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To

Sir John H. Elliott

¡Qué amigo de sus amigos!

¡Qué señor para criados

y parientes!

¡Qué enemigo de enemigos!

¡Qué maestro de esforçados

y valientes!

¡Qué seso para discretos!

¡Qué gracia para donosos!

¡Qué razón!

¡Qué benigno a los sujetos

y a los bravos y dañosos,

un león!

Jorge Manrique
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Preface to the second edition

Preface to the second edition of Spanish society, 1348–1700

The first edition of Spanish Society, 1400–1600 appeared more than a decade and a half ago in 2001. Since then, there have been many important works on the social history of early modern Europe and of late medieval and early modern Spain. My own work has changed dramatically over that period of time and, although I still think that my book has held its own over the period since its first publication, clearly, there are many things I would do quite differently today. Over the course of my long career, I have written many books to the chagrin of trees and to the well-being of insomniacs. Of all the books I have written, however, Spanish Society has always been, and remains, my favourite. When I wrote it towards the end of the twentieth century, I was able to work on both sides of the chronological divide (the dreaded 1492) and to argue against the rigid distinctions between medieval and early modern. The book also allowed me to draw from literature and to use culture as a means to understand social structures and the social meaning of cultural artefacts. As such, though profoundly anchored in social history, the first edition of Spanish Society, 1400–1600 sought to integrate culture into social developments. Liking the original so much, I am a bit reluctant to admit that a highly revised second edition is necessary. One’s own sense of possession of one’s work and the illusory sense that the works one writes are truly enduring (which of course they are not) may lead me to attempt only a cosmetic reassessment of my 2001 efforts. This is not the case here, and over the years I have come to realise that a somewhat longer and different book, while not discarding what was accomplished in the first edition, was necessary.

Chronology, geography, culture and religion: Spain in a global society

Chronology

I should begin with the most obvious change in the nature of this second edition, that is, changes in the chronological span of the book. In the first edition, I was constrained by the dates dictated by the demands for a series on social history for which my Spanish Society, 1400–1600 was just one of the volumes commissioned by the general editor of the series. Although I sought to provide some background for the period before 1400, as well as to go well beyond 1600 and to illustrate some discreet aspects of social change with historical vignettes drawn from before and after those chronological boundaries, the results were not always satisfactory. Clearly, the sweeping impact of the Black Death in the mid-fourteenth century, the end of Alfonso XI’s reign in 1350 (the only king to die from the plague in Western Europe and to maintain some semblance of order in Castile during the turbulent fourteenth century), the rising tide of violence against religious minorities and myriad of other developments had an important impact on the social structures of peninsular kingdoms. These developments need to be explicated in greater detail if one is to make sense of social change in the later centuries.

The first edition chronological terminus, 1600, coincided roughly with an important landmark, the death of Philip II in 1598, widespread epidemics throughout Iberia and economic decline. Nonetheless, for the next hundred years, the Habsburgs still ruled in the different Spanish kingdoms. Clearly, the seventeenth century witnessed the almost break-up of the Spanish monarchy in 1640, military defeats in the Low Countries and elsewhere in Central Europe, the rise of France, the Dutch republic and, to a lesser extent, England (all three enemies of Spain) as the hegemonic power(s) in Western Europe. The seventeenth century also observed the final settlement of religious warfare but without any real gains after more than a century of war. The troubled (almost tragic) end of the Habsburg dynasty in the Iberian Peninsula in 1700 triggered new social issues. We cannot see the development of new attitudes towards social groups or the rise of religious sensibilities unless we understand the political and cultural context of the long seventeenth century. It was, after all, a general European crisis that affected Spain as much as it did the rest of the continent. The War of Spanish Succession, the coming of a Bourbon dynasty to rule Spain in the eighteenth century and beyond signalled a new period in Spain’s (now truly Spain as a centralised monarchy to the detriment of traditional autonomies and liberties) institutions, economy and social life. Two new concluding chapters (Chapter 11 and 12) address mostly seventeenth century issues and what I may call the social and cultural history of a society in crisis.

Geography

Although the first edition aimed at examining Spanish society in the wider context of the expansive Spanish world, the reality is that the main thrust of my arguments and of the historical issues examined focused mostly on the Iberian Peninsula. Since 2001, world history and a global approach to historical phenomena have transformed the manner in which we study the past. In the case of Spain, the first global empire, this is even more pertinent. While writing a social history of the entire Iberian world would yield a book very different from the original one, I hope to extend slightly the geographical boundaries of my inquiry in this second edition. Although, as I note, writing a social history of the entire Spanish world is beyond the scope of this work and beyond my abilities, then or now, I would like to draw more information from other areas of the Spanish Empire (and then monarchy after 1556). After all, natives in the New World were a significant part of the Spanish social structure. Conversos in Mexico or Cuzco, as Nathan Wachtel has shown, were also part of that world in ways that were similar, and yet distinct from those of the peninsula.

Similarly, the Spanish enclaves in North Africa, Oran, Ceuta, Melilla and elsewhere had different social histories than those in the metropolis. Conversos and Moriscos played important roles in North Africa as translators and interlocutors that would have been inconceivable in sixteenth and seventeenth-century Spain. Jews were welcome in these North African enclaves while barred from the peninsular kingdoms. And then, there are the issues of Spaniards in Rome, Naples, Milan and elsewhere. Whether they were part of the heavy footprint of Spanish administration and religious life in Italy, or living on the margins as Conversos and Jews in the Roman (and Venetian) ghettoes, they were also part of Spain’s outreach to the outside world. And we find Spaniards in the Low Countries and in Germany either as administrators, merchants or soldiers. They carried with them elements of Spanish culture into different parts of the world, but they also borrowed important cultural tools from the diverse contexts in which they lived and worked, and then brought that back to Spain.

Culture and religion

Although the first edition of Spanish Society is filled with literary references and deploys literary texts as a way to understand social relations and structures, I neglected to deploy other cultural forms that reflected specific social issues. For example (a topic to be explored in greater detail in a new chapter), in seventeenth century Seville, as Amanda Wunder shows in a recent book, in the midst of growing political, economic and social crises, the leading citizens of Seville invested in the building of churches, in the decoration of religious sculptures, religious painting and similar pious enterprises. What did such activities mean in the context of Spanish society? What did the emphasis on vivid representations of blood and suffering so intensely depicted in Baroque Spain mean for the social and cultural history of early modern Spain?

Similarly, although I address the clergy as one of the orders in Spanish society, I did not pay enough attention to religion as an institution that helped shaped the contours of Spanish society. In Spain and the Iberian world, religion played an important role, not just in the spiritual life of the Spanish population but also in the manner in which social relations were constructed. Religion pervaded the very fabric of society and shaped the manner in which the dominant religion – Catholic Christianity – related to the world at large and to other religious groups in their midst – Protestants, Jews, Muslims. Thus, religion played a fundamental role in the forging of social differences, artistic production, while also influencing political decisions and foreign policy. Finally, Chapter 12, a new concluding chapter focuses on two discreet topics. The first addresses the nature of culture in seventeenth century Iberia as a context for the decline of Spain and the troubled rule of the late Habsburgs in the peninsula. By presenting a case study of the role of magic, Hermeticism and other cultural tropes in the social life of Spanish people, I attempt to see how these esoteric forms of knowledge pervaded the life of Spaniards on both sides of the Atlantic, and modified the growing austerity of seventeenth century Catholic doctrine. The second is the unavoidable issue of decline and the growing awareness by statesmen and the learned that “disillusionment” had become an important aspect of their world.

Spain in a global society

As much as I am able to do so, I would like to place some of the developments in social history within a global context. Spain was the first truly global empire, and peninsular social norms were replicated throughout its vast possessions beyond the sea. Royal and princely entries, a topic we explore with a great deal of detail in chapters below, were replicated by viceroys and episcopal entries in Mexico City, Cuzco and elsewhere throughout the empire. The Inquisition in Mexico and in Peru also found Conversos allegedly practising Judaism. In time, the Inquisition would come to monitor the beliefs of natives, found to have relapsed into their ancestral practices. While there were important differences and geographical contexts, there was continuity in social practices (if one wishes, as I do, to think of religion as a social practice) throughout the vast arc of Spanish lands around the world.


Preface to the first edition

For far too long ‘social history’ was regularly, even routinely defined dismissively and negatively along the lines of ‘history with the high politics, economics and diplomacy left out’. Over the latter decades of the twentieth century, however, a virtual revolution in the sub-discipline of ‘social history’ gathered momentum, fuelled not only by historians but also by specialists from such established academic disciplines as anthropology, economics, politics and especially sociology, and enriched by contributors from burgeoning cultural, demographic, media and women’s studies. At the cusp of the twenty-first century, the prime rationale of the recently launched ‘Social History of Europe’ series is to reflect the cumulative achievement and reinforce the ripening respectability of what may be positively yet succinctly defined as nothing less than the ‘history of society’.

