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Abstract: 
This article argues that several instances in which Iberian monarchies formulated 
anti-Jewish legislation during the Middle Ages were part of a process of 
homogenization whose purpose was the centralization of the State, consolidation of 
power, and the establishment of a politico-cultural identity on the part of certain 
Visigothic and Castilian rulers. The impulse behind these legislative efforts during 
the reigns of various Visigothic kings, Alfonso X of Castile, and Isabella of Castile 
was of a political and pragmatic character rather than ideological. The 
homogenization project combined with popular anti-Jewish attitudes and religious 
intolerance to create an environment hostile to subjects of Jewish origin or ancestry. 
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Resumen:  
El presente artículo plantea que varias instancias en las que monarquías ibéricas 
formularon legislación anti-judía durante la Edad Media fueron parte de un proyecto 
homogenizador cuyo propósito era la centralización administrativa, la consolidación 
de poder y el establecimiento de una identidad político-cultural por parte de algunos 
gobernantes visigodos y castellanos. El impulso de tal legislación durante los 
reinados de varios reyes visigodos, de Alfonso X de Castilla y de Isabel de Castilla 
obedece a objetivos políticos de caracter pragmático y no ideológico. El proyecto 
homogenizador se combinó con sentimientos populares antijudíos y celo religioso 
para crear un ambiente hostil hacia los súbditos de origen judío. 
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Between the years 653 and 681 the Liber Iudiciorum was promulgated and 
issued in Visigothic Spain (O’Callaghan, 1975: 71). The twelfth book, dealing with 
“heresies,” contains 48 laws, 45 of them concerning the Jews.  Filled with references 
to the “perfidy” of their religion, the code imposes systematic restrictions and harsh 
punishments upon the Jewish population of the kingdom. 

 In 1265 Alfonso X of Castile (known as the Wise) promulgated the Siete 
Partidas, a comprehensive code of law that included a section on the treatment of 
Jews and Moors under his rule. Title XXIV of the Seventh Partida refers to the Jews 
as a people who “insult the name of Christ and deny the marvelous and holy acts 
that He performed.” The text also refers to their “acts of wickedness and the debt 
they owe,” (presumably for the killing of Christ). 

 In 1492 Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon issued the Edict of 
Expulsion, also known as the Alhambra Decree (Sachar, 1994: 69). Castilian and 
Aragonese Jews were given three months to either convert to Christianity or 
abandon the kingdoms. The Catholic Monarchs state that they have been forced to 
issue the edict because the Jews have been causing harm among those Jews who 
have converted to Christianity. The interaction between conversos and those who 
remain within the Jewish faith is deemed dangerous.  

 It is tempting to see all of these pieces of legislation as the expression of a 
strain of anti-Semitism that runs through Spanish history from the time of the 
Visigoths to the early modern period. This persistent anti-Semitism, fueled by the 
masses and nurtured by the elites, is often assumed to be a component of an ill 
defined “Spanish character.” However, to explain specific instances of legislation, 
political acts, cultural attitudes and popular prejudice as a function of a single 
persistent ideology over the course of 800 years is problematic for several reasons.  
First of all, the use of the term “anti-Semitism” is anachronistic; this term was 
coined in the nineteenth century, and it describes attitudes, ideologies, and aims that 
are different from what Jews experienced in Spain in the Middle Ages. One could 
use the term anti-Judaism to characterize these laws since there is an effort at times 
to restrict, suppress, or eliminate the practice of the Jewish religion; however, even 
in these instances the intent of the laws was not primarily motivated by religious 
concerns, and their targets were not always individuals who practiced Judaism.  

 The laws cited above might better be described as anti-Jewish since they were 
directed against a set of individuals who belonged to the Jewish religion and/or 
were members of a group that shared cultural traits, followed common traditions, 
acknowledged genealogical connections and preserved communal ties. It is 
important to note, however, that the concept of “Jew” and “Jewishness” in the 
Iberian lands has been a fluid one (even within specific historical periods). The Jews 
living in Visigothic Spain were not the same as the Jews living in Alfonso X’s Castile 
or the Jews expelled by the Catholic Monarchs. The definition and perception of 
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what constituted a “Jew” changed over time, and with that change of definition 
there was also a transformation in attitude towards individuals defined as such from 
the legal, political, and popular points of view.  Hence, if the conceptual target of 
anti-Jewish laws is not the same, can we ascribe their motivation and aim to a single 
strain of anti-Jewish ideology? Are these laws a response to the same popular anti-
Jewish sentiment that persisted and fluctuated through the eight centuries of the 
Reconquista? Are these laws a manifestation of intellectual constructs elaborated 
and imposed by a perennially anti-Jewish elite, perhaps the product of doctrinal 
positions and religious attitudes endemic among ecclesiastical authorities? Are they a 
response to a persistent animosity towards Jews on the part of middle and lower 
elements of Iberian society?  Or are they the organic outcome of historical 
circumstances that happen to be structurally similar across several centuries?  

   It is the contention of the present article that the legislative endeavors of 654, 
1265, and 1492 are the product of historical instances where the monarchs of 
Iberian states were attempting to legitimize their rule, consolidate power, and 
centralize authority; these political aims were to be accomplished in concert with an 
effort to homogenize the political, social and cultural institutions of their kingdoms. 
In their quest to build this homogeneity, they found out that there was no place for 
dissenters, minorities, or any groups that could differentiate themselves in terms of 
religious, communal, cultural or ancestral affiliations (whether real or constructed).  
The homogenization that Spain was undergoing during these historical markers left 
no room for Muslims or Jews. Within this politico-cultural scheme, Jews and Moors 
had to be eliminated as distinct ethno-religious identities. In trying to create a 
cultural and political concept of Spain, Visigothic and, later, Castilian rulers had to 
annul elements of society that did not conform to their conception of the state and 
proto-national identity.  

