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Thus men relate in chronicles and histories their own opinions 

rather than actual events, so that one and the same event is so 

differently related by two men of different opinions , that it seems like 

two separate occurrences; and, further, it is very easy from historical 

chronicles to gather the personal opinions of the historian. 

--Baruch Spinoza, 

A Theologico-Political Treatise 
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DIGEST 

As a people bound by the commandment, "Remember the days of old!" 

Jews have often attempted to understand the meaning of their past and in 

so doing come to terms with the present . Particularly in times of 

ca tastrophe, they have wondered what could be the causes of the 

often-tragic events which shaped their destiny. 

The expulsion from Spain in 1492 was one of those events which 

deeply shook the Jewish people and led generations of Jewish historians 

to inquire why such tribulations had befallen their nation. The exiles 

themselves and their immediate descendants tend to view it within the 

context of messianism, generally identifying their suffering as the 

birth pangs of the messiah. Even the most radica l sixteenth-century 

thinker, Solomon Ibn Verga, left some room for God's providence in his 

account. 

Nineteenth-century historians offer more secular explanations of 

the expulsion. Most, however, were influenced by the Idealist school of 

history which still allowed for the presence of "providence" in some 

sense of the word. They do not refer to God's mighty hand and 

outstretched arm like their sixteenth-century predecessors, but they do 

speak of the 11retributive justice in history" and they revel in Spain's 

fall froa power during the century following the expulsion. 

vi 
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By the twentieth century even this vestige of providential history 

largely vanished from accoun~s of the expulsion. For most modern 

historians, God becam.e irrelevant to an understanding of the Jewish 

past . Like all other events, the Spanish expulsion was explicable as 

the result of natural causes rather than divine intervention. For Rabbi 

Leo Baeck, however, this was not the case A survivor of the Shoah, he 

returns to the earlier view and insists that the Spanish expulsion, and 

every other event 1n Jewish history, is to some degree a manifestation 

of God's presence in history. 

The range of explanations offered for the expulsion over the 

centuries and even within a single century is extraordinary. This 

diversity shows that much of history is still "story," the product of 

each thinker's creative understanding of the past. An overview of 

accounts of the Spanish expulsion confirms Salo Baron's insightful 

observation that every generation of Jewish historians writes its own 

history of past generations. 

vii 



Introduction 

"Remember the days of old, consider the years of many generations." 

For over two thousand years, this commandment has called the Jewish 

people to ponder the meaning of their collective past. Throughout the 

centuries Jews have responded to its demands, believing memory to be 

one of the precious gifts that has sustained us on our journey through 

so many different lands and ages. 

Yet if the obligation to remember has remained constant, the 

memories, and even the means of remembering, have not. When the 

haggadah speaks of the need for all Jews to see themselves as if they, 

too, went out from Egypt, it certainly recognizes that not all 

individuals will relive the experience in the same manner. Each person 

is the product of a different time and place, and all sorts of present 

circumstances will affect the way they perceive the "days of old." 

In the more tightly structured, modern study of the past which we 

call history, the dynamic is not so different. While historians may 

strive for objectivity, the changes evident in the body of 

historiography over time clearly show that they, too, are at least 

partially products of their age. By studying their accounts one can 

learn a great deal about how they (and to some extent their 

contemporaries) viewed the world and its workings. 

In this thesis, I shall examine the way Jewish historians and, by 

way of comparison, some Gentile historians concerned with Jewish subject 

vi:li 



matter have described the past . I will concentrate on the changes which 

occur in their accounts over time and attempt to grasp what sorts of 

phenomena underlie those changes. The ·purpose is essentially to study 

the process of history through historiography, to gain an understanding 

of wha~ history in general and Jewish history in particular is by 
, 

studying how others have understood it. 

In order to do this, I shall focus on the question of causality as 

it occurs in a wide range of accounts dea l ing with a single event, the 

expulsion of the Jews from Spain under Ferdinand and Isabella in 1492. 

This event lends itself to such an analysis because for many years it 

was perceived by Jews as perhaps the most catastrophic occurrence to 

befal l them since the dissolution of the Second Commonwealth . Indeed, 

as we shall see in the following chapter, it was in response to this 

tragedy that Jews turned to historiography for the first time since 

Josephus. 

The vast majority of the texts relating the details of this· tragedy 

come from the late fifteenth and sixteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth 

centuries. I have therefore arranged my chapters according to these 

periods. My main concern lies with the accounts themselves, but I shall 

also explore secondary sources which shed light on either the biography 

of the authors of those accounts or important trends at work within the 

authors' respective environments which may have influenced their 

historiography. Because of my own limited capacity in languages, this 

work is bound to sources written in either Hebrew or English. Knowledge 

of Spanish, especially, would have been beneficial, but I have happily 

found that the spectrum of materials available to me is still more than 



wide enough to provide a sense of the great variety of ways that the 

expulsion has been understood. 

