
Volumes published (2006)

I. Thematic Work Groups

I.  Public Power in Europe: Studies in Historical Transformations
II.  Power and Culture: Hegemony, Interaction and Dissent
III.  Religion, Ritual and Mythology. Aspects of Identity Formation in Europe
IV.  Professions and Social Identity. New European Historical Research on Work, Gender and Society
V.  Frontiers and Identities: Mapping the Research Field
VI.  Europe and the World in European Historiography

II. Transversal Theme

I.  Citizenship in Historical Perspective

III. Doctoral Dissertations

I.  F. Peyrou, La Comunidad de Ciudadanos. El Discurso Democrático-Republicano en España, 1840-1868

Cover: Imaginary Architecture, fresco, Ist Century B.C., Villa di Poppea, Oplontis, Italy © 2003 Photo Scala, Florence 
- Ministery Beni e Attività Culturali.

© Copyright 2006 by Edizioni Plus – Pisa University Press
Lungarno Pacinotti, 43
56126 Pisa
Tel. 050 2212056 – Fax 050 2212945
info-plus@edizioniplus.it
www.edizioniplus.it - Section “Biblioteca”
   

ISBN  88-8492-401-4

Manager
Claudia Napolitano

Editing
Francesca Petrucci

Informatic assistance
Michele Gasparello

This volume is published, thanks to the support of the Directorate General for Research of the European Commission, 
by the Sixth Framework Network of Excellence CLIOHRES.net under the contract CIT3-CT-2005-00164.  The 
volume is solely the responsibility of the Network and the authors; the European Community cannot be held 
responsible for its contents or for any use which may be made of it.

Public power in Europe : studies in historical transformations / edited by James S. 
Amelang, Siegfried Beer
(Thematic work group. States, legislation, institutions ; 1)

320.94 (21.)
1. Società e Stato - Europa  2. Europa - Storiografia   I. Amelang, James S.  II Beer, 
Siegfried
CIP a cura del Sistema bibliotecario dell’Università di Pisa



Historiographic Approaches

The Peculiarities of the Spaniards: 
Historical Approaches to the Early 
Modern State 

James S. Amelang
Autonomous University of Madrid

This chapter offers a brief overview of how distinctive national historiographic traditions 
have affected the study and broader understanding of institutions, law and the state in 
early modern Spain. After reviewing some of the factors influencing the study of the His-
panic Monarchy – specifically its unparalleled geographical and institutional breadth and 
the peculiar problems of terminology to which this gives rise – three major historiographical 
controversies are examined. These are: the question of absolutism in Castile; the nature of 
the Spanish state; and the diverse sources of unity and stability within this far-flung em-
pire. It closes by mentioning certain points of comparison with the study of other European 
monarchies, and identifies some of the more persistent peculiarities of the Spanish case, es-
pecially the unusual protagonism of historians of law in recent Spanish historiography, and 
the singular tendency to deny altogether the existence of an early modern state.

The title of this chapter is borrowed from the late English historian E.P. Thompson, who 
published a famous essay in 1965 on the − only partly historiographical − peculiarities 
of the English1. It serves to frame the following cursory overview of how distinctive 
national historiographic traditions have affected the study and broader understanding 
of the state, institutions, and law in early modern Spain. ‘Early Modern’ here is limited 
by and large to the period of the Habsburgs. This era begins, broadly speaking, in the 
reign of their immediate precursors, the so-called “Catholic Kings” Isabel and Ferdi-
nand, who married in 1469. It lasts to the death of the last Habsburg king, Charles II, 
in 1700, and the subsequent arrival of the new Bourbon dynasty from France. Its focus 
will be on several promising, if problematic dimensions of the interpretative framework 
within which the Spanish Monarchy of the 16th and 17th centuries has been studied.

One useful starting point involves the recognition of difference. There were obviously 
many ways in which Spain differed from its neighbors in the rest of early modern Eu-
rope. Many of these features moreover played a considerable role in shaping the distinc-
tive conceptual frameworks within which its study has unfolded. Two are of particular 
importance in this regard. First, there is the sheer geographical and institutional breadth 
of the subject. ‘Early modern Spain’ or the ‘Spanish Monarchy’ or ‘Spanish Empire’ was 
an entity that comprised at least five component parts. These included:



40	 James	S.	Amelang

1. The kingdom of Castile, the heartland of what was increasingly referred to as ‘Spain’. 
At that time it covered not only Old and New Castile − known presently as the re-
gions of Castile-León and Castile-La Mancha − but also most of the Iberian penin-
sula. It was moreover the part of the Monarchy that experienced the most notable 
accretions during the early modern period. These included the military conquest 
of the kingdoms of Granada (1492) and Navarre (1512). By far the greatest expan-
sion involved the incorporation of a vast number of overseas possessions beginning 
with the Columbus voyage of 1492. Initial settlement in the Caribbean was quickly 
followed by expeditions of conquest into Mexico (1519), the Philippines (1521), 
Central America (1522), Peru (1532), and elsewhere.