 While a definition of the State is elusive during the three periods under study, 
we can elucidate a general outline of what constituted state consolidation for the 
Visigothic and Castilian rulers in question. State consolidation meant the 
establishment of legitimate and undisputed authority by an individual, a dynasty, or a 
historical lineage, the emission and enforcement of laws that would apply to all the 
inhabitants of the realm, the monopolization of the use of violence by the 
government or its delegates, the embracement of a common religious practice, a 
common political ideology, and common historical goals, and the forging of a 
singular collective identity that embodied the aims of the State. The manner in 
which the rulers proceeded to carry out this process of state consolidation led 
inevitably to the creation of a new segment of society whose loyalty was suspect and 
whose presence became even more threatening to their national project. The initial 
motivation of anti-Jewish laws was not necessarily religion or an anti-Jewish 
ideology, but the inability and possibly unwillingness on the part of the Iberian 
rulers to reconcile the idea of the state with diversity, the concept of a people 
obedient to one supreme royal rule with the reality of a heterogeneous society.  
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 When the Liber Iudiciourum was composed and promulgated in the 7th century, 
it represented the culmination of almost one hundred years of effort on the part of 
Visigothic kings to centralize authority, legitimize royal power and create stable legal 
and political institutions. When the Visigoths invaded and settled Hispania in the 5th 
century, they were already Christianized.  However, they had been converted to the 
Arian version of Christianity, and this created a deep rift with their Hispano-Roman 
subjects who professed the Catholic faith. For close to a century the Visigothic elite 
ruled a kingdom with parallel systems of law and parallel faiths. And for close to a 
century the Visigothic monarchs had to continuously fight against Vandals, 
Byzantines, Sueves, Basques, and Cantabric tribes while also trying to control the 
not always loyal Visigothic nobility.  

 Political stability, effective royal authority and territorial unity were not 
achieved until the reign of Leovigild in the late sixth century (Collins, 2004: 50). In 
580, after defeating external and internal enemies, Leovigild decided to address the 
religious conflict among his subjects. He convoked a synod of Arian bishops, and 
he entrusted them with the task of arriving at a theological compromise that would 
enable Catholics to accept the authority of the Arian church.  After much debate, 
the Arian bishops were able to find a formula defining the nature of Christ that 
would be acceptable to orthodox Christians. However, this angered many Arians, 
and only a few Catholics found the compromise acceptable. And so, Leovigild died 
without having resolved the most serious challenge to Hispanic unity.  His son 
Reccared converted to orthodox Christianity in 587 and spent the next two years 
negotiating the establishment of Catholicism as the sole religion of his kingdom.  At 
the Third Council of Toledo (a synod of bishops that later assumed political and 
quasi-legislative functions) the king’s confession was publicly read, Catholicism was 
proclaimed as the only religion of the realm, and Arianism was declared a heresy. It 
is within the context of this program to build a stable, unified, Catholic Visigothic 
state that we first encounter legislation directed against the Jews. The 14th canon of 
the council forbids Jews to marry Christian women or to have them as concubines; 
children of such unions must be baptized.  Jews are not allowed to own Christian 
slaves or to hold public offices where they can punish Christians (Concilio de Toledo 
III, XIV). 

 As successive rulers continued the effort to strengthen the monarchy, the 
existence of a religious minority within their kingdom became more problematic, 
and the condition of the Jews became more difficult.  In 612, during the reign of 
Sisebut, the rulings of the Third Council were reaffirmed, and 3 years later forced 
conversions began. Jews who refused to convert could be executed, and their 
property could be confiscated. It is unclear how many Jews were forcibly converted.  
The Catholic Church did not approve of this practice, and eminent figures like 
Isidore of Seville objected publicly.  What is clear is that with forced conversions 
came false converts, and a new problem for the Church and the monarchy. In 633 
the Fourth Council of Toledo, presided by Isidore of Seville, condemned the 
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practice of forced conversions. Isidore’s condemnation of forced conversions 
should not be seen as being tolerant of the Jews. In fact, the Fourth Council 
produced vast anti-Jewish legislation influenced by Isidore’s view of the Jews and 
the Jewish religion, articulated in a large body of anti-Jewish writings (Albert, 1990: 
208). The problem with forced conversions from the Church’s perspective was that 
those Jews who had already been converted had to remain Christian. The Church 
found itself in a difficult position since the new converts could not be un-baptized 
(Sicroff, 2010: 76). The earlier baptisms, even if forced, were considered sacred acts 
that could not be undone. The existence of false converts then led to another 
problem, namely, that it tainted the sincerity of those Jews who had willingly 
accepted the Christian faith before and after Sisebut’s decrees.  Incapable of making 
distinctions, the monarchy adopted increasingly harsher measures against all Jews 
and all converts.  

 In 642 Chindaswinth became king. His first act as ruler was the killing of 
hundreds of nobles who had supported the previous ruler. He later appointed his 
son Receswinth as co-ruler in an attempt to establish the foundations of a dynasty, 
and in 653 he initiated the composition of the Liber Iudiciorum (Ocallaghan, 1975: 
48). The code was promulgated in 654 under the reign of Chindaswinth’s son 
Recceswinth, and in 681 king Erwig inserted additional clauses.  Since the arrival of 
the Visigoths in the 5th century the population of Hispania had lived under two 
different forms of law.  The Visigoths lived under the Code of Euric, a compilation of 
Germanic law promulgated in 480 and the Code of Leovigild, composed around 573.  
The Hispano-Roman population lived under the Breviary of Alaric, promulgated in 
506.  The Liber Iudiciorum was the first code of law since the collapse of Roman rule 
that applied to all the inhabitants of Iberia. Roman in character, the Liber Iudiciorum 
is deeply influenced by the Code of Theodosius and other late Roman legal sources. 
One of its main objectives was to establish the supreme legal authority of the king 
as the embodiment and manifestation of the state. In its opening section the code 
proclaims that “the law is the rudder of the state” and that “the law rules every 
order of the state, every condition of man” (Liber Iudiciorum, I, 2, 2-3). The law 
leaves no room for extra-national groups, i.e., groups that live and interact within 
Visigothic society but are regulated by their own laws and systems of judicial 
adjudication and enforcement.   