Initiated by the late Professor Harry Hearder of the University of Wales, the ‘Social History of Europe’ series is conceived as an ambitious and open-ended collection of wide-ranging general surveys charting the history of the peoples of the major European nations, states and regions through key phases in their societal development from the late Middle Ages to the present. The series is not designed to become necessarily either chronologically or geographically all-embracing, although certain pre-eminent areas and periods will demand a systematic sequence of coverage. Typically, a volume covers a period of about one century, but longer (and occasionally shorter) time-spans are proving appropriate. A degree of modest chronological overlap between volumes covering a particular nation, state or region is acceptable where justified by the historical experience.

Each volume in the series is written by a commissioned European or American expert and, while synthesising the latest scholarship in the field, is invigorated by the findings and preoccupations of the author’s original research. As works of authority and originality, all contributory volumes are of genuine interest and value to the individual author’s academic peers.

Even so, the contributory volumes are not intended to be scholarly monographs addressed to the committed social historian but broader synoptic overviews which serve a non-specialist general readership. All the volumes are therefore intended to take the ‘textbook dimension’ with due seriousness, with authors recognising that the long-term success of the series will depend on its usefulness to, and popularity with, an international undergraduate and postgraduate student readership. In the interests of accessibility, the provision of notes and references to accompany the text is suitably restrained and all volumes contain a select bibliography, a chronology of principal events, a glossary of foreign and technical terms and a comprehensive index.

Inspired by the millennial watershed but building upon the phenomenal specialist progress recorded over the last quarter-century, the eventually multi-volume ‘Social History of Europe’ is dedicated to the advancement of an intellectually authoritative and academically cosmopolitan perspective on the multi-faceted historical development of the European continent.

Raymond Pearson
Professor of Modern European History
University of Ulster
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Introduction

From medieval to early modern

Historians of late medieval and early modern Spain have long seen the reign of the Catholic Monarchs (Isabella, 1474–1504, and Ferdinand, 1479–1516) as a watershed between two historical periods: the Middle Ages and the onset of modernity. To be sure, 1492 – annus mirabilis of the Castilian and Aragonese kingdoms; symbol of centralising reforms – witnessed momentous events in the history of the peninsula. Nonetheless, the centrality assigned to the capture of Granada, the expulsion of the Jews and the encounter between the Old World and the New have obscured far more enduring historical transformations.

Although some historians, most notably Sir John H. Elliott in his magisterial Imperial Spain, 1469–1716,1 have noted a continuity between the late Middle Ages and the early modern period, most textbooks and monographs dealing with the history of Spain, whether in English, Spanish or French, faithfully tread the chronological path that splits the Middle Ages and the onset of modernity into discrete periods. This is the case for texts introducing students to the history of Spain as well as for those addressing the erudite.2 The truth is that we remain prisoners of chronological constructs. Like other histories, Spanish historiography absorbed the positivism of leading nineteenth-century European historians and adopted the concept of iron-clad epochs and the view that prominent political events – les grandes journées – demarcate distinct historical periods.3

Nevertheless, 1492 did signal important landmarks in the political life of the Spains. The conquest of Granada, the expulsion of the Jews, the encounter with the New World were events of high historical significance, and collectively they had a dramatic impact on the mentality of Castilians, Aragonese, Catalans and other inhabitants of heterogeneous Spain.

The problem with these sharp chronological divisions, however, is that they arbitrarily separate the late Middle Ages from the early modern period. They also privilege political history over historiographical perspectives that are at least as important, or more so. Of course, I am referring here to the social and economic history of the Spanish kingdoms, conceived not as an appendage to a central political discourse but as manifesting a centrality of its own.

My aim in this book is quite straightforward. I wish to question the traditional periodization of the history of Spain, to suggest new ways of thinking about the late Middle Ages and the early modern period and to envisage social change as occurring independently of political watersheds. The dates 1348 and 1700, the chronological starting and ending points of this book, serve as arbitrary landmarks that link the social worlds of western Europe and signal the bridging of historical periods traditionally held apart: the late medieval and the early modern. One of my contentions in this book is that a history of the sixteenth-and-seventeenth centuries cannot be written without a thorough grounding in the preceding century, and vice versa.

Nonetheless, the extent to which formulations of social (and, by implication, economic) history have depended on chronological boundaries is evident in the pioneering and monumental Historia de España y América, written under the direction of the great Jaume Vicens Vives.4 More than forty years after its original publication in 1957, this multi-volume work remains a model of how to organise a discussion of social history; at the same time, despite the originality and forward vision of Vicens Vives, the project did not escape the chronological impositions of a ruling ideology that conceived the history of Spain, and still conceives it, as a move from one significant date to another (1212, 1492, 1588, 1598, 1640, 1715, 1812) or as a record of ruling dynasties or systems (the Trastámaras, the Habsburgs, the Bourbons, the Republic). Thus, the second volume of Vicens Vives’s collection closes arbitrarily (from the standpoint of social and economic history) with political events, such as the end of the reign of the Catholic Monarchs and the dissolution of the Trastámara dynasty, instead of with social or economic shifts such as the series of uprisings in Castile, Valencia and elsewhere in the 1520s, or the influx of American gold and silver from the 1530s onwards. And the formidable third volume ends in a similar fashion, with the dwindling of Habsburg rule in Spain, rather than with the more significant demographic and economic transformations of the mid-eighteenth century.

This criticism notwithstanding, one cannot but praise the efforts of Vicens Vives and of most of the historians who contributed to the Historia de España y América – in particular, the authors of volume III who delivered a history of mentalités and of marginality, topics still unexplored in Spain and in many other places outside of France in the 1950s.5 We now have another excellent entry in the field of social history. As I was completing the last chapter of the first edition of this book, James Casey’s excellent monograph Early Modern Spain: A Social History appeared in print. After the initial scare of perhaps finding that the project I had spent years on had been pre-empted, I realised after a careful reading that our approaches to the social history of Spain diverge considerably. Casey’s Early Modern Spain deals with a different chronological period. Although he makes revealing incursions into the period before 1500, the main thrust of his research is the early modern period, above all the seventeenth century, which anchors his earlier research. My book, on the other hand, emphasises the continuity between the late Middle Ages and the early modern period. Moreover, Casey addresses topics other than the ones that are my main concerns. While he looks closely at religion and the family, I emphasise festivals, violence and daily life. In the end, the two books provide complementary accounts of Spain’s social history from 1348 to the end of the ancien régime, but from varying chronological and methodological perspectives. But the problem remains unsolved. Like the dates in Vicens Vives’s Historia de España y América, those in Casey’s narrative (1492 and 1500) remain a formidable wedge between epochs – the medieval and the early modern – and reinforce the strict boundaries set by political events.

When we cling to such chronological markers as 1492 and, therefore, to a specific kind of one-dimensional history, we become captive to a conception of history as politics. This deters us from studying historical transformations over la longue durée, from describing and explaining change over a long period of time – a task that is, after all, the fundamental duty of the historian. I should emphasise of course that social and economic history should not be studied or written without the proper political context. Nonetheless, in terms of underlying social structure, culture, mentalité and the discourse of daily life, changes often occur imperceptibly; and in the case of late medieval and early modern Spain, whenever we perceive a sharp break, it bears no connection to 1492. If we could view and study the social history of Spain as a continuum, as a progression of social change that takes place over the course of centuries, then the distinctions between medieval and early modern would cease to be meaningful or useful.

Other aspects of writing social history are equally deserving of reassessment. Textbook after textbook describes Spain as a society of distinct orders (la sociedad estamental). They then give us a quick synopsis of these orders, almost always in a descending and fixedly hierarchical arrangement: nobility first, clergy second, the rest later. Missing from this analysis is the complex set of relations among different social groups, as well as the wide range of possibilities within groups. Let me offer a few examples.

Writing in the late 1320s, Don Juan Manuel (1282–ca.1348), a prince of royal blood and one of the most troublesome nobles in late medieval Castile, described the social order of his day in El libro de los estados (The Book of Orders). Borrowing from well-established medieval notions of the tripartite division of society, Don Juan Manuel imagined a social hierarchy that was neatly divided into three broad orders (estamentos): those who pray (the clergy), those who fight (the nobility), and the rest, the immense majority of the population he defined as labradores (literally, those who work the land). An additional category acknowledged urban dwellers, in turn divided into three subcategories: the upper urban elite of the bourgeoisie, mercantile groups, and labourers (menestrales).