2. The eastern part of the peninsula known as the Crown of Aragon, whose mainland 
territories included the kingdoms of Aragon and Valencia and the Principality of 
Catalonia, as well as the Balearic Islands.

3. Moving further eastward, the portions of the Italian peninsula and islands under the 
direct dominion of Castile and Aragon. These comprised the kingdoms of Naples 
(broadly, the whole Mezzogiorno), Sicily, and Sardinia, the duchy of Milan follow-
ing its infeudation into the Empire in 1535, and a number of lesser entities, includ-
ing a string of fortresses in coastal Tuscany known as the Presidios.

4. The kingdom of Portugal, from the (contested) accession to its throne of Philip II 
in 1580 to the 1640 revolt that restored its independence under the Bragança dy-
nasty.

5. The many different cities, provinces, and other jurisdictions known as the Low 
Countries. This proved to be an extremely complex institutional berth, especially 
since it included non-contiguous territories such as the Franche-Comté, which was 
ruled administratively from Brussels.

That no other ‘country’ in early modern Europe stretched over so much of the planet 
leads among other things to endless confusion over exactly what was ‘Spain’, and how 
this Spain differed (if at all) from its empire. What cannot be doubted, however, is that 
the Hispanic Monarchy was the most extensive political body in western Europe, or 
rather, which had its base in western Europe, because this monarchy, needless to say, 
extended far beyond the confines of the continent. It is equally obvious that the evolv-
ing nature of Spanish rule overseas has long been one of the central themes of early 
modern Spanish political historiography. Judgments of the impact of Spanish expan-
sion have been largely polarized between the harsh condemnation (mostly by northern 
European Protestants) of the Spanish conquerors as uniquely cruel oppressors of the 
native peoples of the New World − the so-called “Black Legend” − and its opposite, 
the apologetic “White Legend” which highlights instead Spain’s noble intentions and 
“civilizing” missionary role. Whatever one’s position in this frankly musty debate, all 
commentators agree on the importance of the empire for the future history of Europe 
as well as the Americas. Above all, it was here, in this Monarchy, where one first saw the 
transition from the traditional European-bound understanding of empire, to empire 
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in the more modern sense of centralized rule over distant, and especially overseas ter-
ritories2.

The second difference was less unique, but still exceptional, and involved the propriety 
of speaking of ‘Spain’ at all in the Habsburg era. That is, Spain’s identity as a country, 
monarchy, political system, or even place on the map was beset by a sort of existential 
uncertainty not found in, say, England or France during this period. Simply put, if one 
defines Spain in terms of a single national territory bearing that name, then Spain did 
not exist under the Habsburgs. Spain in the sense of a unified nation-state did not come 
into being until 1714, when the victory of the Bourbon candidate to the throne, Philip 
V (1700-1746), at the end of the War of Spanish Succesion led to the abolition of the 
Crown of Aragon and the absorption of its territories into the institutional and legal 
framework of Castile. For this reason many scholars prefer to use the archaic-sound-
ing but historically accurate terms the ‘Spanish’ or ‘Hispanic Monarchy’, and even the 
‘Spanish Empire’, to refer to a state that oversaw and tried its best to harness the re-
sources and loyalties of many different nations.

One problem is what to call this hodge-podge; another is how to characterize it. One 
formula much favored of late is a term adopted by the leading student of early modern 
Spain, John Elliott: “composite monarchy”3. While the aptness of this designation has 
generated some debate4, the following pages will focus less on terminology and more 
on the specific characteristics historians have attributed to this political system. To 
that end three major controversies will be pressed into service to introduce the main 
concern of this chapter, that is, the more influential historiographic frameworks in 
which the political, institutional, and legal development of early modern Spain has 
been studied.

Absolutism in CAstile 
The traditional view − which was consolidated in Spain during the nineteenth century, 
although it did not lack for significant precedents beforehand − was that Castile was 
a paradigm of absolutism in early modern Europe. Nota bene: not the paradigm. That 
honor belonged to Louis XIV’s France or Frederick the Great’s Prussia, not to men-
tion the Ottoman Empire. But certainly Castile made a strong claim on the historical 
imagination in this respect, not least for reasons of chronological priority. For of the 
three main projects in state-building known as the ‘new monarchies’, whose rise began 
in the later fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, the Castile of Ferdinand and Isabella 
(1469-1516), and then of Charles V (1516-1555) and especially Philip II (1555-1598), 
was the first to acquire a reputation as an exemplar of absolutism in the sense of unfet-
tered royal rule5. 