 As stated before, Book XII is almost entirely dedicated to issues concerning 
the Jews. The text clearly indicates that since all other heresies have been eliminated, 
it is natural to initiate measures against the errors of the Jews. The code laments that  
“the soil of the [Visigothic Kingdom] is still only defied by the infamy of the Jews” 
(Liber Iudiciorum, XII, 2, 3). The very existence of the Jews, a group that does not 
conform to the religious norms of the realm, represents an affront to the authority 
of the law. And so, the code calls for the extirpation of the errors of the Jews. In 
order to carry out this task, the Liber Iudiciorum stipulates a long list of restrictions 
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that will leave Jews with almost no options but to convert.   The following is a 
summary of the anti-Jewish laws in the code as they appear in Book XII: 

 

-Jews are not allowed to celebrate any Jewish ceremonies or rituals, including the   
Sabbath.  

-Jews cannot contract marriage according to their custom. 

-Jews cannot perform circumcision upon their children. 

-Jews cannot follow dietary laws. 

-Jews cannot own Christian slaves. 

-Jews cannot convert their slaves to Judaism, and if they have been converted, the 
slaves shall embrace the Christian faith and set free.  

-Jews are not allowed to work on Sundays or Christian holidays. 

-Jews are not allowed to testify against Christians in court. 

-Christians are forbidden to defend or protect Jews. 

-Jews are not allowed to read books that are rejected by the Christian faith. 

-Violations of these laws are punished with execution (by stoning, beheading or 
burning), slavery and/or confiscation of property by the crown.  

  

 While the Liber Iudiciorum does not call for the forced conversion of the Jews 
or their expulsion from the kingdom, it imposes restrictions upon them that make it 
almost impossible for them to live in Spain as Jews. It is stated that those Jews who 
refuse to accept the Christian faith will not be allowed to conduct business with 
Christians. Those who remain loyal to the Jewish faith will also have to carry the 
fiscal burden of those Jews who converted to Christianity. The code also stipulates 
that all property that was acquired from Christians (including slaves) will be 
confiscated by the royal treasury. Jews who refuse to convert and those who violate 
the law will become slaves of the crown.  

It is evident that the ultimate aim of these laws is the complete eradication of 
Judaism as practice, the eradication of the “Jewish people” as a community and the 
Jew as a legal entity but not necessarily the physical elimination of the Jews. In fact, 
the code seems to seek the assimilation of Jews into mainstream Visigothic society 
and their integration into the Christian community. Rather than calling for the 
expulsion of unconverted Jews, the code forbids them from travelling abroad. And 
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the law clearly stipulates the advantages that Jews who convert will enjoy. One law 
states that any member of the “Hebrew people” who legitimately converts to the 
Catholic faith will no longer be subject to the fiscal obligations for which he or she 
was liable under his/her former “Jewish condition” (Liber Iudiciorum, XII, 3, 18). In 
fact, the law emphasizes that is “unjust” to burden these former Jews with 
extraordinary taxes and that, as new members of the Catholic faith, they shall enjoy 
the same commercial privileges as their old Christian brethren. It is clear that, at 
least from the perspective of the law, converts to Christianity will not be stigmatized 
for having been formerly Jews. Being a Jew is therefore defined as a legal condition 
subject to religious practice and not as an ethnic, social or cultural identity.  

The authors of the Liber Iudiciorum clearly contemplate that conversions 
might be less than sincere; therefore, the code also provides laws that address 
present and future apostasy. The Visigoths had been dealing with this issue since the 
forced conversions during Sisebut’s reign, and the publication of the new more 
comprehensive laws would only increase the number of false conversions. The code 
is quite severe when addressing the issue of judaizing Christians, i.e., Christians of 
Jewish ancestry who relapse into Jewish practices. Christians of Jewish ancestry that 
practice circumcision, dietary laws or any Jewish practices will be put to death. 
Converted Jews who revert to Jewish practices are seen as a polluting agent, as 
someone who endangers the religious health of his family and associates and 
threatens their integration to the larger Visigothic society.   

It is important to note that between the initial promulgation of the Liber 
Iudiciorum during the reign of Reccesvinth and its final editing under king Erwig in 
681, the Visigothic kingdom had to face one of its most serious internal challenges.  
Between 672 and 674 king Wamba had to face a widespread revolt in Narbonne and 
northern Hispania. The revolt united seditious Visigothic nobles, members of the 
Hispano-Roman elite and members of the Jewish community. The revolt was 
harshly suppressed, and Wamba issued an order of expulsion for all the Jews in his 
kingdom (Collins, 2004: 93-94). When Wamba was deposed and Erwig was crowned 
a few years later, one of his first acts of the new monarch was to convoke the 
Twelfth Council of Toledo and to request legislation to address the Jewish question. 
The Council complied and produced twenty-eight laws designed to tighten 
restrictions upon the Jews (Murphy, 1952: 12-13). Erwig saw the need to include 
harsher provisions against the Jews in the Liber Iudiciorum, and soon after issued 
another order of expulsion (which proves that the first one had not been carried out 
successfully).  

Erwig was succeeded by his son-in-law Egica, and the condition of the 
Visigothic kingdom began to deteriorate rapidly; the nobility became increasingly 
fragmented. New legislation was issued against the Jews. The Sixteenth Council of 
Toledo in 693 reaffirmed all previous laws against the Jews, but it also confirmed 
fair treatment to those who converted. Egica even allowed converts to keep 
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possession of their Christian slaves (Concilio de Toledo XVI, I). A year later, at the 
Seventeenth Council of Toledo, Egica claimed that the Jews had been conspiring 
against the kingdom with foreign enemies (presumably the Muslims in Africa). This 
alleged conspiracy was presented as justification for the harshest anti-Jewish laws to 
date.  These laws included the confiscation of all Jewish land, the enslavement of 
Jews by their former Christian slaves, and the adoption by Christians of all Jewish 
children above the age of seven (O’Callaghan, 1975: 72). The laws were never fully 
enforced, possibly because of the increasing weakness of the Visigothic monarchy. 
Egica’s successor, Witiza, was even weaker, and after his death (possibly 
assassination) the kingdom was effectively split in two (Collins, 2004: 138-139). In 
711, Visigothic Spain fell to the invading Muslims. It is unclear what the Jewish 
participation in the invasion was, but they certainly welcomed the more tolerant 
disposition of the invaders.   

