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McClure, Julia. Empire of Poverty: The Moral-Political Economy of the Spanish 

Empire. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2024. pp. xii + 256. 9 color 

images. 

 

Upon landing in the Americas in 1492, Columbus looked around and saw 

what he understood to be a wealth of land, but a poverty of people. This so-called 

“imagined separation of Indigenous people from the wealth of their lands,” would 

become the modus operandi of the Spanish Empire in the Americas (1). Poverty, as 

Julia McClure describes in this intellectual history of empire, has always been a 

key concept underpinning theories of sovereignty and status-based structures of 

inequality. Yet Empire of Poverty shifts focus, examining not how empire created 

poverty, but rather how “moral-political concepts of poverty helped create empires” 

(2). Notions of poverty—what it was, how to govern it, and the moral obligation to 

the poor—became the crucial building blocks of empire and the emergence of 

inequalities (202). 

Empire of Poverty is organized around the idea of moral-political economy, 

which McClure uses as a vehicle to discuss the blurred boundaries between the 

moral, political, and economic realms. She is interested in how “moral and political 

beliefs about poverty were used to construct, maintain, and negotiate the hierarchies 

of inequality that came to characterize the imperial global order” (8). Her study 

spans the Iberian-peninsula to the American colonies, with most attention paid to 

Castile and New Spain; however, most of her archival sources come from the 

Archivo General de Indias or are printed early modern treatises (she also cites the 

Archivo General de la Nación de México and the Archivo General de la Nación de 

Colombia).  

Empire of Poverty consists of six relatively short chapters, and an 

introduction, conclusion, and a limited glossary. Chapter one considers how moral 

beliefs about how New World wealth caused poverty and how that belief influenced 

developments of the political economy. Much of this chapter is a good, if somewhat 

traumatic, reminder of how much of the classic scholarship on Spain tended to be 

economic histories. Chapter two examines not only Indigenous value regimes, 

moral economies, and technologies to deal with abundance and scarcity, but how 

Indigenous people still came to be classed as poor by Europeans. Chapter three 

turns to European theories on sovereignty and how scholars of the Salamanca 

Second Scholastic movement thought about poverty, charity, and regulation of the 

poor. Also treated here is a fascinating discussion on how theories of hospitality 

and obligation were deployed to justify Spain’s presence in the Americas. Chapter 

four is a focused discussion on how the Christian obligation to perform charity did 

not fade away but was reinforced during this period. Part of this continued 

preoccupation with the poor as receptacles for Christian charity led to the increasing 

fractionalization of micro-categories of deserving poor as pobres vergonzantes, 
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pobres de solemnidad, pobres peregrinos, pobres enfermos; and undeserving poor 

as vagamundos, holgazanes, ociosos, pobres falsos, as well as the ambivalent 

category of mendigos (114). Many contemporary theorists writing about the causes 

of poverty and how to deal with it argued that poverty was caused by a scarcity of 

people/labor in Spain and argued that the poor needed to be trained to work or sent 

to the galleys. Chapter five moves to the Americas, surveying the New Laws, the 

tribute system, and how imperial administrators came to understand the land as 

poor, despite evidence of pre-invasion abundance. As McClure explains, categories 

of “poverty helped create a moral topography of empire,” and a social regime in 

which Spaniards were necessarily classed as rich and Indigenous people as poor 

(148). Chapter six ends by examining how the moral-political economy worked in 

practice, including contemporary advocacy for price fixing and the Second 

Scholastic movement’s interest in monetary policy.  

There are some omissions in this book, namely any discussion of how the 

importation of American silver was immediately exiting Spain in order to pay 

interest on its debt; McClure focuses only on the various taxes being levied for 

military engagements, which is only half of the picture. More importantly, there are 

precious few mentions of any individual experiences with poverty, and no sustained 

discussion of any actual person. However, other successes overshadow these 

problems: McClure’s grasp and discussion of the Second Scholastic movement is 

excellent and accessible, and she is extremely generous in her ample footnotes and 

citations of other scholars, both old and new. She includes several gorgeous photos 

of Black American saints (in color in the e-book version), which she herself took 

during her research in Mexico. Finally, though often repetitive, McClure’s 

organization of evidence is methodical, forceful, and totally convincing. I will 

certainly be returning to this book frequently to reference the intellectual 

development of sixteenth-and seventeenth-century theorists like Botero, Mariana, 

Vives, and Pérez de Herrera. Early modern Spaniards spent a lot of time thinking 

about poverty, and thus we should too. This book is recommended reading for any 

scholar of early modern Empire or colonial Latin America. 
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