In adopting the tripartite division of society prevailing in medieval Western Europe, Don Juan Manuel followed a tradition which maintained that felicity in this world and salvation in the next depended largely on accepting one’s assigned place in the social hierarchy. Don Juan Manuel’s convictions, however, ran counter to the changing realities of the late Middle Ages. His lofty views of the privileges of the noble estate, and his dismissive comments on those who worked, found their comeuppance in the urban militias that were manned by the very merchants and artisans he had branded as peasants, militias which defeated him time and again on the battlefields of northern Castile. Don Juan Manuel’s normative categories may read well on paper and accurately reflect the mindset of an aristocrat in mid-fourteenth-century Castile, but they bear little relation to the fluid social world of late medieval Spain, where status was constantly being redefined by wealth and war.6

Writing more than a century later, in the 1470s, Jorge Manrique (ca.1440–79) – by birth, a scion of one of the noblest families in Castile and Don Juan Manuel’s social equal; by vocation, an indefatigable warrior and poet – presents us with a far more nuanced view of social structure. In his extraordinarily beautiful poem ‘Ode to the Death of my Father’ (Coplas a la muerte de mi padre), Jorge Manrique reflects on the levelling properties of death. Comparing our lives to rivers that flow into a sea ‘which is dying’, he notes that all rivers, large and small, run into the sea, and that all are equal, ‘those who live by the [work of their] hands and those who are rich’.7

In a poem intended to praise the nobility of his father, this is indeed a remarkable statement. For Manrique, at least in these pages, society is divided into two distinct groups: those who work with their hands (the poor) and those who do not work (the rich). Thus, he somewhat sets aside the divinely inspired hierarchies presumed to sustain medieval life. Instead, it is wealth and work that define social categories. In the same vein, in Gutierre Díaz de Gámez’s The Unconquered Knight: A Chronicle of the Deeds of Don Pero Niño (known in Spanish as El Victorial), written in the 1430s and 1440s, the true honour of knighthood resides not in birth, titles or displays of arms, but in dedication and commitment to knightly ideals. ‘Not all are knights who ride upon horses; neither are all knights to whom kings give arms. They have the name but they do not pursue the calling’.8 Manrique, of course, would have agreed with that.

The sentiments expressed in these poems and in other literary works of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries reveal confusion in the face of loosening social categories and the difficulty of discerning who was noble and who was not, who was a true Christian and who not, or, as was often debated in fifteenth-century Spain, who was a New Christian and who was an Old one. Thus, Miguel de Cervantes (1547–1616), writing in an ironic mode, could have Sancho Panza argue that since he was an Old Christian – meaning, a peasant who could brandish his ‘purity of blood’ as opposed to the merchants and nobles who bore Converso ties – he had the right to be made a duke. More to the point, in the second volume of Don Quijote, Sancho, quoting his grandmother, states that there are only two lineages in the world: those who have and those who have not (el tener y el no tener).9Similarly, the peasants of Lope de Vega’s (1562–1635) many rousing plays, among them Fuente Ovejuna and Peribáñez y el comendador de Ocaña, or the farmers of Calderón de la Barca’s (1600–81) El Alcalde de Zalamea, embody nobility and faithfulness to the strictest code of honour, while their noble adversaries and tormentors epitomise villainy.

But right behaviour and Christian ideals were slowly eroding, as the influx of American silver and the birth of capitalism gave rise to new attitudes towards wealth. Many literary works touched on these economic transformations and the altered relations among social groups. ‘More entailments [mayorazgos] are created by money and education than by the exercise of arms’,10 wrote Cervantes in Don Quijote, his numerous examples reflecting perhaps on his own troubled life. A similar though vitriolic indictment of the porosity of social classes appears in Francisco de Quevedo’s (1580–1645) Letrilla, a poem about the role of money in early modern Spain. Money, Quevedo wrote, makes nobles out of inferior people and Christians out of Moors; it buys favours, it buys love, it makes the ugly beautiful.

These literary depictions had real-life corollaries that illustrate the difficulties in discussing social hierarchies between 1400 and 1600. The old, ‘feudal’, tripartite social model was imported into the contemporary world as part of Western European elites’ idealised and self-serving representation of themselves; yet this official script was challenged daily by the radical transmutation of economic roles and the onslaught of money, war and politics. The perviousness of social boundaries, the role of wealth and work and the growing secularisation of society outpaced and eventually overthrew the elaborate social distinctions that, devolving from God downwards, had provided assurance to the few against the many and held the promise of order and salvation to the population at large. This is not to say, of course, that uneven relationships did not persist. They did, but were couched in the new idioms of class, education and personal – as opposed to collective – achievement.

Modern historians, however, have not yet overcome the Circe-like fascination with estates and orders. These tidy categories have led to oversimplified accounts of complex and perplexing systems of social accommodation and conflict. The tripartite division of society has supplied an elegant explanation for the interaction between diverse social groups, but it has obscured or ignored countless variations within each order. A well-to-do merchant in fifteenth-century Burgos, a commercial centre in northern Castile, wore armour, proudly carried his heraldic colours, and lived in a well-appointed house in which he might even have hosted kings.11 In spite of his commercial or professional pursuits, a sixteenth-century ‘honoured citizen’ of Barcelona had a far more aristocratic lifestyle and mentality than a destitute nobleman, barely scraping a living in some obscure corner of Spain.12 The poor hidalgo (lower-level Castilian nobility) in Lazarillo de Tormes, a picaresque novel of the mid-sixteenth century, lived as marginal and hungry a life as did his socially inferior counterparts. Examples, and exceptions, abound indeed; they all point to the uncertain character of social classifications. This is doubly the case in Spain, where social filiation, family organisation, terms of inheritance, economic conditions and the relationship between those on top and those below varied dramatically and regionally.

Conventional descriptions of the social order thus leave a great deal to be desired. Perhaps the best way to describe a society in transition from orders to classes is to offer a typology of social filiation or positioning that is based on privilege, tax-exemption and power. For, ultimately, two broad categories held sway: those who, because of wealth, legal prerogatives and social standing were part of the hegemonic order; and those who, lacking some or all of these attributes, were not. But such a typology cannot be dogmatic. The category of social and economic class is, after all, as problematic as that of ancient social orders. In devising such constructs – and we must remember that they are nothing but semantic constructs – we need to keep a careful eye on variations within each social category. Relationships of power, of hegemon to subaltern, are found not only across but within groups as well. A powerful rico hombre in fifteenth-century Spain had more in common with a semi-aristocratic merchant in Burgos, in terms of taste, lifestyle and power, than with a poor hidalgo. The opening of the second volume of Don Quijote offers a glimpse of the internecine struggles, animosities and envy that existed between hidalgos and caballeros. As might have been the case in real life, the caballeros of the unnamed village of La Mancha resented the use of the title Don by Alonso Quijano, the deluded man soon to become Don Quixote.

Conversely, types of marginality ranged widely, and we err when we lump together all Conversos, or all Moriscos. Although ancestry provided a common bond and served as a deterrent to integration into Spanish society, it is clear that rank, money, education and place of residence accounted at least as much for the ease with which some individuals and families crossed over or assimilated into specific social niches in Spain.13

With these introductory remarks as context for the discussion that follows, this book opens with a short chapter on the geography and political life of Spain between 1348 and 1700. By providing a broad outline of Spanish history during this period, I try to address the economic, political and cultural history of these three centuries and a half and their links to social developments. I also take into account the discovery of, and encounter with, the New World as well as the impact of America on the social fabric and the demographic resources of Spain (especially in Castile). Part II introduces the concept of orders (estamentos). This part includes three broad chapters organised around Sancho’s maxim on the haves and the have-nots. We begin with those who worked: the peasants and urban dwellers who did not enjoy the vast social and legal privileges of their betters. The following chapter examines in some detail the lives of nobles and clergymen. A third and final chapter focuses on those living on the margins of society. Part III, on the tenor of life in late medieval and early modern Spain, explores a series of interrelated topics: violence and resistance; festivals and the character of daily life; diet and dress as sites for social exchange and as links between groups. How did these social groups interact? Under what terms? To what purpose? The forms of social exchange encompassed a wide range of public events: royal entries, religious spectacles, festive cycles, civil wars, mob violence. And on these occasions, boundaries – and connections – between social groups were forged, contested, negotiated. Part IV examines the role of religion, esoteric knowledge and decline in the diverse worlds of the Spanish Monarchy. In the end, it was all about power: who had power, and how they contrived to exert it; who lacked power, and how they managed to endure.
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Part I

The geographical and political setting


1  The making of Spain

The social history of Spain, or, more precisely, of the Spains, must always be placed against the variegated backdrop of Iberian geography, climate, language and economic patterns. To a large extent, village size, family structure and social position were governed by regional conditions, by what the land would allow to grow. Climate and topography thus determined the location of towns and villages as well as the amount of rent nobles could extract from their peasants.