The Muslim invasion transformed Spain in a profound manner. After the 
initial shock of the Muslim conquest came the Christian reaction and the beginning 
of the 800-year-long Reconquista. The struggle was mythologized as an epic struggle 
between Arab and Visigoth, Moor and European, Muslim and Christian, but the 
reality was more complex. The centuries that followed the Muslim invasion saw the 
creation of kingdoms where ethnic, racial, religious or cultural identity were diverse 
and fluid. The former kingdom of the Visigoths was inhabited by Muslims, 
Christians, and Jews. The Christians were Visigoths, Hispano-Romans, Basques, 
Cantabrians, Greeks or Franks. The Muslims were Berbers, Arabs or Slavs, and the 
Arabs were Syrians or Yemenites (subdivided into particular tribes); later on there 
were infusions from the southernmost regions of the Sahara, dark skinned African 
Muslims; the Jews were of Hispanic or Levantine origin). And as time went by, new 
groups and new identities were developed.  Moors were Muslims of Arab or North 
African descent. Christians were people of European descent. Mozarabs were 
Christians from Visigothic or Hispano-Roman descent living in a culturally Arab 
environment. Mudejars were Muslims living under Christian rule. The borders of the 
Muslim and Christian lands were constantly moving, and new conquests altered the 
socio-religious composition of the different kingdoms. The interaction among the 
different groups was intense, intimate and volatile. 

After what chroniclers saw as the “loss of Spain” came the recovery. Starting 
with the semi-mythological battle of Covadonga (ca. 718) the long Reconquista began 
(O’Callaghan, 2003: 4-5). The Moors had the upper hand militarily for close to five 
centuries, but the small Christian kingdoms of Northern Spain gradually 
consolidated their position and steadily acquired more territory. The turning point 
of the Reconquista was the battle of Las Navas de Tolosa in 1212. From that point 
on the Christian advance was relentless, primarily fostered by the kingdom of Castile 
whose rulers saw themselves as the heirs to the Visigothic legacy. In 1230 the largest 
Christian kingdoms in Spain, Castile and Leon, became permanently united under 
the rule of Ferdinand III. For the next twenty years Ferdinand conducted a series of 
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military campaigns that left him in control of large territories in Al-Andalus, 
territories inhabited by Mozarabs, Moors and a large number of Jews. He 
consolidated his position over the Leonese and Castilian nobility by distributing 
large estates among the nobility and the military orders. He granted special charters 
to towns and became a generous patron of religious orders. He crowned his military 
and administrative achievements with the publication of a translation in early 
Castilian of the Liber Iudiciorum, this translation is known as the Fuero Juzgo 
(O’Callaghan, 1975: 354-356, 451). The publication of this legal text is coordinated 
with the attempts of Ferdinand III to consolidate the power of the newly united 
monarchy. And while the Fuero Juzgo did not have universal application in the feudal 
world of Castile and Leon, it represents an effort to impose a homogeneous legal 
standard across Ferdinand’s possessions.  

Ferdinand III’s successor, Alfonso X, is perhaps the most erudite ruler in the 
history of Spain. His cultural contributions span the fields of history, poetry, law 
and astronomy. He presided over a rich, culturally vibrant and powerful kingdom 
inhabited by Christians, Muslims and Jews. All of these groups were represented in 
large numbers, and some of them had been integrated into the kingdom recently.  
Castile saw itself as the successor to the Visigothic kingdom (O’Callaghan, 2003: 7), 
and by the time Alfonso X became king, the kingdom was beginning to project itself 
as an empire. The nobles were wealthier than ever. The fast conquests of Ferdinand 
III had left them in possession of vast estates, and their wealth would allow them to 
challenge royal power. The Reconquista was far from over.  Several kingdoms of 
Taifas were still in existence in Southern Spain, and the threat of another invasion 
from North Africa was very real. The dynasty of the Marinids was eager to intervene 
in the peninsula just as the Almoravids and the Almohads had done before.  
Internally, Alfonso launched an attempt to consolidate his position and establish 
effective authority over every aspect of government and every element of society.   

Alfonso conducted a sustained campaign of colonization of the recently 
conquered areas, but Castile and Leon did not have enough inhabitants to populate 
the new lands and cities. Therefore, certain areas of Alfonso’s kingdom were densely 
inhabited by Muslims and Jews. His father had made an attempt to bring all his 
subjects under a single law and had published a translation of the Liber Iudiciorum.  
However, the Visigothic code was the product of a different time and a different 
reality.  In order to deal with the new political and social reality of his kingdom, 
Alfonso began to produce a body of laws that would culminate with the 
composition and promulgation of the Siete Partidas (O’Callaghan, 1975: 372).  

Influenced by Roman law, the Siete Partidas is a document that seeks to 
supersede systems of law with overlapping or conflicting jurisdiction (many of these 
fueros were based on customary and feudal law). In this sense, the Siete Partidas can 
be viewed a “national code” (Ratclifffe, (1985: 424-425). It is also a document that 
aims at providing legal uniformity to a society that is clearly divided into three 
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castes. But whereas the Liber Iudiciourum sought to create a homogeneous society by 
eliminating the Jews through conversion and attrition, the Siete Partidas sought to 
regulate interactions among the three groups and establish the position of each caste 
in the Castilian social hierarchy. Alfonso X was a realist, and he understood that his 
program for the strengthening of the monarchy could not include the suppression 
or oppression of Muslims and Jews. The seventh Partida contains sections 
concerning the Moors and Jews living in his kingdom. While sections regarding the 
Jews contain the traditional language referring to their “perfidy” and “wickedness,” 
the overall tone and objectives of the laws differ significantly from those found in 
the Fuero Juzgo (published a few years earlier by Alfonso’s father). 