In historiographic terms, the lack in early modern Castile of effective external, institu-
tional control on the royal will was demonstrated through two comparisons. The first 
looked beyond the Iberian peninsula to other European powers. The most persistent 
contrast here was with England, whose political history during the sixteenth and sev-



42	 James	S.	Amelang

enteenth centuries centered, it was argued, around an increasingly rough entanglement 
between the crown and Parliament which ended, as is well known, in victory for the 
latter. Castile, on the other hand, witnessed the opposite. There the national parliamen-
tary assembly known as the Cortes went down to an early defeat during the so-called 
Comunero revolt of 1520-21 − a movement of unquestionable importance that would 
later become a central episode in the Spanish national narrative6. According to prevail-
ing interpretations, the triumph of Charles V and his aristocratic allies over the cities 
so enfeebled this institution that it ceased to meet from the mid-seventeenth century 
onward − that is, precisely the period in which the English Parliament prevailed over 
Charles I following the Civil War of the 1640s.

The second comparison looks not outward, but inward, within the Iberian peninsula, 
to Castile’s longstanding rival, the crown of Aragon. Here the standard wisdom em-
phasizes the contrast between absolutist Castile and the constitutionalist kingdoms to 
its east. Once again, the disadvantage lay with the former. Thus, while the king milked 
Castile dry through ruinous taxation, he was able to get very little out of his Aragonese 
possessions, which successfully defended the privileges and exemptions that formed 
part of their impressively solid constitutionalist framework. The latter was especially 
true of Catalonia. There clumsy efforts in the 1620s and 30s by the Count-Duke of 
Olivares, the favorite of Philip IV from 1621 to his fall in 1643, to expand royal power 
and increase tax receipts led to open revolt and secession from the Monarchy in 16407. 
What is more, the distinction between absolutist center and constitutionalist periphery 
is still a very central part of historical understanding in contemporary Spain, and con-
tinues to influence political debates in the present (more on this below).

More recent generations of historians − both Spaniards and foreigners working on early 
modern Spain − have done much to modify the aging construct of Castilian absolutism, 
in a way somewhat parallel to the rethinking of the earlier Whig and Marxist interpre-
tations of early modern English history known as ‘revisionism’. The centerpiece of this 
rethinking has involved a major shift in considering the role of parliament in Castile, 
along with a reappraisal of the capacity of urban elites in particular to manipulate mo-
narchical institutions and practices to their advantage8. The highly influential historian 
Antonio Domínguez Ortiz may have overstated the case when he affirmed that in early 
modern Spain almost all the powers one thinks of as belonging to the central govern-
ment were run by the cities9. However, there can be no question that virtually no one 
now dismisses the municipalities of early modern Castile as chastened and inert pawns 
of the central government. Rather, they are credited with wide powers, thanks above all 
to their deep involvement in state administration and the collection of taxes at a local 
level. The latter in particular endowed them with impressive leverage when negotiating 
with the king, whose dependence on the cooperation of the urban elites in order to 
sustain the royal treasury considerably reduced his own room for manoeuvre. 

Closely allied to this new vision of the balance of power between center and local-
ity within Castile is a parallel rethinking of Castile’s role as the administrative − and 
particularly financial − as well as geographical center of the Spanish empire. The tradi-
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tional wisdom is that Castile assumed this role − to its ultimate misfortune − thanks to 
its absolutist polity. That is, its inability to defend itself against the encroachments and 
demands of its monarchs led to its populace and resources being bled dry in its rulers’ 
futile pursuit of hegemony in both Europe and the Americas. In this script, Castile ap-
pears as much a victim as a beneficiary of pan-Hispanic imperialism. Recent work has 
begun to question this point of view, above all by emphasizing the way certain groups 
− once again, the local and regional elites centering on cities loom especially large − 
profited from the creation and consolidation of the complex political, economic, and 
social structures through which the empire was financed and managed10. That the same 
elites would prove so successful in transferring the burden of rising taxes to the middle 
and lower classes under their aegis merely rounds off what seems to be a growing con-
sensus regarding a monarchy that, while absolutist in theory, turned out to be far from 
such in practice.