Spain’s ecological diversity is unmatched by that of any other country in Western Europe. Few places in Europe have suffered such adverse climatic conditions (extreme heat and severe cold) and so hostile an environment (thin soil, little water) as did parts of Spain (the Castilian plateau, western Aragon) in the late Middle Ages.

If we think of Spain in the plural – the Spains – it is not only because in 1350 or in 1700 a unified Spain in a true political sense had not yet come into being, but also because the country as a whole (that is, geographical Spain as part of the Iberian Peninsula) was, and remains, sharply divided into distinct topographical and climatic regions. The availability of water in Aragon, Castile and Andalusia played a crucial role in creating starkly contrasting conditions of wealth and poverty. One cannot, therefore, accept the notion of a social history of Spain that privileges the history of one region over another. Castile may have become synonymous with Spain because of its demographic and political hegemony in the late Middle Ages and early modern period, but Castile was certainly not all of Spain. For the sake of convenience, however, historians often describe a region as normative and the rest as variations of or as parallels to that norm. This kind of ‘history from the centre’ regards politics as the prime mover of historical events and subordinates the study of social structure to that of political power. Geography teaches us otherwise. This observation becomes even more pertinent when one considers Spain, not just as the regions under Spanish royal jurisdiction in the Iberian Peninsula (which also included Portugal and its empire from 1580 to 1640), but as a complex and multi-faceted collection of territories in the Americas, the Pacific, North Africa, the Low Countries (Flanders, Brabant, and elsewhere), Italy, and, certainly under Charles V, Germany and Central Europe. While I here examine mostly the geographical contours of the Spains to be found in the Iberian homeland, it is important to remember the variety of ecological settings that the Spaniards settled, inhabited, fought for, and in which they often died.

Look at a map of Spain (p. xvii), and you will see a series of subregions in which political, linguistic, social and cultural boundaries run parallel to the geographical contours of the land. Follow the slopes of the mountain ranges, the edges of the great high plains and the courses of the rivers, and you will find the topographical features sorting themselves into subdivisions which often (but not always) coalesce into particular political entities, or which, in an age of fragmented political autonomy, become individual Spains within the larger context of the peninsular state. Look at a map of the Spanish monarchy in 1500 or 1700, it included a diversity of ecological habitats and topographical features encompassing all the possibilities for geographical diversity. From the flat and water-saturated plains of Flanders, to the tropical and semi-tropical lands in the Americas and the Philippines, to the great prairies in the American Southwest or the Pampas, Spaniards faced a variety of geographical settings that impacted their social relations with each other and with the environment. It is of course impossible to summarise all these distinct geographical habitats, and below, the emphasis is on the Iberian homeland.1

Geography, climate and language2

Northern Spain

On the northern edge of the peninsula, running from Galicia in the northwest to the French frontier in the northeast, a fertile ribbon of land – green Spain, as it is called – stretches between the Atlantic Ocean and the Bay of Biscay on its western and northern borders and the western spur of the Pyrenees Mountains (the Picos de Europa) at its southernmost limit. With its bountiful rain, temperate climate and small, numerous villages, the region as a whole has exhibited an age-old vocation for the sea and for maritime pursuits. Fishing fleets operated from Galician ports in the west as well as from the small Bay of Biscay ports (Guetaria, Gijón, Llanes, Fuenterrabía, Laredo, Castro-Urdiales and others) in the northern regions (Asturias, Cantabria and the Basque homeland). In the late Middle Ages and into the early modern period, the ports of the Bay of Biscay were, together with the Andalusian trade with America, the lifeline of the Spanish (by which I mean Castilian) economy. Iron, hides, honey, fat and other items were shipped to England and Flanders from these ports before 1350; and after the introduction of merino sheep, with their high-quality wool, a flow of mostly unprocessed wool found its way from central Castile to the northern ports and from there to the great textile centres of Flanders and Brabant. In a different direction, another great but far more expensive supply of finished cloth and other manufactured goods poured into Spain through the same ports. But the people of the North were not limited to mercantile activities and seafaring; dairy industries, cattle – which sold well in the Castilian plains – and fruit trees complemented the economy of the region. Yet, one of the main staples of the region was men. Galicia, like the Basque country, was even then a land of migrants, its enterprising men pursuing work and business in central Spain or in faraway America.

Despite their congruities, this green Spain was divided further into very distinct subregions. In the period between 1350 and 1700, most Galician peasants and the poor in the countryside spoke their own language. The Galician language was older than Castilian, which eventually became the hegemonic language in the peninsula; it was also closer to its derivative language, Portuguese. In the central Middle Ages, the period before the rise of Castilian as a literary language (the twelfth and thirteenth centuries), Galician had been the chosen language of courtly poetry (the cantigas), but after the 1250s it declined precipitously and remained in decline until its brilliant renaissance in the late nineteenth century and re-emergence in the late twentieth century as one of the diverse languages of Spain’s autonomías.

The economic structure of the region, which was dominated by ruthless lords with extremely fractured land holdings, differed considerably from that of neighbouring Asturias or of the faraway Basque country in the east. The mountains separating Galicia from Asturias, albeit unimposing, mark a veritable linguistic and economic frontier. Asturias, which, between the mid-fourteenth century and 1700, did not experience the economic and political transformations that had touched most parts of the peninsula, is also quite distinct from its eastern neighbour, Cantabria. Though less widespread than Galician was in the west, the Asturian dialect was the lingua franca of the Asturian countryside and of the isolated villages located in the region’s rugged mountains and high valleys.

Galicia and Asturias contrast vividly with the area known today as Cantabria, a region stretching roughly from San Vicente de la Barquera in the west to Castro-Urdiales in the east and the mountain passes of El Escudo in the south. Linguistically, politically and economically (but not geographically), Cantabria was fully integrated into the kingdom of Castile in the late Middle Ages and the early modern period; it only found its autonomous identity in the fever of regional patriotism that swept Spain after Franco’s death in 1975.

To the east of Cantabria, the Basque Provinces were a world unto themselves in the Middle Ages, just as they are today. If geographical differences among the regions of the green north are minimal, the Basques, who lived and still live on both sides of the Pyrenees, were able to sustain a separate identity in the face of centralising pressures from the Castilian monarchs in the Middle Ages, and later from the kings and dictators of Spain. Basque was not a literary language in the period under consideration, and its many dialects and variations, spoken mostly in isolated mountain villages, were often incomprehensible even to native Basque speakers. Basque identity, contrary to Galician or Catalan identity, was thus far more centred on a sense of ethnic consciousness than it was on linguistic filiation. The fact that many of these differences resurfaced in the last two decades of the twentieth century (in Galicia, the Basque country, and Catalonia) reveals their original vehemence and underscores the historical, geographical and linguistic fragmentation of early modern Spain.

Central Spain

Below northern green Spain lie the two great plains of Castile. Early modern travellers, coming across mountain passes from the north, always remarked on the sharp contrasts between verdant Cantabria, Asturias, or the Basque country and the unyielding wastelands which, as transitional ecological habitats, led first into the high meseta (plateau) of Old Castile, and later across the Central Sierras into the lower altitude of the meseta of New Castile.3 Geographically, the plains of Castile are the central feature of the Iberian Peninsula. Politically and economically, the cities on the northern plain (Burgos, Valladolid, Segovia) and those further south in New Castile and Andalusia (Toledo, Madrid, Seville) served as loci for the centralising tendencies of the Castilian Crown and as centres for the spread of Castilian hegemony through language, culture, economic power and political leadership.

The high altitude of the northern plain became an important factor, creating severe problems for agriculture and life in general. Intense cold in winter, scorching heat during most of July and August, hailstorms and snow showers as late as April and May, thin top soil, little rainfall (the rain in Spain, contrary to Professor Higgins’s ditty, falls mainly elsewhere, not on the plain), and various environmental calamities made cultivating vineyards and growing corn and other staples of the medieval and early modern diet a trying enterprise.

Villages and towns clung to meagre rivers and rivulets that were separated from each other by wide-open and arid spaces. Foreign travellers, upon crossing the great plains of Old Castile in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, plaintively decried its ‘emptiness’ and the ‘lack of wooded areas’; in typical fashion of outsiders, they complained bitterly of the greed and behaviour of the natives and, above all, of the rapacity of tax-collectors.4 Nonetheless, in spite of adverse conditions, the plains of Old Castile, and – after the Christian conquest of the regions south of the Central Sierras (Toledo in 1085, western Andalusia in the early thirteenth century) – the plains of New Castile and La Mancha, served together as a locus for the emergence of the hegemonic political entity in the peninsula: the kingdom of Castile-Léon. The language of the region, Castilian, became the dominant language in the peninsula by the sixteenth century; and it was transplanted by the conquistadors and Castilian settlers to the New World. In time, it became – though many continue, rightly, to object to this – synonymous with Spanish.