Title XXIV of the seventh Partida contains eleven laws concerning the Jews.   
The first law provides a very clear definition of Jew: someone who believes and 
adheres to Mosaic law and is circumcised. The law goes on to explain that they have 
been historically tolerated because their condition is technically one of captivity as a 
consequence of their involvement in the crucifixion of Christ. However, it is 
important to note that a Jew is defined by what he does and what he believes in and 
not by what he is in terms of blood or lineage. While the law states that they are 
descendants of the people who crucified Jesus, their legal condition arises from their 
cultural and religious practices, and while the document makes clear that Jews 
embrace false beliefs, the Jewish subjects are offered significant protections. They 
are allowed to perform their religious rites as long as they do not insult the Christian 
religion (Siete Partidas, VII, XIV, II). Although Jews are not allowed to build new 
synagogues, they can keep old ones and can rebuild the ones that were torn down 
(as long as they are not taller or bigger than any churches). It is also stated that 
Christians are not allowed to deface these temples since the name of God is 
mentioned inside these buildings, a statement that implies that the god of the Jews is 
the same as the Christian God, minus Jesus and Holy Spirit (Siete Partidas, VII, XXIV, 

IV). Jews cannot be brought to court on Saturday, and any decision rendered by a 
court against them on that day is invalid. Jews can be witnesses against Christians in 
court.  

On the other hand, the Partidas leave no doubt that Castilian society is a 
hierarchical one and that Jews (and Moors) are clearly inferior to Christians, morally, 
politically and legally. Just as in the Liber Iudiciorum, Alfonso’s code declares that 
Jews cannot hold positions that might enable them to “oppress Christians.” Jews 
cannot own Christian slaves (and Moslem slaves who convert to Christianity must 
be set free by their Jewish masters). Severe penalties are established for Jews who 
knowingly acquire Christian slaves or convert Moslem slaves to Judaism. 
Furthermore, the code forbids Christians to live in the company of Jews or even 
have meals with them.  Severe penalties are established for Jews who have 
intercourse with Christian women.  The reasoning behind this law is that if adultery 
among Christians is punishable by death, so should be intercourse between a Jew 
and a Christian woman since all Christian women become the wives of Christ 
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trough baptism (Siete Partidas, VII, XXIV, IX). The woman involved in such liaison is 
also to be punished, whether she is “a virgin, a married woman, a widow, or a 
common prostitute who gives herself to all men.”   

 In spite of the harsh language, the religious condemnations of Jewish 
“perfidy” and “wickedness”, and the references to their responsibility for the death 
of Christ, the Siete Partidas aims ultimately at the integration of Jews into the 
community of Christians.  One law calls for the conversion of the Jews, but not by 
forced means.  Conversion is to be attained through instruction in the Scriptures 
and kindness (Siete Partidas, VII, XXIV, VI). The law also states in unequivocal language, 
that once the Jews convert to Christianity, they should be honored and should not 
be reproached for having been previously Jews (Siete Partidas, VII, XXIV, VI). The text 
adds that Jewish converts to Christianity will be allowed to hold public office and 
will enjoy all the legal privileges that other Christians are entitled to.   
 

Of particular interest is the last law concerning Jewish subjects. This law 
states that Jewish men and women must wear a “distinguishing mark upon their 
heads” to identify them as Jews (Siete Partidas, VII, XXIV, IX). The text claims that 
many problems and crimes arise from the fact that Christians and Jews live together 
in cities and cannot distinguish who belongs to each group. If distinguishing 
garments are necessary to identify Jews among the general population, it is evident 
that there were no phenotypic traits that differentiated Christians from Jews.   

As a whole the references to the Jews and the Moors in the Siete Partidas 
seem to be designed to protect groups that were absorbed by the vertiginous 
conquests following the battle of Las Navas de Tolosa. The laws are very clear in 
defining the position of these groups in relation to the dominant Christian caste, but 
they also create a public space where Jews and Moors can profess their faith and 
carry on with their traditions (even if it is in a restricted manner). And while the 
primary aim of the law is to preserve order and peaceful coexistence among the 
three castes, the ultimate aim is to integrate the new groups into Christian society. 
The convivencia of the three religions (a term coined by historian Américo Castro to 
describe the harmonious coexistence of Christians, Jews and Moors particularly 
during the reign of Alfonso X) was simply a temporary arrangement to deal with the 
sudden influx of “alien” elements into Christian society. The long-term goal of the 
Castilian rulers is, just as in the Visigothic kingdom, the homogenization of Spain. 

It is difficult to gauge the popular attitudes toward Jews on the part of 
Christians prior to and during Alfonso’s time. The need to include laws protecting 
Jews and Jewish places of worship indicates that there was animosity against them, 
and that animosity most likely translated into hostile, violent acts. Glimpses of 
popular perceptions of the Jewish people can be found in the literature of the time.2  

 
2 One of the most popular stories portraying Jews in a negative light was “The Jewess of Toledo” which first 
appears at the end of the 13th century in a manual attributed to Sancho IV of Castile and Leon.  The story 
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The development of prototypical notions of race can be seen in the construction of 
literary motifs that ascribe certain characteristics to all Jews based on their lineage.  
From the 13th century on we also start to see the slow evolution of notions that 
ascribe distinct biological traits to Jews. Alfonso X included a law in the Fuero Real (a 
legal document that preceded the Siete Partidas) that forbade Jewish wet-nurses from 
feeding Christian babies. The archaic medieval notions of human physiology linked 
the production of maternal milk to the blood of the mother. The concern with 
Jewish wet-nurses was the fear of contaminating the Christian baby with Jewish 
blood. (Craddock, 1990: 185). It is also around this time (thirteenth century) that the 
first references to the word raza (race) begin to appear in the sources in reference to 
lineage. However, the word does not yet have negative or fully biological 
connotations (Martinez, 2008: 52-54). The irony of the circumstances is that while 
Jews were enjoying a great period of cultural, social and financial success, their 
position as separate entity in Castilian society was becoming more precarious. That 
hostile attitude towards Jews would only increase through the fourteenth century, 
culminating in the riots of 1391.  

