
Years’ War and of the military Revolution will find much
of value in it. It is an important step in establishing the
Italian theater of the Thirty Years’ War as a subject wor-
thy of its own synthetic overview.

JOHN C. THEIBAULT
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TAMAR HERZOG. Frontiers of Possession: Spain and Por-
tugal in Europe and the Americas. Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 2015. Pp. 384. $35.00.

For many decades, historians specialized in border stud-
ies have focused their analysis on successions of treaties
and diplomatic negotiations. That historiographical per-
spective considered few actors in the process of defining
territorial limits between two countries (mainly just the
Crown, diplomats, and military officers). It is against the
restrictive reading proposed by this tradition that Tamar
Herzog conceived her research. Frontiers of Possession:
Spain and Portugal in Europe and the Americas is thus
based on two main ruptures: One is a strong analytical
choice (instead of considering frontiers as the product of
treaties, negotiation, or confrontation, she defines them
as an indirect result of activities of many agents, “who,
while they went about accomplishing different tasks, also
defined the territories of their communities and states”
[1]). The other is a methodological challenge (study the
American case before the European case in order to ne-
gate a European prevalence and “to write an integrated
story that would consider both sides of the ocean as par-
ticipants in a connected world” [254]).

The book is organized in two parts. In part I, “Defining
Imperial Spaces: How South America Became a Con-
tested Territory,” the author explains how, on a macro
scale, the Treaty of Tordesillas between Spain and Portu-
gal over land in the Americas (1494) was just the begin-
ning of territorial disputes in the Americas to demarcate
on the ground what was decided on maps, and how, on a
micro scale, conceptions of the use and the belonging of
the land (including of Indians) affected the nature of ter-
ritorial debates. Herzog states, “Distinguishing Spanish
from Portuguese territories, in short, was an intricate af-
fair . . . it embodied a dynamic, open-ended process that
involved many actors, multiple possibilities, and (fre-
quently) numerous (contradictory) justifications. Clear in
contemporary documentation was the sense of urgency,
even competition” (132). In the second part of the book,
“Defining European Spaces: The Making of Spain and
Portugal in Iberia,” Herzog revisits some of the old de-
bate about the European border of these two kingdoms,
highlighting the way that “concretization and negotiation
of the border, in short, took hundreds of years to com-
plete . . . Like Hydras, territorial conflicts allowed rivals
to move from seeking to affirm legal rights to adopting a
compromise” (239–240).

Rather than applying the idea of sovereignty to her
analysis of the process of border demarcation, the author
prefers the polysemous notion of “possession”: “the terri-
torial definition of Spain and Portugal in both Europe
and the Americas was not the consequence of their sub-

jects expanding the sovereignty of their states or empires
. . . or of locals trying to associate their interests with the
state . . . but the outcome of much more multifaceted pro-
cedures that allowed actors to define themselves and at
the same time make claims to the territory” (7). “Pos-
session” deals with local actions of people living in the
border area: “their acts were guided by their understand-
ing of what was right, what was just, what was possible,
and what was effective” (243). Of this “plethora of
agents” (6), explorers and missionaries in the Americas
and noble families and municipalities in Europe had
more power over the practical delimitation of borders
than did decisions of the distant Crown. Introducing un-
certainty into the decision-making processes, Herzog ob-
serves the way borders are constantly re-elaborated at lo-
cal levels. That is why “things were more complicated
than they appear” (267).

For this research, after a critical analysis of the histo-
riographical corpus on borders, Herzog visited the major
archives of Spain, Portugal, and South America to put
the demarcation treaties into perspective with local terri-
torial conflicts. Her book is composed of movement back
and forth between both sides of the ocean, in a connected
history, and between local claims for rights to land and
diplomatic debates. In that way, this book represents a di-
rect methodological continuation of one of her previous
books. In Defining Nations: Immigrants and Citizens in
Early Modern Spain and Spanish America (2003), she
showed how the definition of citizenship in the Spanish
world was dependent on the loyalty rather than native-
ness of individuals. And this loyalty could not simply be
gained.

Herzog suggests the same kind of methodological rup-
ture that took place in urban studies of Iberian Amer-
ica—to prefer an innovative approach based on practical
experiences to a classical approach organized around
models: “Far from mechanical, artificial, or imposed
from above or below, the border that resulted was a living
organism” (248–249). From that point of view, Herzog’s
methodological suggestion allows a more detailed and ac-
curate reading of on old debate. In that sense, it would
have been interesting to integrate some hypotheses from
the field of environmental history. If a border is a “living
organism,” life in a border region requires the capacity
to deal with a specific ecosystem. In The Columbian
Exchange: Biological and Cultural Consequences of 1492
(1972), Alfred W. Crosby insisted that colonization in the
New World was first of all an ecological phenomenon.
That is why the historian should assesses to what extent a
frontier region, into largely unknown territory, is a shared
resource of a variety of agents. More than the definition
of the right to stay, would it not be the experience of this
ecosystem that allowed the possibility to remain in the re-
gion?

Regardless, Frontiers of Possession offers a fundamen-
tal contribution to understanding the connected history
that linked the Americas and Europe during modern
times.

LAURENT VIDAL
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