 

the attack on Dabul in 1509, when Viceroy Francisco de 

Almeida, heading for Diu, partially destroyed the city of Bijapur;56 

Afonso de Albuquerque’s campaigns on the Arabian coast in 

1507;57 and even the multiple attacks on the Gujarati coast during 

and after the second siege of Diu.58 Aside from this aspect, we find 

the use of diplomacy (especially among common enemies) and the 

thorough knowledge of geography and the physical space – both 

elements of a supposed Portuguese military superiority during the 

sixteenth century. 

 

Conclusions 

As has been argued herein, it cannot be proven that Portuguese 

military superiority in Asia in the sixteenth century was linked to a 

gap in technological or tactical development. Any attempt to 



understand Portuguese victories and Portuguese presence in that 

part of the globe must be explained, as previously stated, through a 

combination of several factors. The capacity of the Portuguese to 

successfully adapt to the local military environment allowed for this 

external force (of European origin), to construct the Estado da 

Índia, which, though external, had the size and impact of a local 

potentate. The first two decades of the sixteenth century may, to 

some extent, have been the period of greatest innovation and 

mutual learning, which was then followed by fast development of 

the Asian states, competing with the Estado da Índia, as seen in the 

various rebellions and resistance against the Estado from the 1520s 

onwards. 

However, this does not invalidate that there was, though only 

occasionally, a certain degree of technical or tactical superiority. 

For instance, the case of the defence of Goa in 1512 was carried 

out by using an ordinance system inspired by European tactical 

advances. These cases, however, did not constitute the majority of 

Portuguese military operations in Asia and cannot be deduced as 

examples of their military presence in the continent. As Jeremy 

Black stated, warfare was waged by European countries across the 

world “quite effectively and decisively without reference to 

Western methods, technology and politics.”59 

In this sense, the idea of a military revolution, as seen by Geoffrey 

Parker, poorly applies to the Portuguese case. Although the 

development of artillery and shipbuilding enabled the Portuguese 

Kingdom to have unprecedented firepower on board, the other 

arguments contained in this concept have no full applicability 

either in the kingdom or in the construction and consolidation of 

the Estado da Índia. On an architectural note, Portuguese forts in 

Asia gradually integrated the innovations developed in Europe: not 

until 1546–7 was the first bastion front (in Diu) built, followed by 

the bastion layout of the fortress of São Sebastião of Mozambique. 



The number of Portuguese soldiers also grew slightly over the 

course of the sixteenth century, though the size and capacity of 

recruitment did not increase during this period. The development 

of a bureaucratic apparatus was therefore unconnected to the 

expansion of military needs, and the Crown could not effectively 

control its [p. 161] subjects, given that part of them took on an 

informal presence in Asia outside the royal domain, in what is 

known as the Shadow/Informal Empire.60 

Nevertheless, some governors, such as Afonso de Albuquerque and 

João de Castro, provided examples of how European combat tactics 

were applied, through use of an ordinance system, thus partially 

contradicting J.C. Sharman’s idea that “the way Westerners fought 

in the wider world in the early modern period was almost entirely 

different from the way they fought wars in Europe.”61 As noted, 

the occasional use of ordinances in various military campaigns, 

with Albuquerque, Castro, and later Viceroy Ataíde, demonstrates 

their interest in taking advantage of a successful model to wage war 

in another context and environment, thus highlighting the idea 

contained in Parker’s thesis. 

In the current historiographical debate, Jeremy Black’s vision has 

been found to be the most accurate, drawing attention to the 

warfare potential and resilience of the Asian powers and to the 

need that arises to analyse Portuguese military conflicts in Asia on 

an individual basis, according to the opponents and their contexts. 

This approach opposes the idea of conducting an analysis on 

Portuguese conflicts as a whole, the result of which seems to 

produce the effects of a European military revolution.62 

Despite its European origins, the Estado da Índia presented itself 

as another player in Asia’s complex military game of chess. The 

similarities with other states in this region of the world are visible, 

its having behaved like a local state that needed to find its own space 



in order to reinforce its presence and ensure profit.63 Thus, the role 

of the Portuguese cannot be regarded as merely “marginal” or 

“insignificant”64 but rather as a political and military entity of 

some relevance – one that was taken into consideration by the other 

local powers and that did not always bend to their political 

pressure.65 

Finally, the Estado da Índia was aware of its limitations and its 

scope. It rarely launched campaigns into the hinterland or even 

considered directly confronting any Indian sultanate, as the 

Portuguese troop’s military potential was mainly found in their 

naval forces.66 In turn, the capacity for land warfare among great 

potentates, such as Mughal, was not comparable to the scarce 

Portuguese resources, given that it matched other European powers 

in the early modern period.67 In this case, a comparison with the 

Spanish reality in the “New World” is of little value, since the 

environment in which the conquistadores’ campaigns took place 

bears little resemblance to the Portuguese experience in Asia 

during the same period. The men employed and led by Cortés and 

Pizarro were taken mostly on private expeditions, seeking to meet 

particular interests in an expansion that the Spanish Crown failed to 

complete at the time.68 From a technological perspective, the use of 

firearms and guns (which were completely foreign to the New 

World) was of little relevance to the whole process, which led John 

F. Guilmartin to claim that “the Spanish could probably have 

overthrown the Incas without gunpowder.”69 

In conclusion, an attempt to explain Portuguese military expansion 

in Asia by invoking a military revolution and presenting a unified 

reading of the complex phenomenon of war is too simplistic. Any 

interpretation must always take into [p. 162] account the role of 

diplomacy, the local political context, the local support pro- vided, 

and one’s knowledge of the geographical reality.70  In this sense, 



J.C. Shar- man’s statement that the Portuguese were successful in 

“capturing and defending coastal strong points in an environment 

of political fragmentation” deserves the most credit.71 
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Portuguese presence in the Indian subcontinent in the sixteenth 

century 
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