the nAture of the stAte

This brings up a second and closely related question, that of the nature of the state in 
early modern Spain. Rethinking Castilian absolutism has had many corollaries, espe-
cially in regard to the structure and power of the state. The older view of Ferdinand 
and Isabella’s major achievements having rested on the creation of a powerful central-
ized state is now seen in a radically different light. In fact, an influential current in the 
history of Spanish politics and law has gone so far as virtually to deny the existence of 
a state altogether. This position has been identified with three scholars in particular: 
the legal historians Bartolomé Clavero and Antonio M. Hespanha, and the political 
historian Pablo Fernández Albaladejo11. At the risk of oversimplification, one can sum-
marize their line of argument as follows: that the state did not exist in early modern 
Spain, at least in terms of a state defined by the claim and exercise of the sovereign 
powers enumerated by the classic legal-institutional history of the nineteenth century 
exemplified by Savigny and later by the historical sociology of Max Weber. Rather, what 
existed was a confusing plethora of competing jurisdictions presided over by the figure 
− actually, a legal fiction − of a monarch. The latter’s patrimonial practices moreover 
betrayed all too little Weberian rationality, and all too much of the personalism, consid-
erations of family and dynastic strategy, and other restraints on central power familiar 
to modern-day students of the political anthropology of what used to be called “tradi-
tional” societies and cultures.

Such a hasty overview may seem more a caricature than a summary. Suffice it to note 
that the main purpose of this revisionist erasure of the state has been the very laudable 
desire to battle the anachronism of applying later categories of legal, bureaucratic, and 
institutional rationality that simply do not fit either early modern realities of power or 
the cultural frameworks that shaped these realities. This historicizing effort is exem-
plified by Hespanha’s identification of the fundamental paradox of power of the early 
modern period: that while the image of political organization tended toward centrali-
zation, through (often rather literal) incarnation in the figure of the monarch, reality 
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headed in the opposite direction, toward considerable administrative decentralization. 
The result of this paradox was, to use his term, a system of ‘preeminent monarchy’, cred-
ibly represented and read as both unitary and pluralist at the same time12.

the sourCes of unity

A third issue involves a fundamental question to be asked of any multiple monarchy: 
what kept this agglomeration − and such a widely dispersed one in particular − togeth-
er? Posing the question this way may seem at first sight somewhat anachronistic. After 
all, why should one suppose that any form of political organization tends naturally to-
ward its undoing? That the question is framed in this manner doubtless reflects the fact 
that political disaggregation is very much on Spanish minds these days. Indeed, argu-
ably the single most influential tendency in Spanish politics at the present is what one 
could call a centrifugal questioning of, and challenge to, state centralism. The so-called 
peripheral nationalisms in present-day Spain − which include not only the formal po-
litical movements of the Basques, Catalans, and Galicians, but also a far less articulated 
yet very real sense of hostility to central government elsewhere in the country − have 
developed a strong historiographical component. This is so much in evidence that a 
good part of political debate now consists of arguments concerning the history of the 
relations between ‘state’ − understood invariably as the centralization of political and 
administrative power − and ‘society’ at large, depicted as individuals and communities 
whom the state has − according to many − largely deprived of powers and rights. Need-
less to say, such a vision places overriding emphasis on the instances of conflict and 
hostility between the Monarchy’s center and various peripheries − geographic, social, 
even religious and ethnic13. Explicitly or implicitly, one winds up dwelling on the same 
question: what held − or holds − the Spanish monarchy together? 

In the terrain of early modern history, it is clear that many contempories took a dim 
view of the possibilities of stability within multinational monarchies. Giovanni Botero, 
for example, one of the most attentive observers of such polities in early modern Eu-
rope, argued that the cards were stacked against such states, thanks to the monarch’s in-
ability simultaneously to satisfy its individual members14. In such circumstances, he and 
others believed, stability could hardly be taken for granted. Rather, its pursuit involved 
a predictably broad range of factors. While it would be difficult to try to sort out their 
varying order of importance, at least four deserve mention. 

- First, the question of military force. Obviously, coercion played a role in encourag-
ing loyalties; this was especially true in the non-peninsular parts of the Monarchy, 
above all Italy and the Low Countries. Yet over the long run what stands out are the 
limits to the deployment and influence of military power. Even though beginning 
in the 16th century the Spanish monarchy created the largest and most effective 
military administration in Europe, the actual force at its disposal was minimal, espe-
cially within the Iberian peninsula itself. And, looking closely at some recent figures 
for troop strengths, one can say much the same for Italy as well15. Above all, the case 
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of the Low Countries suggests that where the military intervention was required 
to enforce political unity, it proved not only a failure, but also a highly counter-
productive one. Indeed, one could argue that the costs of the eighty-year struggle 
to subdue the rebellious provinces of the North led in the end to the Monarchy’s 
undoing.

