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Polo y La Borda, Adolfo. Global Servants of the Spanish King: Mobility and
Cosmopolitanism in the Early Modern Spanish Empire. Cambridge Latin
American Studies. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2024. xvii + 343.

Adolfo Polo y La Borda’s new book, Global Servants of the Spanish King,
is a compelling update to the history of political culture and colonial administration
in the Iberian empires; perhaps unsurprising, given that the project is a revision of
his dissertation supervised by Alejandro Cafieque, who advocated such an update
over a decade ago.! Polo y La Borda takes a cutting-edge approach to the somewhat
neglected officials and political culture of the Spanish monarchy from roughly 1580
to 1700. The picture is expansive, both in terms of geography and his definition of
an official, ranging from local military officers and magistrates to the presidents of
appellate courts and viceroys.

Bringing together examples from across the Mediterranean and Northern
Europe, North Africa, the Americas, and the Philippines, among others, Polo y La
Borda engages with the global turn while remaining attentive to the limits of early
globalization and the fraught (dis)connections and violence of the Iberian empires.
Global Servants is a refreshingly sustained effort to break down nationalist
boundaries while retaining specificity by using “serial microhistories,” mobilizing
case studies to reveal larger patterns. Of course, these are not exhaustive and
produce a kaleidoscopic view of these officials’ service and mobility across the
Iberian empires. Nevertheless, the examples he discusses are clearly rooted in a
substantive understanding of the subject that successfully situates and applies the
cases. This is a fine line to walk, and Polo y La Borda provides a masterful example
of this approach.

Global Servants also reveals that the increasingly global mobilities of these
officials and their networks are key to understanding how the empire stayed
together despite vast distances and challenging communications, bypassing the
venerable debate on Spanish decline to examine how the empire survived. Chapter
one pushes against the traditional view of a localized premodern world and argues
for the importance of mobility, examining technologies that facilitated travel, as
well as its limits and psychological effects on individuals, acknowledging the terror
and anxiety distances could induce. Chapter two then turns to the networks of
patronage that often provided the knowledge and assistance officials needed to
traverse the empire and successfully exert power. This is a welcome shift away
from the traditional interpretation of these networks as corrupt—Iargely
decentering Max Weber’s definition of bureaucracy—recovering the fundamental
role of personal ties and patronage in early modern political culture that were not

! Alejandro Cafieque, “The Political and Institutional History of Colonial Spanish America,”
History Compass 11, no. 4 (2013): 280-91.
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uniquely Spanish or colonial. These chapters thus offer an updated view of political
culture and governance in the early modern Iberian world.

The remainder of Global Servants turns to the impacts of these officials’
mobility. Rather than an institutional history of Spanish government or a social
history of bureaucrats, Polo y La Borda marshals the methods of cultural history to
provide a “thick description” of these officials’ increasingly global worldview that
fueled a kind of cosmopolitanism (21). This did not produce tolerance and
inclusivity, but a kind of world-making that could integrate a variety of peoples,
beliefs, and practices within a hierarchical framework and through the violent
exclusion of transgressors. Chapter three contributes to histories of early modern
science by highlighting the role of officials and their families’ experience in
producing expertise, stringing these insights from as varied sources as treatises on
good governance, official correspondence, and service records, or informaciones
de meritos. Chapter four looks at the impact of these officials’ experiences on the
ways they sought to impose imperial authority. Here he draws on examples, some
more well-known than others, from the Iberian Peninsula, Chile, Oaxaca, and the
Philippines to demonstrate the breadth and complexity of the challenges of
governance, as well as officials’ recognition of these places’ diversity in their
actions. Chapter five focuses on the anxieties fostered by the possibility of
destabilizing norms and boundaries through mobility using three cases of
transgressors drawn from officials and their families. Finally, Chapter six outlines
what he views as a Spanish cosmopolitanism, showing how officials’ mobility
shaped an attempt to understand and manage diversity while extending political
power and subduing conflicts among imperial subjects. This profound chapter
clearly benefited from Polo y La Borda’s unrelenting interest in how people have
thought about the relationship between the local and the global.

While the first part of the book is innovative for its reframing of a traditional
but neglected subject, the four chapters of the second part are nuanced explorations
of the mindsets of these officials and the way their experiences shaped their view
of an increasingly all-encompassing empire that could incorporate difference and
suggest universal principles while still being attentive to the diversity of local
contexts. An engaging and worthwhile read, the book will appeal widely to scholars
of early globalization, colonialism, political culture, and empire.

Richard P. Ibarra
University of Southern California

126



