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Marta Lorente Sariñena 
Catedratica de Historia del Derecho y de 
    De las Instituciones 
Facultad de Derecho- Universidad Autónoma de Madrid 
Calle Kelson 1 
28049  Madrid 
Spain 
 
Dear Colleague, 
 
   It is with great pleasure and satisfaction that I write to you in support of a proposal to 
honor one of the most outstanding historians of his generation, and a man who has 
been a profound influence on the intellectual life not only of Portugal, his own country, 
but on Europe, Latin America, and to some extent on the history and historiography of 
Asia as well.  Antonio Manuel Hespanha is truly, maestro de los maestros.  There is no 
historian of the early modern Iberian world who has remained uninfluenced by his work.  
We have all educated by his research, provoked to reconsider our own conclusions by 
the originality of his approach, the depth of his arguments, and the power and 
conviction of his pen. 
 
      In this letter expressing my support for the granting of an honorary doctorate by the 
Universidad Autónoma of Madrid to Antonio Manuel Hespanha, I will not recount the 
many accomplishments listed in his extensive curriculum vitae, but instead I will limit 
myself to a few aspects of his career and accomplishments that I believe reveal his 
qualities of intellect and level of his achievement that merit the honor that has been 
proposed for him, and that he most certainly deserves. 
 
       Prof. Hespanha came to the attention of the students of Early Modern Iberia and of 
Europe in general with his first book Vésperas do Leviatan (1986, Spanish translation 
1989). It was, I thought then, a curious fusion of Germanic rechtsgeschichte and social 
science quantification, quite unlike anything that other historians had done in relation 
to the history of Portugal.   Its central argument about the relative weakness of the 
crown and the state, and the persistence of the power of the nobility, ecclesiastical 
institutions, and local authorities well into the 17th century, was a direct challenge to a 
century of historiography both in Portugal and in Spain. It was, to some extent, the 
intellectual announcement of a new generation of scholarship that had emerged in 
Portugal following the Revolution of the Carnations of 1973 and the return to 
democracy in that country that questioned an earlier nationalist historiography.   



 
       The impact of Hespanha’s approach and its findings, his integration of legal and 
administrative with social and economic history, and his command of quantitative 
methods and technologies had a far-reaching influence in Portugal, in Spain, and 
elsewhere in Europe and the Americas as well.  In Brazil, a whole new generation of 
scholars principally centered in Rio de Janeiro began to rethink their approach to Brazil’s 
colonial history using Hespanha’s work and formulations, seeing Brazil principally as a 
tropical province of an ancient regime polity rather than a slave-based imperial 
enterprise.    Not everyone was convinced.  There were heated debates, some of which 
involved Hespanha directly, but when he was involved these disagreements remained at 
the highest professional level in the best of academic traditions, and Hespanha proved 
himself continually in his writings and his conference performances to be an innovative 
thinker, a generous scholar, and a vigorous but fair opponent able to employ an 
extraordinary erudition and a sophisticated command of legal scholarship and theory. 
 
 Prof. Hespanha’s subsequent career after the publication of Vésperas has been marked 
by a continual stream of over thirty books and 150 articles that have brought history, 
legal studies, and social history together in innovative ways.  It is difficult to think of a 
major scholar of Early Modern Spain, Portugal, or their empires who has not been 
influenced by his work over the past four decades.  He has truly revolutionized Legal 
history as a field of study and made the study of administration and law once again a 
necessary field of inquiry for all scholars interested in the Early Modern era.   In 
addition, his teaching and direction of graduate students, his collaboration in  collective 
historical projects,  his services as Director-General and Inspector-General of Higher 
Education at the Portuguese Ministry of Higher Education and as Executive 
Commissioner of the National Commission for the Commemoration of the Portuguese 
Discoveries (1995-98)  have been extremely important to the development of the 
Humanities in Portugal itself, and through his international teaching and scholarly 
activity abroad from Macao to Germany, Italy, and the United States he has  also 
influenced the study of Law and History at the international level in a positive way. 
 
         Let me close these remarks with a personal anecdote.  I came to know Prof. 
Hespanha personally during the year he spent at Yale University as a visiting professor in 
2002. Of course, I was already familiar with his work, but through our many 
conversations I learn so much more about his qualities as a scholar and his personal 
characteristic as a gentle and generous man.  Moreover, the more I read of his work, the 
more I realized how my own first book on the early Brazilian judicial system, written as a 
doctoral thesis in 1968 and published in 1973 would have benefitted tremendously from 
what I subsequently learned about early modern History and Law from Antonio Manuel 
Hespanha.  I have always believed that in some ways, I had been born too early, and I 



would have written a much better book had I been fortunate enough to have had his 
work available to me before I wrote.  I believe there are many scholars of my generation 
will share that sentiment, and many younger ones who also recognize their debt to 
Antonio Manuel Hespanha. While he was at Yale, I also had the opportunity to witness 
his excellence as a teacher and as a colleague; generous with his time, treating students 
and junior colleagues with respect, and always ready to share his extraordinary talents 
as a scholar. 
 
António Manuel Hespanha is among the most accomplished legal historians in the world 
today and a model for us all. It is both a pleasure and an honor to write in support of his 
nomination for the award of a degree as doctor honoris causa of the Universidad 
Autónoma de Madrid. 
 
 
Sincerely yours, 

 
Stuart B. Schwartz 
George Burton Adams Professor 
Yale University 
 