- It is equally clear that within the Spanish Monarchy, the power of attraction of a 
centralizing court culture was fairly limited. This is not to say that the question of 
dynastic loyalty, much less a focus on various figures hovering around the political 
center, was unimportant16. Rather, it is simply to suggest that Norbert Elias’s Ver-
sailles-centric model of political loyalty generated by a trickle-down court culture is 
not of great help in understanding the Spanish case17. 

- Religion was a different matter. José de Pellicer, a royal chronicler and propagandist 
writing in the middle decades of the 17th century, when the system was under its 
greatest strains, argued that the two sources of strength of the Spanish Monarchy were 
religion and justice18. One way to read a bald statement like this is to take it at its word: 
the militant international (and domestic) defense of the Catholic faith, joined with a 
political culture firmly committed to depicting monarchical authority in providential, 
even messianic terms, provided the glue which bound together the widely disparate 
parts of a supranational monarchy. Political unity thus rested on confessional unity. As 
long as the latter held, the former would continue in place, despite its growing string 
of failures in international politics and diplomacy. Hence the widespread conviction 
that thanks to the vigilance of the monarchy and its institutions, especially the Inqui-
sition, confessional division did not cause the same political trouble in the Spanish 
Monarchy that it did elsewhere19. Once again, that the sole exception to this rule, that 
of the Low Countries, led to truly disastrous results for Spain, merely confirmed for 
contemporaries the wisdom of taking strong measures against heterodoxy.

- One can look at the same structure from a far less spiritual angle. While shared 
religious beliefs may have provided the ideological underpinnings for unity, other 
arrangements helped to shore up the main pillars of the edifice of empire. Foremost 
among these was the acquiescence in, and even enthusiasm for empire on the part 
of different strata of social and political leaders. Seen from this perspective, the His-
panic multiple monarchy boasted a singularly successful history of integrating its 
leading political actors into a common structure. The centerpiece of this edifice of 
stability was a clubbish condominium of interests between the king and court on 
the one hand, and regional and national elites on the other. Insuring a substantial 
degree of autonomy for the local privileged classes brought − or rather, bought − 
their continued assent to the fiction of multiple monarchy. The latter was a fiction 
in two senses. First, that for these regional and national elites, the monarchy most 
worth thinking about was their own polity, not the supranational conglomerate. 
Second, the monarch’s part of this monarchy retained the form but not the sub-
stance of power. The latter remained in essentially local hands. In such a reading, 
it would be a gullible historian indeed who would take the constant complaints 
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of peripheral elites about the monarch´s absence at face value. Historical reality 
seems to have been the contrary: it was the very absence of the monarch that made 
the system work. Such would help explain such curious episodes as the widely-held 
sentiment among the Catalans that the hapless Charles II was the best king they had 
ever had20. His very ineffectiveness left them to their own devices, and this was what 
they most wanted.

Whichever way one looks at it, giving primacy either to shared loyalties and beliefs or 
to extremely pragmatic workings of power, there seems to be fairly widespread agree-
ment among historians that there was one overriding cause of the effective functioning 
− or its absence − of the Monarchy. The key was the relations between central govern-
ment, focused around but hardly limited to the figure of the monarch, and a wide range 
of elites located at both the center and the multiple peripheries of the imperial system. 
This ‘wide range’ should moreover be taken quite literally, as it comprises groups as 
diverse as urban oligarchies; all levels of the territorial aristocracy, whose principal bul-
wark of power continued to be the seigneurial regime; state bureaucrats; the Church; 
merchant and financial interests; and the military, among others21.

One thing is to acknowledge the power − often manifested as a capacity for resistance 
− of these varying elites and interest groups. It is another thing altogether to make them 
virtually the sole protagonists of the politics of the period. Structural analyses of this 
sort nevertheless tend to do precisely that. By placing overriding emphasis on the long-
term satisfaction or discontents of regional and national elites as the determining vari-
able of power, several crucial dimensions of history are lost from sight. Foremost among 
these is the impact of change within an uncertain and evolving political system. 