In the face of hardship, the peasants of Castile, through techniques of dry farming, extensive fallowing, transhumance and above all laborious toil, produced enough food and generated enough income in taxes to enable the Castilian monarchs to pursue their policies of expansion in the peninsula, and beyond Iberia itself. Because of its rugged geography, harsh climate and economic structure, Castile was nonetheless ill suited for its international role; and, as we shall see, its inhabitants paid a heavy toll for their hegemony in Europe.

We should not, however, think of central Spain (and many of the features described for this region here apply to parts of eastern Aragon as well) as a unified landscape. For Castile itself comprises many contrasting subregions – protected valleys, unyielding mountains, and subtropical ecological niches – where life differs markedly from the typical life of the plains. Even the hostile reports of foreigners are interspersed with glowing descriptions of bountiful areas, such as the Rioja.5

Southern Spain

How different from northern Spain were, and are, the southern parts of the peninsula. Coming over the mountain pass of Despeñaperros, the old boundary between New Castile and Andalusia, and across the ancient road (before modern highways tunnelled through the mountains), one enters a very distinct landscape. The elevations of Andalusia and Extremadura slope toward the sea, in search of their coastal destinies in the Atlantic and the Mediterranean. Like much of Spain, the south has rugged mountains, such as the Sierra Morena, the Serrania of Ronda. And, in the east, the imposing Sierra Nevada encircles Granada like strong walls in a fortress. There, in the Alpujarras, a mountain range south of the city of Granada and part of the Sierra Nevada, the Moriscos made their last stand in the late 1560s.

Yet, for all their climatic and topographical advantages over central Spain, Andalusia and the south in general are not as green as the humid north. Nonetheless, the low altitude of the valleys, the long rivers and the proximity to the Mediterranean allowed for fertile gardens and a culture of irrigation. Here, olive and orange trees, the vine, mulberry trees (which fed hard-working silk worms), spices and semi-tropical plants (sugar cane in the area of Valencia, as well as rice) served as the basis for economic (and social) structures entirely different from those in central Castile and the north. In Andalusia, Muslim rulers built gardens that looked like imaginary recreations of Paradise. The Alhambra, the palace of the last Nasrid rulers of Granada, and one of the most sensuous and beautiful buildings in Europe, is also a tribute to water: a graceful demonstration of the precise and scientific use of water and its transformative powers. Wherever one turns in the Alhambra, the sound of running water, of fountains, provides a soothing counterpoint to views of arid, brown, and, at times, snow-capped mountains surrounding the city. In Valencia, one of the few places Christian conquerors of the thirteenth century did not completely spoil, the fabled huertas (gardens) de Valencia continued to be tended by Moriscos and their descendants throughout the late Middle Ages and in the early modern period. It remained – unlike Murcia and other parts of Andalusia that became wastelands because of the transhumance – a productive and beautiful landscape much admired by foreign visitors. Jeronimo Munzer, travelling in Spain in 1494, described the city and its environs in luminous terms.6

Because of the advance of the Christian reconquest in the mid-thirteenth century, and the ensuing precipitous demographic and economic decline, western Andalusia and Extremadura became the terminus for large migrations of livestock (the Mesta) from northern (summer) to southern (winter) grazing lands. Moreover, after the mid-thirteenth century and the expulsion of the Muslims from western Andalusia (1260s), the region became the site for the emergence of large-landed estates or latifundia in Spain. These large estates dominated the landscape, and its numerous landless peasants, a true rural proletariat, fostered conditions for social conflict (see Chapter 2).

Eastern Spain

Last, but certainly not least, each of the two eastern kingdoms featured their own geographical peculiarities. Separate languages and political institutions paralleled these differences in topography and climate, even though the kingdom of Aragon, the county of Barcelona (Catalonia), and, later on, the kingdom of Valencia shared a common political life as the Crown of Aragon. Both Aragon and Catalonia share a common northern border, the rugged mountain range of the Pyrenees. But in Aragon the mountains, moving south, give way to an arid, often unyielding plain, whereas in Catalonia they form a series of descending fertile valleys. Separated from Old Castile by the Iberian mountain range (sistema ibérico), which runs roughly north–south in the eastern borders of the latter region, medieval Aragon did not enjoy the natural advantages of Catalonia, except along the banks of the river Ebro. Away from the sea, it suffered the same extremes of cold and heat as its neighbour, Castile. Its plains remained almost deserted, as the meagre population cleaved to the banks of the Ebro River and other smaller streams. Zaragoza, the capital of Aragon, thrived on the life-giving water of the river. Its lands were carefully cultivated by Mudejars and, after their nominal conversion to Christianity in the early sixteenth century, by Moriscos. One could say that the Aragonese spoke two languages: a Castilian borrowed from their nearby neighbour and peppered with their own accents and Catalan words; and Arabic, the language of the largely submissive (but not always peaceful) and exploited Morisco population. If travel accounts and literary works are reliable sources, the countryside of sixteenth-century Aragon, when not deserted, was inhabited by Moriscos.7 Though Christians also lived in rural villages, they chose to make their homes mainly in the large cities and towns of the kingdom, Zaragoza, Calatayud and others.

One may err off course in positing a seigneurial, rural, sparsely populated Aragon, as compared with a dynamic, urban (to the extent that we understand ‘urban’ in late medieval and early modern Europe) and commercial Catalonia. But no this formulation is not inaccurate by much. Most of Catalonia was blessed by a Mediterranean climate. The Mediterranean Sea, nearby, mitigated the harshness of seasons (winter and summer). But, as Fernand Braudel pointed out long ago, the Mediterranean can be quite cruel, and the lands on its shores are not lands of plenty. Nonetheless, Catalonia and its valleys sloping to the sea were far more fertile than their Aragonese counterparts (except for the Ebro basin), and its climate was more moderate along the coast.

Catalonia, in spite of economic and demographic reverses in the late Middle Ages, remained an enterprising region. It looked outward to its many Mediterranean holdings in Italy and the east. Its capital, Barcelona, although in decline by the late Middle Ages, dominated the entire region and imposed its commercial and entrepreneurial control on other areas of the county. Together with other regions of Spain, these geographical and linguistic entities formed the great puzzle that was medieval Spain, and is Spain today. Geography and climate moulded political and linguistic variations and led to the troubled and fractured character of the land.

Beyond Iberia

Although I have emphasised (and have sought to provide) offering the readers a brief glance at Spain’s geography and linguistic plurality, it would be a disservice to them and to the topic not to note the topographical and linguistic differences that were to be found in Spain’s sprawling empire or colonial possessions. When one thinks of what the addition of Portugal, with its possessions in Africa, Brazil, and Southeast Asia in 1580, meant in terms of geographical, ethnic, and linguistic diversity, then any attempt at a comprehensive description becomes even more complicated. Portugal, for example, has a very distinct geography and climate, more in line with northwestern Spain, than it does with the rest of the peninsula (except in the Algarve in the south). Or think of the New World. When Dr. Chanca described the Caribbean islands in his account of Columbus’s second voyage to the New World in 1493, he never fails to remind the reader of the differences in the flora and fauna of the islands to southern Spain. For him, and for those many other Spaniards who followed in his footsteps to the New World, the Caribbean islands were paradisiacal habitats and places of wonderment and amazement. Encountering three decades later the high plains of Mexico, the unique ecological habitats of the Yucatán Peninsula, or the high mountains and plains in the Andes, the Spaniards were constantly challenged by the different geographical contexts that they encountered in the New World, the Philippines, and elsewhere throughout the Iberian world. And then, there was the endless plurality of languages in the Spanish societies throughout the world, the multi-vocality of different forms articulating culture, political needs, religious experiences. From Portuguese to Italian, to French and Flemish, with added varieties of German spoken in the Spanish European possessions, to the new and unknown languages of the colonies across the Ocean Sea, linguistic plurality, albeit the hegemony of Castilian in the peninsula and in the administration of the empire, was a constant reality (see Chapter 11).

One must not forget that Spanish missionaries in the New World – one could almost describe them as ethnographers or ethno-linguist avant la lettre – provided these languages, most significantly Nahuatl and Quechua, with alphabets and a written form in the Roman or Latin alphabet. We know the enduring nature of these linguistic communities to this very day, and how they have survived centuries of colonial domination. We also know the manner in which indigenous people, in their dealings with Spanish colonial administrators, deployed Mixtec, Zapotec, Nahuatl, Quechua and other languages.