Fueled by the anti-Jewish sermons of the cleric Ferrán Martínez, the people 
of Seville launched a violent attack against their Jewish neighbors in June of 1391.  
Killings of Jews and pillaging of their property rapidly spread to other cities in 
Andalusia, and then to the rest of Spain (Sicroff, 2010: 40). The events of 1391 
represent a turning point in Christian-Jewish relations in the Iberian Peninsula. They 
show that anti-Jewish feelings were widespread among the Christian urban classes 
and that the ruling classes were willing to allow a certain degree of violence against 
the Jews. It also led to the conversion of large numbers of Jews trying to escape 
harassment, persecution and physical violence. It is unclear how many Jews were 
killed during these riots, but after the dust settled, mass conversions began. It is 
estimated that in Valencia alone 11,000 Jews converted. It is claimed that Saint 
Vincent Ferrer was singlehandedly responsible for the conversion of 35,000 Jews 
and 8,000 Moors (Scroff, 2010: 40-41). These conversions (many them forced or 
prompted by fear) led, in turn, to the presence of false converts (Crypto-Jews or 
marranos), a presence that would taint the loyalty and the safety of true converts. A 
society that had been able to develop stability and relatively well-defined boundaries 
among the three castes, Christians, Muslims and Jews, now had to deal with new 
and more elusive categories of ethno-religious identity such as Old Christians, Jews, 
conversos, marranos, moros and moriscos.3  

 
claims that king Alfonso VIII’s defeat at the disastrous battle of Alarcos was divine punishment for his 
relationship with a Jewish woman (Nirenberg, 2007: 15-41). 

3 Cristiano Viejo (Old Christian) is a Christian with no Jewish or Muslim ancestry; a mozárabe is a Christian who 
possesses Arab cultural traits; a Jew is a person who professes Judaism openly; a converso is a Jew who 
converted to Christianity or a Christian with Jewish ancestry; a marrano is a Jew who converted to Christianity 
but practices Judaism in secret; a moro is a practicing Muslim (if living under Christian rule is called mudejar); a 
morisco is a Muslim convert to Christianity. 
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The riots of 1391 took place on the eve of yet a new effort on the part of the 
Castilian monarchy to assert it supremacy over the nobility and all the social orders 
in the kingdom. The combination of popular anti-Jewish sentiment, increase in 
dubious conversions and the move to consolidate and centralize royal authority 
would accelerate the process towards the homogenization of Castilian society, and 
eventually all of Spain. The fate of Spanish Jews from the fifteenth century on was 
linked in many ways to the rise of the Trastámara dynasty. The Trastámaras were 
the descendants of the illegitimate union between Alfonso XI and his mistress 
Leonor de Guzmán. The need to legitimize the dynasty was part of every political 
endeavor carried out by the rulers of this line. As a new dynasty, the Trastámaras 
also took it upon themselves to become the champions of Iberian unity and agents 
of the Castilianization of Spain. Historian Luis Suárez Fernández sees the 
Trastámara period as the maturation of Castilian monarchy, a period when the 
monarchy becomes synonymous with “kingdom, territory and community” (Suárez 
Fernández, 1980). And that community can only be a real community under the 
banner of Christendom. The blurring of lines of demarcation among Christians, 
Jews and Moors, along with the proliferation of castes or gradations of ethno-
religious identity, worked against the Castilian monarchy’s effort to make Spain 
Castilian. In an attempt to preserve the integrity of a system that had been 
conceived as a temporary solution to manage the religious diversity of the kingdom, 
the Castilian crown issued in 1412 the Edict of Enclosures (Stallaert, 1998: 27). This 
law designated specific sections of towns as the official places of residence for Jews 
and Moors.  The purpose of these ghettos was to limit the interaction of Jews and 
Moors with the new converts (conversos and moriscos), since it was believed that this 
contact threatened the commitment of new converts to Christianity. Paradoxically, 
the integration of Jews and Moors into Castilian society, the project to build 
homogeneity, could only be achieved if the different castes were segregated. The 
loyalty and sincerity of new converts could only be guaranteed if they remained 
apart from their unconverted relatives, friends and business associates. It was clear, 
however, that this segregation could not last forever. 

The project of building a unified, homogeneous Spain became more tangible 
when Isabel, heiress to the Castilian crown, married her cousin Ferdinand, king of 
Aragon, in 1469. Isabella had to fight against Castilian nobles and her own niece, 
Juana la Beltraneja, in order to claim her crown, but when she finally defeated her 
enemies, she embarked on a project of consolidating her position and imposing 
effective royal authority throughout her kingdom. As part of that national project of 
national unity Isabella suppressed the power of the nobility, established a standing 
militia responsible for maintaining order (La Santa Hermandad) and, along with 
Ferdinand, made the final push to conquer the last Muslim kingdom in Spain, the 
kingdom of Granada.  

It is within this context of crusade, consolidation of royal power, unifying 
Spain and shaping a national identity that the situation of the Jews in the Iberian 
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Peninsula began to deteriorate at a fast pace.  In 1449, during one of the many wars 
between Castile and Aragon, the Constable of Castile, Don Alvaro de Luna, 
demanded a loan of one million maravedis from the city of Toledo. Rumors spread 
that this action was instigated by Alonso Cota, a wealthy Toledan converso. A mob led 
by the mayor of the city, Pedro Sarmiento, looted a neighborhood inhabited by rich 
conversos.  Some conversos resisted and were hung on the main square. On June 5, 1449 
Sarmiento issued the Sentencia Estatuto, a document that purged conversos from all 
public positions in Toledo. This proclamation became the first in a series of legal 
documents that eventually imposed the concept of limpieza de sangre, across Spain 
(Sicroff, 2010: 47-50). It must be noted that this document was issued by rebels, and 
its scope was very local. The monarchy did not approve of these actions, but it 
decided to ignore them in order to avoid greater turmoil. Over the next century laws 
of limpieza de sangre (cleanliness of blood) were issued by municipalities, religious 
orders, military orders, guilds and eventually the Crown. What makes these laws 
different is that they inject a biological element to the concept of Jewishness. The 
Sentencia-Estatuto uses terms like “Jewish lineage,” “Jewish line,” and “cristiano viejo 
lindo” (old legitimate Christian). These laws and the evolving concept of purity of 
blood are a reflection of changing attitudes among the citizens of Castilian towns, 
but they do not necessarily reflect the beliefs and attitudes of the Castilian 
aristocracy or the Crown. Conversos and their “Old Christian” supporters asked the 
Crown and the Pope to condemn the laws of purity of blood. Initially they found 
support, but the exclusion of conversos from public life had become so widespread 
that it became politically too costly to oppose (Sicroff, 2010: 152-154). Both the 
laws and the concept of purity of blood have popular origins and are not co-opted 
by the monarchy until they had become widespread and established a century later.    