Many patterns of contextual change need to be kept in mind when analyzing the His-
panic Monarchy of the 16th and 17th centuries. Five will receive brief mention here. 
First, and quite obviously, there is the question of political conjuncture. This involved, 
more specifically, Spain’s rise to, and eventual loss of, political and military preemi-
nence within the concert of European states. Second, one should keep in view transfor-
mations in the balance between the diverse, even contradictory geopolitical and eco-
nomic interests of this very heterogenous empire. Such was manifested in, for instance, 
the shifts between the Mediterranean and Atlantic orientations of foreign policy. This 
breadth of conflicting interests was, needless to say, the principal factor leading to the 
over-extension of Spain’s commitments far beyond its capacity to mobilize resources22. 
Third, there is the contradiction between the construction of political power thanks to 
the mobilization of these resources − which was impressive by any standards, despite 
its long-term failure − and what was widely perceived, and still is largely seen, as Spain’s 
domestic economic ‘failure’23. And fourth, it must be kept in mind that many if not 
all roles and positions within this political system were not fixed. Of course, Spain’s, 
or rather Castile’s place at the center did not alter during the Habsburg era. However, 
the same cannot be said for other members of the Monarchy, many of whom showed 
considerable capacity for movement. Recent work on the Italian dependencies, for ex-
ample, has begun to distinguish between different levels of contribution to and status 



	 The	Peculiarities	of	the	Spaniards:	Historical	Approaches	to	the	Early	Modern	State 47	

Historiographic Approaches

within the empire. Of particular importance in this regard was the kingdom of Naples’s 
crucial loss of standing during the sixteenth century, when it moved from what has 
been dubbed a semi-peripheral to a fully peripheral position24.

The fifth and most curious pattern of change is actually a sort of anti-pattern, in that 
longterm attempts to strengthen monarchical authority did not proceed in a mark-
edly regular fashion. Rather, what might be called the political project of centralization 
experienced considerable variations in intensity25. This is best seen when considering 
the crisis years of the mid-seventeenth century. As Elliott and others have taken pains 
to emphasize, one could find throughout Europe during the 1620s a sense of a new 
generation of rulers on the rise. This new leadership differed from its elders in being less 
patient with existing arrangements, and markedly indifferent or hostile to local consti-
tutionalism. In the Spanish case, the royal favorite the count-duke of Olivares looked 
to greater unity within the Monarchy as an indispensable preliminary to his plans to 
increase the extraction of resources upon which international military and diplomatic 
success depended. In the end, the rising fiscal pressures which threatened to erode the 
differences between the privileged and non-privileged classes combined with military 
reverses and then the 1640 revolts in Catalonia and Portugal to bring the Olivares re-
gime to a disastrous end. Such an outcome not surprisingly led to recognition by the 
next generation of rulers and political analysts that the survival of the system depended 
on respect for diversity, not futile attempts at heightened unity26. While this was evi-
dently rather different from what Olivares envisioned, it was arguably in deeper conso-
nance with what had been the logic of imperial success up to that point. 

Obviously many other considerations need to be kept in mind when considering the 
longterm characteristics and rationale of the early modern Spanish Monarchy. But these 
are precisely the sort of patterns of change that reveal the inadequacies of any approach 
that limits its focus to the single issue of the accomodation of local elites within what 
was a hopelessly complex polity. And there is one final question to consider. As sug-
gested above, by far the most work along these lines has examined the sorts of relations 
that tied the more distant members of the Monarchy to the political center27. Much 
less attention has been devoted to what made for political stability within Castile itself. 
Since Castile has habitually been seen as the main beneficiary of the imperial system, 
given the overseer role it played within the Monarchy, its loyalty − just like its absolut-
ist character − has been taken for granted. However, this has changed as of late. Recent 
studies have begun to ask why the heavy political, demographic, and economic costs of 
empire for Castile did not provoke a stronger and more negative reaction. Some of the 
more interesting work in Spanish political history is now devoted precisely to trying to 
answer this admittedly perplexing question.

Present And future issues

A few words could be said about where this historiography is headed. It surely comes 
as little surprise in these post-modern times to find emphasis being placed on complex-
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ity and contradictions, and on the many ironies and paradoxes attending the Spanish 
Monarchy and its modes of functioning. Some of these new lines and emphases of re-
search include:

1. Strength through Negotiation. The creation and maintenance of political and 
dynastic loyalty in the Spanish Monarchy was a process, not a given. This process 
moreover involved constant negotiation, not just among highly-placed individu-
als, but also among familial, corporative, and other collective interests28. Hence the 
crucial importance of mediation in general, and patron-client ties in particular, in 
− quite literally − holding the system together. In regard to the latter, Spain and its 
monarch enjoyed a considerable advantage over its rivals. The Spanish crown had 
vast resources of patronage at its disposal. The clearest example involves the military 
orders, along with control over clerical appointments, both of which were made 
possible thanks to a wide range of papal concessions. Attentive monarchs took care 
not to delegate the awarding of patronage to subordinates outside the court, such 
as the viceroys. Rather, they reserved this all-important power to the apex of the 
system. The king’s ample ability to be generous is now increasingly regarded as the 
key hidden strength making for loyalties both near and distant. 