Politics and culture

Spain in the fourteenth century, ca. 1350

If the geography and climate of the Iberian Peninsula and of its many ultramarine possessions show remarkable diversity, so does its political past. In the Iberian Peninsula itself, lingering political divisions and conflicting cultural identities spawned an ‘invertebrate’ Spain, to invoke Ortega y Gasset’s adroit term – invertebrate, in the sense of its geographical and political fragmentation. Ortega y Gasset had employed the term to lament the absence of ‘feudalism’ in the peninsula (about which he was partially wrong), an absence to which he attributed Spain’s failure to develop a central unifying core, which, for Ortega and many of his contemporaries, they meant Castile.8

In Castile, as was the case elsewhere in the peninsula, 1348–50, the chronological beginning of this book, witnessed the widespread appearance of pestilence, the so-called Black Death or bubonic plague. A European-wide phenomenon, the plague devastated vast areas of the Iberian Peninsula. Although we do not have vivid accounts of the pestilence in Spain as we have for Florence, as for example in the preface to Boccaccio’s Decameron, we know that most economic activity came to a sudden stop, many villages throughout northern Castile and Catalonia were abandoned, and attempts were made to re-introduce harsh conditions on the peasantry as a way to secure their labour in the face of a demographic catastrophe. We also know that Castile’s ruler, the rather capable Alfonso XI (1312–50) was the only ruler in Europe to die from the plague. His untimely death, as he laid siege to Gibraltar, ushered in a period of political conflict in Castile, a new usurping dynasty, the Trastámaras, and untold misery – which affected and shaped social history – until the reign of the Catholic monarchs and beyond.

One of the consequences of the plague in the diverse peninsular realms was an increase in violence against religious minorities, above all against the Jews, and vitriolic representations of those who were not part of the Christian community. As was the case in other parts of Western Europe, new religious sensibilities arose in the wake of the pestilence and widespread mortality. Demographically, the Spanish realms would not recover the population it had in 1300 until 1500. But these changing economic, religious and political conditions had also dire consequences in terms of Christian relations with religious minorities. A wave of violence swept the peninsula in 1391, leading to the forced conversion (there were some voluntary conversions as well) or killing of Jews throughout most of the peninsular urban centres. I will examine this violence in greater detail below, but it is important to realise the connection between economic changes, demographic dislocations and religious violence.

Castile

In 1350, there was, as indicated before, no Spain. In most of the western region of the peninsula (except for Portugal), the kings of Castile-León ruled over a vast realm, the aggregate of numerous annexations and conquests over the kingdom’s 600-year history. Although the term Castile is used today to describe the most powerful and populous of the Iberian kingdoms in the early fourteenth century, its rulers knew better. They understood that Castile stood for a vast ensemble of far-flung, formerly independent political entities, each with distinctive social, political and economic institutions. In a letter to the municipal council of Avila in 1475, Queen Isabella opened her charter with the formulaic listing of her titles: ‘Queen of Castile, of León, of Toledo, of Sicily, of Galicia, of Seville, of Córdoba, of Murcia, of Jaén, of the Algarbe, of Gibraltar, princess of Aragon and lady of Vizcaya and Molina’. With the exception of the titles of Sicily and Aragon, which she obtained through marriage to Ferdinand of Aragon, in 1469, and thus ruled only as a consort, all her other titles reflected the piecemeal formation of Castile by inheritance, family alliances and war. As late as the sixteenth century, Vizcaya, a part of the Basque country, insisted on preserving its particular relationship with the Crown and on safeguarding its ancient privileges and liberties, which new Castilian kings or their representatives had to respect by an oath pledged under the ancient oak at Guernica, the symbol of Basque identity.

By 1350, and certainly by 1500, the Castilian kings (and queen) had taken powerful strides to centralise their authority over their entire realm, but local traditions, ancient customs and different languages undermined centralization and fostered the regionalism and particularism that remain too vibrantly alive to this day. Although in theory the Castilian cortes, the equivalent of a parliament, represented the entire realm, in fact by the fifteenth century representation was limited to a few cities. In 1391, forty-nine towns sent representatives to the meetings of the cortes, but only seventeen had a vote in them by 1480. Most of the municipal councils sending procurators to the meetings of the cortes were located in Castile proper; by the 1480s, they were securely under royal control.

The population of Castile in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries included a substantial number of Mudejars (Moors living under Christian rule), Moriscos (Moors living under Christian rule and nominally converted to Christianity after the early sixteenth century), Jews, and Conversos (Jews who had converted to Christianity, or Christians with Jewish ancestry) (see Chapter 4). By the end of the fifteenth century, precisely in 1492, Jews are supposed to have numbered between 80,000 and 150,000 (there is endless controversy as to their actual number, though the lower figure is probably the most accurate), with an equal number of Conversos, while the figures for Moors and Moriscos (who were essentially part of the same group) are very difficult to determine. Although their numbers in areas of northern Castile barely reached 20,000, Moriscos overwhelmingly inhabited the newly conquered kingdom of Granada, like they did in most areas of rural Aragon and Valencia. In spite of continuous defections to North Africa, the Morisco population grew considerably throughout the sixteenth century (one of the accusations hurled against them was their fecundity) until the eve of their expulsion in the early seventeenth century, when their number, for the entire peninsula, is calculated to have been around 319,000.9 This religious diversity (see below), which was articulated as ethnic (or ‘racial’) difference by many contemporaries and foreign visitors, added to the complexities of Castilian social life. Religious affiliation and ethnicity often crossed social and economic boundaries, muddling even further the wishfully neat arrangement of Spanish society into orders.

Castile, as a political entity in the late Middle Ages and early modern period, has two distinct histories. Unlike its social history which presents no sharp breaks at the end of the fifteenth century, its political history is marked indelibly by the reign of the Catholic Monarchs: Isabella, queen of Castile (1474–1504), and Ferdinand, king of the Crown of Aragon (1479–1516). Their regime was, in fact, a political watershed. To begin with, the royal marriage led, eventually, to the rule of Isabella’s grandson, Charles I of Spain (Charles V in Germany, 1516–56), and to Habsburg dominion (1516–1700) over the disparate political units that made up Spain; this occurred in spite of such great obstacles as Isabella’s death in 1504, the vicissitudes of Joanna the Mad’s rule, Ferdinand’s second marriage and search for an heir of his own (which, if successful, would have caused further fragmentation of the peninsular kingdoms), and the vagaries of royal descent. Second, the reign of Isabella and Ferdinand brought to an end a century and a half of incessant civil wars, wanton noble violence and continuous alienation of the royal domain into the hands of arrogant and spendthrift noble families and ambitious new men.

Throughout more than half of the fifteenth century, Castile was ruled by a weak and ineffectual king, John II (1406–54), whose favours wavered dangerously between his able favourite, the enigmatic Don Alvaro de Luna who controlled him for most of his life, and his ambitious and ruthless cousins, the Infantes of Aragon, Don Enrique and Don Juan. The Infantes of Aragon were among the greatest and richest magnates in Castile, children of the late king of the Crown of Aragon, Ferdinand of Antequera (1412–16), and brothers of the king of Aragon, Alfonso V (1416–58). Don Enrique was master of the Military Order of Santiago, with control over its vast financial and military resources, while his brother Juan (John) became king of Navarre through marriage and, eventually, king of Aragon at the death of his brother Alfonso V. Clearly, such powerful presences in the realm brought nothing but trouble. The political history of Castile throughout most of the first half of the fifteenth century, therefore, revolved around the conflict between Alvaro de Luna and the Infantes of Aragon for control of the king and the kingdom. Their unceasing struggles, and the excesses and cruelties of the magnates, had a nefarious impact on the life of the poor, mostly the peasantry. In the satirical poetry of the age, the nobility and the Crown are compared to wolves, and the poor people to lambs.

In the cities of the realm, the situation was not very different. Noble factions often used the populace as battering rams in their internecine struggles. In Seville and other Andalusi towns, for example, the followers of the great lords of Medina Sidonia fought those of the marquis of Cádiz throughout most of the second half of the century, before the Catholic Monarchs restored peace. A good number of the anti-Converso riots and the violence of the 1440s and 1460s can be seen, as Angus MacKay has shown, as part of a broader cycle of violence and social unrest.10

John II’s death in 1454, a mere year after he had ordered the execution of his favourite, Alvaro de Luna, did not bring peace to Castile. His successor, Henry IV (1454–74), was as ineffectual as his father. Soon a tool of his favourites, all as greedy as Alvaro de Luna had been but none with Alvaro’s cunning and desire to protect royal privileges, the Crown became much imperilled by magnate ambitions. Armed conflicts between noble factions, costly and indecisive wars against Aragon and continuous skirmishes on the Granada frontier sank Castile into general anarchy and social discontent. The political unrest reached its lowest point in the so-called ‘farce of Avila’, in which a group of high noblemen and high dignitaries of the Castilian Church removed all the symbols of office from an effigy of Henry IV, kicked the mannequin off the stage, removed him symbolically, and then in fact, from the throne and elected his under-age and easily controllable half-brother, Alfonso, as the new king.11 When Alfonso died, thwarting magnate ambitions, Henry IV wavered between his own daughter (though accusations of her illegitimacy were rampant), Juana, and his half-sister, Isabella, in naming an heir. He changed his mind with such frequency that when he died, in 1474, leaving Juana on the throne, the matter escalated into war.