Between 1449 and 1492 only a few statutes of limpieza de sangre were issued 
and, aside from the one in Toledo, they concerned membership in religious orders. 
The concept and laws of limpieza de sangre did not become widespread until the 
sixteenth century. Consequently, this notion of purity of blood did not play an 
important role in the expulsion of the Jews from Spain. Of more relevance to the 
final expulsion was the establishment of the Inquisition in Castile and Aragon in 
1478 (Martín Romera, 2008: 19-21).  

Even though the Spanish Inquisition was established by a Papal Bull, it was a 
Castilian and Aragonese institution at the service of the Catholic Monarchs (Azcona, 
1978: 19). The Inquisition, whose main aim in Spain was to find false converts, 
became one more instrument in Isabel and Ferdinand’s efforts to assert royal 
control throughout their lands. The authority of the monarchs had increased 
significantly since the defeat of Isabel’s niece, but their power and reach was not 
absolute. The Inquisition enabled them to extend their authority over every 
Christian subject in their kingdoms. And while the Inquisition was a religious 
institution charged with preserving the integrity of the Christian faith, it was 
primarily a branch of the royal government often guided by bureaucratic aims rather 
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than ideology. In a sense, the inquisitors were dedicated bureaucrats charged with 
solving a problem, and their solutions synced with the greater royal aim to build a 
homogeneous country. The problem that the Inquisition was charged to deal with 
was the elimination of religious heterodoxy, but as the Reconquista incorporated 
more non-Christian subjects, the Inquisition started to identify its targets not only 
based on canonical guidelines but also “in reference to customary practices and 
traditions, and finally in terms of genealogy” (Root, 1988: 119). 

The main problem facing the Inquisition was the existence of recent 
converts whose religious loyalty was suspect. The scope of the marrano problem is 
subject to debate.4 It is not clear how what proportion of converts or their 
descendants were following Judaism in secret. Given the pressures to which Jews 
had been subjected since 1391, one can assume that many conversions were less 
than sincere. From the bureaucratic perspective of the inquisitors, the number of 
false converts or crypto-Jews did not matter. Their existence cast doubt over all 
conversos. And that meant that all conversos had to be investigated. Where “crypto-
Jews” were found, the Inquisition acted thoroughly, harshly and publicly. For Old 
Christians, who resented the economic success and political influence of prominent 
converso individuals and families, the Inquisition was viewed as a defender of their 
interests and as the guarantor of the purity of their blood (Stallaert, 1998: 32-33). 
For the Crown, the Inquisition was useful as an instrument of political intimidation 
and social control, a visible manifestation of royal power. But the irony of the 
situation was that this powerful institution whose charge was to find Judaizing 
Christians had no authority over openly practicing Jews, who were perceived as the 
main agent of apostasy.   

It was the perceived fear of New Christians being contaminated by the 
remaining Jewish population that led the laws of “enclosure” of 1412. But 
apparently, the segregation of Jews had not been very effective since in 1480 the 
Cortes of Toledo enacted new laws forcing the separation of Jews from Christians 
(Suárez Fernández, 1980). Jews were to be moved to enclosed neighborhoods in the 
outskirts of cities. A period of two years was fixed for the implementation of the 
new laws. By 1483 the Inquisition (which technically had no jurisdiction over the 
Jews) ordered the expulsion of Jews from Seville, Cadiz and Cordoba. By 1485 most 
Jews had been expelled from Andalusia and settled in Extremadura (Stallaert, 1998: 
32-33). We see two important developments in these actions: first, the Cortes of 
Toledo and the Inquisition pursuing the same aim; and second, the principle of 
forced deportation being established. Removal and resettlement within the 
kingdom, carried out independently by the Inquisition, opened the way for full 
removal of Jews from the kingdom.   

 
4 Benzion Netanyahu in his massive work on the Inquisition claims that there was no real marrano problem 
and that the Inquisition was populated with officials who held deep anti-Semitic feelings. B. Netanyahu, The 
Origins of the Inquisition in Fifteenth Century Spain (Netanyahu, 1995).  
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The events of 1491 and 1492 would seal the fate of the Jews in Spain. After a 
long and intermittent military campaign against the last Muslim kingdom in Spain, 
Isabella and Ferdinand laid siege to the city of Granada. The city fell on January 2, 
1492. Boabdil, the last king of Granada, went into exile in Morocco, and the 
Catholic Monarchs acquired thousands of Muslim subjects. The fall of Granada was 
the culmination of what Spaniards regarded as an 800-year long crusade, the final 
expulsion of the North African invaders, the triumph of Christianity over Islam, the 
restoration of Visigothic Spain, the correction of an 800-year old historical error.  
The triumphalist feeling was universal, and the complete unification (and 
castilianization) of the peninsula was within grasp (Portugal and Navarre were the 
new aims of the Castile-Aragon union). It is within this context that decision to 
issue an ultimatum to the Jews was made. Some members of the Inquisition had 
been pushing for the expulsion of the Jews since 1480, but the monarchs had not 
been receptive to their requests. For Isabel and Ferdinand, this hour of victory was 
the moment to demand from the Jews to finally become ‘Spaniards” or leave the 
country.  In the moment of final victory over the Muslim foe, it was inconceivable 
that Jews would be allowed to live in Spain without fully integrating into Castilian 
society, i.e., without becoming Christian. The decision was sudden. On March 31, 
1492 the Edict of Expulsion was promulgated, giving all Jews living in Spain 3 
months to either convert to Christianity or leave the country. It is not clear how 
many Jews left the country; the numbers range between 70,000 and 200,000 
(Kamen, 30-55). 