2. Overlapping Identities. The Monarchy presided over a world of strong local identi-
ties, of the sort which, when challenged, could become sources of instability. Yet 
recent work has underscored how these identities were not incompatible with wider 
allegiances. This is merely one of many points of interest suggested in Peter Sahlins’s 
important case study of the interplay of local, regional, and national identities in the 
Catalan Pyrenees, and many other examples could be adduced29.

3. Weighing Conflict. These identities and interests were defined and represented in 
varying and conflicting ways. One result of this agonistic situation was that conflict, 
or what might be more accurately called “micro-conflict”, was an inevitable, even 
fairly normal byproduct of this system. Under such conditions stability was predi-
cated on another process, that of the informal as well as formal resolution of seem-
ingly infinite conflicts which, once again, involved ongoing forms of arbitration and 
negotiation among many different historical agents.

4. Dramatis Personae. As suggested earlier, the system’s functioning depended on its 
embracing a broad range of actors. In certain contexts, this breadth extended con-
siderably beyond the various elites involved. Thus, alongside the classic ‘aristocratic 
constitutionalism’ of the period, one can also glimpse the importance of middling 
and even popular political currents and tendencies30. This was a fact of life clearly 
recognized by political leaders themselves. For example, viceroys in Italy − more 
often than not Castilian aristocrats − often tried to increase their leverage by play-
ing off different social groups against each other. Thus in Naples, where the viceroy 
named the Eletto del Popolo, or popular representative to the municipal government, 
there was a strong inclination to reinforce this position as a sort of check on the lo-
cal barons31. Such efforts could backfire, of course. Hence in Lombardy, the attempt 
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of the Governor, the Count of Fuentes, to alleviate the tax burden in the rural areas 
under Milanese jurisdiction in the early seventeenth century got him in hot water 
with the civic oligarchy, which successfully conspired to neutralize Madrid’s support 
for his policies32. In any event, non-elite political perceptions and practices pulled 
their weight within the Monarchy, and not just during moments of instability and 
revolt.

summAry

This brief overview has sought to convey an impression of historiographic dynamism 
and creative flux, as much of what has passed for traditional wisdom in Spanish politi-
cal, legal, and institutional history is being subjected to critical examination. In such a 
situation uncertainty − or rather, questioning former certainties − is very much the or-
der of the day. The main result is the retreat in certain strategic sectors away from many 
of the classic lines of interpretation of the political history of early modern Europe as 
a whole. The new positions being taken up tend to stress the need for nuance and the 
recognition of complexities, and thus gravitate toward a sort of interpretative middle 
ground. There are, to be sure, exceptions to this trend, especially in the more politicized 
reaches of historical argument. But the ground of politics is not what it used to be. It 
has to a large extent shifted away from the ideological polarizations of the past, which 
pitted the self-defined ‘progressive’ history of the left against the avowedly traditional-
ist and often confessional history of the right. Nationalism, or rather the diverse Iberian 
nationalisms, is now the question that most self-consciously injects political passion 
into historical debates. Not by accident, this is the arena where nuance seems to hold 
less sway, and where methodological and conceptual renovation is less in evidence.

Equally visible are recent attempts to see the evolution of Spanish politics and institu-
tions in closer connection with happenings elsewhere in Europe33. This trend merits 
emphasis. To state that much recent work, and especially the more innovative studies, is 
undertaken in consonance with political history in the rest of Europe may sound banal. 
Yet it is worth pointing out that this is very much a novelty. Until just recently, Spanish 
historiography had been largely self-contained. Such a state of isolation meant that lit-
tle systematic reference was made to history outside the Iberian peninsula. One could 
moreover argue that this was especially true of political and institutional history, whose 
framework was more decidedly national − indeed, nationalist − in character than that 
of, say, economic or social history. Hispanic historiography is presently undergoing a 
process of Europeization or, to use a term much in vogue these days, ‘normalization’, 
that involves replacing an older Sonderweg for a new perception of the close parallels 
between Iberian experience and developments elsewhere. Not surprisingly, the new po-
litical history has identified several transnational consonances as especially relevant to 
the Spanish situation. 