With the support of Ferdinand, whom she had married in 1469, and of most of the Castilian cities, Isabella challenged the rule of her minor niece, Juana (also known as la Beltraneja, because she was thought to be the daughter of Beltrán de la Cueva, Henry IV’s intimate favourite). After a successful war against Portugal and against the noble factions that had supported Henry IV’s daughter, the Catholic Monarchs restored order to Castile and curbed the excesses of the nobility with remarkable speed. The rule of Isabella and Ferdinand marked a dramatic change in Castile. By the 1480s, when they began to muster their forces for the final assault on Granada, the Catholic Monarchs had recovered most of the royal income that had been alienated to the high nobility during the late fourteenth century and most of the fifteenth. They turned the magnates from enemies of order and of the Crown into faithful servants of the realm. The nobility had no choice. They either obeyed and kept their social and economic privileges (which most did), or maintained their fratricidal political ambitions and lost their lives, went into exile, or suffered a severe diminution in their privileges.

Isabella and Ferdinand undertook a thorough reform of Castilian institutions by creating royal councils (of the Hermandad, of the Inquisition, of the Indies, of the Mesta) to administer different aspects of the kingdom’s economic, political and religious life. Moreover, the Castilian Church, which had been mired in the most abysmal corruption (see below, Part II, Chapter 3), and whose members – above all the lower clergy – lacked a proper education, was turned into a militant Church, ready to advance the lofty claims of the monarchs.

Economic growth, educational reforms, an aggressive foreign policy, and the push for religious homogeneity – underscored by the establishment of the Inquisition in Castile in the 1480s and the decree of Expulsion of the Jews in 1492 – were important components of the overall programme of the Catholic Monarchs in Castile. The ‘miracle year’ of the Castilian monarchy, 1492, witnessed the surrender of Granada (1–2 January); the Decree of Expulsion (31 March); the actual exile of the Jews who did not convert, four months later; and Columbus’s sailing across the Ocean Sea in his mistaken search for a westward route to the Indies.

Although recent historians have rightly questioned the nature of the Catholic Monarchs’ reforms and the depth of Isabella and Ferdinand’s centralising policies, arguing that many of the reforms had precedents in an earlier period or that the monarchs’ policies did not take real strides toward a ‘modern’ centralised monarchy, their reign constituted a substantial breakthrough in the political and religious life of the realm. Chronicles and other contemporary writings exude a sense of renovation, a feeling that their world had been drastically transformed.12

Granada and Navarre

The story of Castile, one of crisis and renewal in the fifteenth century, was not that of the two other smaller kingdoms, Granada and Navarre, which, together with the Crown of Aragon, shared the fragmented map of the Spains before 1500. In 1492, Granada was the last outpost of Islam in the Iberian Peninsula, though the city and the kingdom had a long and fabled past. Already in the early thirteenth century, Granada was one of the largest cities in the peninsula, and its population rose to even greater numbers after the unsuccessful Mudejar rebellion in western Andalusia (1260s) and the subsequent expulsion of the Mudejars from Christian lands.

Against overwhelming forces, Granada’s Nasrid rulers were able to preserve the independence of the kingdom for more than two centuries after the great Christian victories of the 1240s and 1250s. This was due partly to the surrounding rugged mountains which rendered military actions difficult, and partly to the steady flow of tribute which Granada’s rulers paid to the kings of Castile to fend off aggression, but mostly to the internecine struggles and political anarchy besetting Castile between the 1270s and Isabella’s ascent to the throne in 1474. A rich kingdom, Granada served as a link (through its great port at Málaga) between North African and Christian markets, while developing its own specialised economy as an agricultural centre and producer of silk and other luxury items.

By the late fourteenth century, the cultural splendour of the city crystallised in the building of much of the fabled Alhambra, a palace unmatched in its beauty by any other building in Iberia. Dynastic strife and the growing power of Castile, after Ferdinand and Isabella restored order in the 1470s, led to the final campaign against the city and its eventual fall to Christian troops on 2 January 1492. Although the terms of surrender guaranteed the Muslim population the right to practice its religion, intolerance set in directly, and harsh measures led to forced conversions and attempts at resettling areas in Granada’s hinterland with Christians. The impact of these policies was to create an unstable political situation and social hierarchies based on religion, ethnicity and language, which eventually exploded (as we shall see later) in violent Morisco uprisings in the Alpujarras mountains in the late 1490s and 1560s.13

Navarre, a small kingdom uneasily perched between France and Spain, had a long and, for a brief period, successful history, one that predated that of its more powerful neighbours to the south, east and west. In the early eleventh century, under Sancho III the Great (1000–35), Navarre became the hegemonic Christian realm in the peninsula. Sancho’s sons and grandsons became the rulers of other Iberian kingdoms, which quickly overtook the power of their ancestral homeland. Ruled in the thirteenth century by the counts of Champagne and effectively under French control throughout most of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, Navarre came to be governed by a member of the Aragonese branch of the Trastámara family, Juan (king of Navarre, 1425–79, of Aragon, 1458–79). Thus, Navarre became deeply enmeshed in the conflicts between Castile and the Crown of Aragon, and, later in the fifteenth century, in the conflicts between France and Spain. In 1512, the area of Navarre south of the Pyrenees was annexed to Castile. Another Navarre, a small and fledgling kingdom, remained quasi-independent on the French side. Henry of Navarre (or Henry of Bourbon, as the ruling family was known), the putative king of the mountain kingdom, became king of France in 1589. His descendants ruled France until 1789 (and briefly between 1815 and 1830); in a final ironic twist, and with republican and dictatorial interludes, the Bourbons also ruled Spain from the early eighteenth century to the twenty-first century, the present king included. These Albret-Bourbons, heirs to the kings who had lost their realm to the greater power of Castile, returned to the peninsula two centuries afterwards and, under the influence of French centralising policies, forged a new Spain from its fragmented political components.14

The crown of Aragon

East of Castile, running from the Pyrenees to the Mediterranean Sea, lay a strange and wondrous political entity, known in the late Middle Ages and in the early modern period as the Crown of Aragon (la Corona de Aragón). In many ways, the Crown of Aragon was paradigmatic of the fragmented nature of Iberian politics, geography and language. One of the early reconquest kingdoms, Aragon’s origins date back to the early ninth century. Aragon’s expansion eastward and southward into Muslim lands – coinciding with its newly gained autonomy from Navarrese tutelage – began in earnest in the eleventh century. By the twelfth century, Ramón Berenguer IV (1131–62) already ruled over the county of Barcelona and the kingdom of Aragon.

This is the putative birth of the Crown of Aragon and the beginning of a long line of count-kings (also known later as the ‘Principality’) ruling over Catalonia as counts and the kingdom of Aragon as kings. Thus, the kings of the Crown of Aragon ruled over two distinct political entities with different constitutional rights, different parliaments (corts) and languages. Under James I (Jaume I, 1213–76), Aragon-Catalonia embarked on active expansion and settlement of the Mediterranean and the southeastern Muslim frontier. The island of Majorca was taken from the Muslims in 1229, and Ibiza in 1235. Southern expansion culminated with the taking of Valencia in 1238. A rich prize indeed, Valencia received its own customs (the furs) and, like Aragon and Catalonia, had its own parliament or corts. Far more than in Castile, where the monarchs ruled over a fairly unified and centralised realm, the rulers of the Crown of Aragon (who were simultaneously kings of Aragon, counts of Barcelona and kings of Valencia) had to deal individually with the assemblies of each of these political units, with their different customs, systems of taxation and, as pointed out earlier, languages as well.

The taking of Valencia marked, effectively, the end of Aragonese-Catalan ventures in the peninsula. The work of the Reconquest fell almost completely on Castilian shoulders, as the Crown of Aragon turned its back on further expansion south and westward and concentrated on its Mediterranean interests. In 1285, the Crown of Aragon annexed Sicily, and by 1311 Catalan soldiers and merchants had established their rule in what became the duchies of Athens and Neopatria, areas formerly held by the emperors of Byzantium.