The majority of Jews sold their properties and left the country, some to 
Portugal and Navarre (from which they would be expelled 5 years later as pressure 
on the part of Castile and Aragon mounted). The wealthiest members of the Jewish 
community traveled to Flanders and Italy. After the fall of Granada, it became 
imperative that Spain would become a country with one ruler (or set of rulers), one 
religion and one people.  The anti-Jewish feeling that had already developed among 
the urban masses made the decision to expel the Jews easier and popular. This was a 
bonus for the Catholic monarchs, but not the motivation for their actions.  The 
Jews could have been expelled at any point after 1391, but the reason they were 
given an ultimatum in 1492 was the perceived need on the part of the rulers to 
establish unity and homogeneity at the time of final victory over the Muslims. There 
is no evidence that Isabella and Ferdinand were particularly anti-Jewish in their 
attitudes, and, indeed, they acted generously towards Jews who had been close to 
the court (Suárez Fernández, 1980). It is also clear that the monarchs feared the 
negative repercussions that the expulsion would have on the economic health of 
their kingdoms. Simultaneously with the promulgation of the Edict of Expulsion, 
Isabel and Ferdinand made a real effort to encourage Jews to convert and, therefore, 
stay in the country. The monarchs particularly welcomed (and rewarded) the 
conversion of Jewish notables since it encouraged the conversion of the lesser folk 
(Meyerson, 1992:132-133). The decision to issue the Edict of Granada was a 
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political one regardless of how the monarchs actually felt about their Jewish 
subjects. The Edict explains that the reason for the expulsion was the continuous 
efforts on the part of the Jews to subvert order by bringing conversos back to the 
Jewish religion (an argument raised several centuries earlier by the Fourth Council 
of Toledo and the Siete Partidas). Those motives had existed since the aftermath of 
the riots of 1391. Why did the Catholic rulers decide to act in 1492?  The answer 
may be in a document that does not appear obviously political. 

It is not a coincidence that 1492, the year of the fall of Granada and the 
expulsion of the Jews, is also the year when the first Castilian grammar was 
published by the humanist Antonio de Nebrija under the title Arte de la Lengua 
Castellana. This work was the first formal grammar of any European vernacular 
language. Several grammatical treatises had been written during the Middle Ages 
about the Romance language of the troubadours, but these works were essentially 
manuals concerned with proper literary style rather than proper linguistic works 
(Quirós, 1996: 143). In the prologue to his book, which is addressed to Queen 
Isabel, Nebrija explains how the Romans, who created a great empire, imposed their 
language upon the conquered peoples (Nebrija, 1492: a.ii-a.iiii). In a similar fashion, 
it was now the turn of Castile to impose its language over the peoples of its 
emerging empire. Nebrija explains how the Castilian language began to gain strength 
during the time of Alfonso X and then spread to Aragon and Navarre; the spread of 
the language paralleled the spread of Castilian hegemony. The grammarian 
proclaims that after the “purging of our religion” (meaning the expulsion of the 
Jews) and the “defeat of the enemies of our faith in war by the force of arms” (the 
final victory over the Muslims), after the imposition of “justice” and laws that “unite 
and make us live as equals in this great [military] company that we call the kingdom 
and republic of Castile, there is nothing left but the flourishing of peace and the 
arts.” And among those arts, the first one is grammar, the grammar of Castilian 
language. This grammar will establish the superiority and supremacy of Castilian not 
only over the language of infidels but also over Biscayans, Navarrese, French, 
Italians and all other groups who “have a need” for Castilian. Nebrija’s prologue 
articulates (at one of the most defining points in Spanish history) the policy of 
unification and homogenization that Isabel had pursued since her marriage to 
Ferdinand (a project initiated a hundred years earlier by her Trastámara ancestors).  

As we look back to the three periods examined in this study, we notice that 
the policies and laws that emanated from the Visigothic and Castilian State against 
Jews or elements perceived as Jewish came at crucial points in the Iberian rulers’ 
attempt to develop strong centralized rule, periods of state consolidation, dynastic 
legitimization, and monopolization of power. The Iberian Jewish question is vastly 
complex; however, through the analysis of comprehensive law codes like the Liber 
Iudiciorum and the Siete Partidas or momentous edicts like the Edict of Expulsion we 
can delineate policy trends and elucidate the motives behind the legislation against 
the Jews. While throughout the Middle Ages we can observe a general animosity and 
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virulent hostility towards Jews in terms of their religion or ethno-social condition, 
the laws that regulated them, constrained them, and, eventually expelled them, 
emerged organically and pragmatically out of the rulers’ need to homogenize their 
subjects as part of their efforts to strengthen the State.  The Liber Iudiciorum appears 
at a defining moment for the Visigothic kingdom, as Chindaswinth and his 
immediate successors want to establish and legitimize dynastic succession. The Siete 
Partidas appear in the aftermath of the unification of Castile and Leon and the re-
conquest of large territories from the Muslims. The Edict of Expulsion is published as 
the Reconquista culminates with an absolute Christian victory and the marital union 
of Castile and Aragon makes single rule over the whole Iberian Peninsula plausible. 
In all three instances the architects of anti-Jewish legislation used the law to activate 
latent anti-Jewish sentiments incubated over the course of many generations among 
the social elites and the populace. In all three instances the anti-Jewish legislation 
forms part of a greater project of State-building. In all three instances the legislation 
emanates from an ideology that professes imperial aspirations over the whole 
Peninsula. In all three instances the legislation is part of an attempt by the rulers of a 
proto-national Spain to attain political hegemony, social seamlessness, religious 
uniformity, and cultural singularity. 

Less than a month after the publication of Nebrija’s Castilian grammar, 
Columbus discovered America and set the stage for the creation of a Castilian 
world-empire. Not only was Spain becoming Castilian; the world was becoming 
Spanish. Without any Jews left in Spain (at least from the legal perspective), the 
project of homogenization turned towards other groups within Spain: the gitanos5 
(legislation against them enacted in 1499), the iluminados, the moriscos (expelled in 
1610), to a lesser degree Catalans and Basques, but above all the conversos, in whom 
Spaniards saw the ghost of Jewishness. In 1492 royal policy converged with popular 
anti-Jewish sentiment; over the course of the sixteenth century anti-Jewish prejudice 
and notions of purity of blood became ideology, and finally ideology became royal 
policy. By this time, however, the target of anti-Jewish ideology was an artificial 
construct created and sustained in equal parts by the monarchy, the Church, the 
cultural elite and the people. At least in this respect, the rulers of Spain were 
successful in building the illusion of homogeneity.   
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