Three foci of comparison appear of particular interest. Regarding British historiogra-
phy, what has attracted most attention has been the rich debate surrounding the causes 
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of the Civil War and the relations between monarchy and Parliament. It is rather ironic 
that one senses at present the existence of numerous direct parallels between two politi-
cal systems that have for so long been presented as polar opposites. Perhaps the most 
striking similarity is the shared condition of ‘multiple monarchies’, a parallel that even-
tually became so close as to produce the coincidence within a single decade of their re-
spective acts of union (1707 in the case of the United Kingdom, and 1714 in the case of 
Spain)34. As far as France is concerned, the natural point of comparison is absolutism, 
a concept under query in both historiographic traditions. Here French plenitude vies 
with Castilian precocity. The Spanish case seems to have been one of early development 
in a formally absolutist direction that was eventually arrested by a combination of fac-
tors, many of which were linked to the the multinational character of the monarchy35. 
Finally, it is in regard to Italy where one detects some of the closest similarities in terms 
of political history. It is yet another historiographic irony that there should be so many 
points of overlap between the legal, administrative, and institutional practices of what 
was reputed to be the most powerful monarchy in Europe and the collection of petty 
and quarrelling states under its control. However, there can be little doubt that much 
of the ‘daily life’ of politics in early modern Spain closely resembled that of Italy36. One 
among these many similarities − perhaps better thought of as borrowings and lend-
ings? − was the existence of substantial jurisdictional hinterlands organized around and 
by the major cities in each peninsula. While the comparative evolution of the Italian 
contado and Castilian alfoz still awaits its historian, one can intuit substantial common 
ground between their respective lines of development37.

Yet European convergence and offshore comparisons are not the whole story. The easi-
est way to get a sense of the changes that have recently taken place in virtually all fields 
of Spanish historiography is to pick up a standard history book from, say, just after 
(or even before) the Spanish Civil War (1936-39) and compare it with its present-day 
counterpart. One immediately notes a world of difference. First, there is now remark-
ably little of the agonized metaphysics of what it means to be ‘Spanish’ that so obsessed 
the generations of historians who lived through the trauma of the loss of the last ves-
tiges of the American empire in 1898, or who struggled their way through the hazards 
of political conflict that finally issued in the war itself. Despite the fact that the identity 
of Spain and its component parts is very much on everyone’s mind these days, such 
debate tends to focus more on concrete issues, and leaves the essentializing rhetoric 
of the past to the politicians. (Needless to say, there are exceptions to this rule among 
professional historians, but in most cases they garner little credit with their colleagues 
for their indulgence in the sort of nationalist banter − either ‘centralist’ or ‘centrifugal’ 
− that was common coin in the not so distant past). Another major marker of change is 
style. Traditional Spanish history writing was characterized by idealist generalizations, 
much empty rhetoric, and a tenuous regard for facts. All this is very much a thing of the 
past now. If anything, recent generations of Spanish historians have bent over backward 
to avoid the vapidity and abstraction of their forebears. So fierce is their commitment 
to empiricism, in fact, that postmodern trends have made remarkably little headway in 
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the discipline of history. Professional history writing in Spain now is fact driven, and 
a historian who does not make visible substantial archival expertise receives relatively 
little credit from his or her peers38.

Having said that, certain historiographic peculiarities persist into the present. For 
example, understanding of the imperial past still suffers from the gap that separates 
historians of early modern Spain from their counterparts working on the ‘history of 
America’ − an intellectual divide inherited from longstanding institutional separatisms. 
Spanish political history moreover continues to show less interest than, say, British his-
toriography in questions of political culture. And although some exceptions suggest 
that this is now changing, the extremely rich political thought of early modern Spain 
is still largely unexplored territory. One could also remark the singular protagonism of 
historians of law in many if not most of the recent innovations in early modern political 
historiography. While the same could be said to some degree of Italy, there seem to be 
few parallels elsewhere, where legal historians by and large keep to their own bailiwicks. 
Finally, as noted above, what has produced the loudest noise of late within this histori-
ography has been a strident questioning of the relevance of the concept of the ‘state’ for 
understanding early modern politics. There has of course been a great deal of rethinking 
of the statist preconceptions of the traditional political history of most early modern 
European countries. Nevertheless, one has the impression that Spanish historiography 
is the only one to witness so thorough a rejection of the existence of the state altogether. 
Most historians now would probably think that such a position has shifted the pendu-
lum too far in the wrong direction. It is not that something called and perceived as the 
‘state’ did not exist in early modern Spain. What did not exist − and here the scholars 
supporting this view are quite correct − was what 19th and 20th century political and 
legal theorists thought a state was. Arguably a consensus could be found around the 
view that getting rid of the state altogether would mean throwing the baby out with 
the bathwater. And in the end, what such a position probably signals is a new sense 
of self-confidence among recent generations of Spanish historians whose professional 
success has coincided with the remarkably successful transition to democracy. That the 
very existence of the state should be debated in this terms is, of course, especially ironic 
when one considers that just a generation or so ago, Spain, or rather Castile, was a histo-
riographic paradigm of an absolutist state. If one thing is for sure, it is that no longer.
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