Under James II (1291–1327), the Crown of Aragon became a formidable Mediterranean power. As the king restored peace throughout his realms, the corts of Tarragona (1319) decreed an end to the traditional practice of partitioning the kingdoms among the royal heirs, and the different realms forming the Crown of Aragon were never to be divided again.15 After Martin I (1395–1410) died without heirs, the Crown of Aragon faced a constitutional crisis. In the midst of considerable infighting for control of the crown and rising violence, representatives of the three parliaments composing the Crown of Aragon met at Caspe and elected Ferdinand of Antequera, a co-regent of Castile and uncle to John II of Castile, as the new king. Henceforth, the Crown of Aragon was to be ruled by Castilians, and one family, the Trastámaras, would rule the peninsular kingdoms, with the exception of Granada and Portugal. As we saw earlier, however, close familial ties did not prevent internecine disputes and frequent open warfare between Castile and Aragon. Moreover, the Trastámara rulers of Aragon faced protracted disagreements with the Catalan corts. Ferdinand I and his successors were forced to acknowledge the Deputaçio (see below) of Catalonia (essentially based in and controlled by Barcelona) as the spokesman for Catalan liberties and privileges.

During the rule of Alfonso V (1416–58), who exiled himself to Naples where he preferred to live and from where he ruled his Spanish kingdoms through viceroys and royal representatives, and that of his brother John II (1458–79), the Crown of Aragon faced innumerable problems. Civil unrest, open warfare between contending factions in Barcelona (the Biga and the Busca, the former composed of ‘honoured citizens’ and landlords; the latter representing merchants, artisans and urban workers), and the neglect of John II of Aragon, who was always drawn to Castilian affairs, led to civil war. The most vivid manifestation of this conflict was a full-scale peasant uprising, known as the war of the remenças (see below, Part II, Chapter 2).

When Ferdinand II, John II’s son and heir, married Isabella of Castile in 1469 and became co-ruler of Castile in 1474 and king of Aragon at his father’s death in 1479, the two main political units of ‘invertebrate’ Spain were united under the dual kingships of the Catholic Monarchs. But if this was a marriage of equals, what each of them brought to the marriage was very unequal indeed. Castile, in spite of its century and a half of continuous political crises, was a fairly centralised monarchy even before Isabella’s reforms. With a population of perhaps as many as 4–5 million inhabitants in the 1480s (demographic estimates vary greatly) compared to 1 million for the entire Crown of Aragon, with fixed political goals such as the re-establishment of order and the conquest of Granada, with a valuable commodity for export, wool, in almost unlimited quantities, and with an emerging and vibrant literary culture, Castile was by far the dominant power within the peninsula.

The rise of Castile coincided with the economic decline of the Crown of Aragon in general (with the exception of Valencia), and of Barcelona in particular. Many of the problems affecting the eastern Spanish kingdoms were not altogether of their own making. The slow decline of the Mediterranean economy, accelerated by the opening of the Atlantic trade and by the success of Portuguese trade in the Far East, negatively affected Barcelona and other Aragonese commercial centres. In truth, the Crown of Aragon was too difficult to rule, its different constituencies too hard to balance or to run harmoniously. There were too many parliaments and special interests to contend with on an individual basis. The Catalans, above all, jealously protected their ancestral liberties and institutions. Italy and the other Aragonese Mediterranean lands presented their own set of problems. Not surprisingly, Ferdinand II threw a great deal of his energy and cunning into the affairs of Castile. After all, the rulers of the Crown of Aragon, with the exception of some Italophiles such as Alfonso V, were Castilians in blood and heart. Besides Castile, Ferdinand II concerned himself with wider European issues, and especially with the ordering or recasting of the Italian political map after 1494. There, the troops and wealth that carried the day for Spain came from Castile. The neglect of the lands of the Crown of Aragon by its kings, benign neglect at times and not so benign at others, had dire consequences for the social and political history of Spain.

Last but not least, the Catholic Monarchs also promoted an aggressive policy in the Atlantic. Castile had a long interest in the western seas. The occupation of the Canary Islands by Castilian troops in the early fifteenth century highlighted Castilian interest in the Atlantic and Africa before Columbus. Although further Castilian ventures on the western coast of Africa were effectively checked by the Portuguese, who had an earlier jump in settling a network of factories and in controlling the southward sea lanes, Castile never relinquished its Atlantic ambitions. Christopher Columbus’s voyage in 1492, in his misguided effort to find a route to the ‘Indies’, opened, nonetheless, a fabulous new world to Castile. Although the American enterprise did not bear real profits until the conquest of Mexico in 1521, the discovery of – or encounter with – first the islands of the Caribbean and later the mainland of America shifted the centre of Spanish history and economy from the Mediterranean and Africa to the New World. The Aragonese, initially excluded from trading or settling in America, were further removed from the centres of power and economic gains.

Spain in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries: Spain in the world

By the early 1500s, the map of the Iberian Peninsula had been dramatically reshaped. Granada and Navarre had been annexed to Castile. Portugal had found its true vocation in maritime ventures along the coasts of Africa, India and Brazil; but between 1580 and 1640, it, too, fell under Spanish rule. The two other large political units, Castile and the Crown of Aragon, which had split apart briefly after Isabella’s death, were once again under a single king, Charles I (Charles V, emperor of the Holy Roman empire), heir to the peninsular kingdoms through his maternal grandparents. But again, one must emphasise that this unity was only fulfilled in the figure of the king and that the deep political, economic, social, cultural and linguistic differences of a previous age remained almost unchanged. For the administrative and legal unity that is the landmark of true centralization, Spain had to wait until its French masters, the Bourbons, turned the plural entities of Spain into a single realm, a nation, in the eighteenth century. But this, as we know, took its toll.

The political and economic life of Spain in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries can be discerned, in its briefest outline, through a series of themes or problems, which deeply affected the social structures of the kingdoms. These pivotal issues were:


	1) the conquest and settlement of the New World from 1492 onwards and the impact of the New World on the Spanish and European economy, society and culture;

	2) the establishment of the Habsburg dynasty, the birth of Imperial Spain, and the role of Spain in European affairs and in the Wars of Religion that were fought, primarily, in central and northern Europe throughout most of the sixteenth and first half of the seventeenth centuries;

	3) the internal political organisation of the Empire in general and of Spain in particular;

	4) the rebellion of the Alpujarras in 1568;

	5) the crises that directly affected the peninsula: political, demographic and widespread epidemics that plagued the Spanish realms in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries; and, finally,

	6) the growing unravelling of Spanish power in the rest of Europe and the almost fragmentation of Spain in 1640 with the temporary secession of Catalonia and the permanent loss of Portugal. This was reflected in the slow and inexorable decline of Spain in Europe through the second half of the seventeenth century – highlighted by the defeat of Spain in the Dutch revolt, the defeat of the Spanish tercios at Rocroi in 1643, the treaty of Westphalia in 1648, and the unfortunate rule of Charles II, known to contemporaries for very good reasons as the ‘bewitched’.



America and Spain

When Ferdinand and Isabella decided to sponsor the rather adventurous request of Christopher Columbus in 1492, they could not have suspected the extraordinary consequences of their action. They went to their tombs – Isabella in 1504, Ferdinand in 1516 – with little understanding of what lay ahead or of how the discovery of this New World would transform Spain. In 1516, when the Aragonese king died, the Spanish enterprise in the Indies and its sparse settlements were mostly restricted to the islands of the Greater Antilles and to tentative incursions into the mainland. By then two things were becoming clear. First, there seemed to be no great profit in this affair. Hispaniola, Cuba and Puerto Rico had little or no gold, and none of the fabled spices of the East. Moreover, the native populations were dying at an alarming rate, the result of colonial abuse and disease; and the Spaniards themselves had great difficulty adapting to the diet and ecology of the Caribbean. Second, these islands and the mainland nearby were not the Indies proper. And, as most of his critics and contemporaries had argued, Columbus had erred in calculating the circumference of the earth. If this was not the Indies, if the wealth of China, Japan and the Spice Islands was nowhere to be found, what was this place? And what gain was there to be had from it?

By the mid-sixteenth century, after Cortés conquered the rich and powerful city of Tenochtitlan, the capital of the Aztec empire, in 1521, and Pizarro equally obliterated the extensive and well-organized Inca empire in the 1530s, Spain came to rule immense territorial expanses, with large native populations and untold wealth – silver mines in Guanajuato (Mexico), the fabled mines of Potosi (in today’s Bolivia). A river of silver, transported to Seville by two annual fleets, found its way into the altars of churches in Extremadura and elsewhere in Castile; but, more often than not, it went to pay for the wars waged by the Habsburgs in Italy, central Europe and the Low Countries.

The impact of America was not limited to its wealth, or to the effect of that wealth on the politics and economy of the Spains and Europe.
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