It would not be fitting for me to present much background material 

on the events surrounding the expulsion, for to do so would be to create 

my own historiography, and in a s~nse beg the question I am asking by 

entangling myself in issues of objectivity and the like which I shall 

raise in discussing the accounts of others. My hope-- which I believe is 

well- founded--is that the reader will pick up the basic "facts" as s/he 

reads those accounts in the body of my text . Therefore I shall state 

here only that in 1492 Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile 

expelled the Jews from their kingdoms, thereby bringing to an unhappy 

conclusion a century of nearly continuous persecution which began with 

massacres and mass conversions ~n 1391 and included a religious 

disputation and anti-Jewish riots in 1413-14, the establishment of the 

Inquisition in 1480, and the fall of Granada (the Moors' last bastion on 

the Iberian peninsula) to Christian Spain, ending the Reconquista in the 

winter of 1491/92. 

The sovereigns issued the edict of expulsion on March 31, 1492. 

The decree, which may be found in English translation in the appendix to 

this work, gave the Jews three months in which they had either to leave 

the country or convert to Catholicism. Much of the text, however, is 

dedicated to justifying this forced expulsion, which is explained 

forthrightly as a measure required to put an end to heresy. It asserts 

that the Jews were influencing their kin who had been forcibly converted 

to Christianit y earlier in the century (the New Christiana or 
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conversos), helping them to maintain Jewish r ites in secret even as they 

professed to be good Catholics. Therefore, in order to preserve the 

integrity of the Church, the monarchs chose to uproot the source of the 

problem--the Jews. 

Even from the start, however, many chroniclers did not completely 

accept this reason ing given in the edict itself. They preferred to l ook 

elsewhere, seeking alternative explanations for the true motivation 

behind the expulsion. We turn now to the vast body of accounts of this 

event, beginning with those works composed in its immediate aftermath . 

xi 



Chapter I 

Explaining the Catastrophe: 
The Late Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries 

In the years following their expulsion from Spain and throughout 

the sixteenth century, a number of Iberian Jews attempted to explain why 

this disaster had befallen themselves and their people. Some of the 

exiles wrote chronicles of their tribulations, and a couple of the poets 

among them wove their experiences into moving elegies, or kinot. A few 

decades later, Jewish thinkers began to explore the causes of the 

expulsion in works of historiography, rekindling an interest in their 

people's past which had largely remained dormant since the days of 

Josephus. Others wrote accounts of the tragedy which attribute it to 

the overt workings of God's messianic plan. There were also opponents 

of philosophy who composed tracts placing the blame for the expulsion 

firmly on the shoulders of rationalistic philosophers, who they claim 

encouraged ritual laxity and assimilation. Finally, as the sixteenth 

century came to an end, Lurianic kabbalah emerged as a new response to 

the trials of exile. 

In this chapter, I shall examine many of these accounts, 

focusing on the question of causality. Ideally, one would also look at 

the writings of the many Spanish Christians who described the expulsion 

in their own chronicles. My lack of comprehension of the Spanish 

language unfortunately precludes this possibility, however, since none 

are available in translation. Therefore this discussion of late 

l 
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fifteenth- and sixteenth-century views will be limited to works by Jews. 

We begin by turning to the first accounts of the event, those found in 

conte.mporary chronicles and kinot. 

A. Contemporary Chronicles and~ 

Spanish Jews probably began to ponder the causes of their 

troubles almost immediately after that dark day in the spring of 

1492 when Ferdinand and Isabella issued their infamous and 

unexpected expulsion decree. Suddenly cut off from their past and 

facing an uncertain future, each of the many Jews who chose to take 

up the wanderer's staff rather than forsake their ances~ral faith 

must have wondered why this awful burden had fallen upon them. Perhaps 

only a few articulated their thoughts and fewer still wrote them down, 

but the accounts which remain from that troubled time speak for a 

generation sentenced to bitter exile in the "wilderness of the 

nations."1 

Most of our sources on the expulsion come from considerably after the 

event. Among them are the well-known historiographical writings of the 

sixteenth century, and ma.ny fragmentary accounts embedded in 

biblical commentaries, sermon collections, and philosophical and 

theological works. However, we do possess several contemporary 

deecriptions of the expulsion period. These include four short 

chronicle• and two kinot (elegiee} on the destruction of the Jevieb 

coiaunitiee in Spain and the travail• of the exiles. Written 

2 



without the luxury of historical perspective, they provide a sense 

of how the events were understood even as they unfolded. 

Two of these chronicles were published in an article by 

Alexander Marx for the Jewish Quarterly Review. 2 The second is of 

only a limited interest. It consists of a brief autobiography 

written by the Spanish exile Isaac Ibn Faradj in Salonica between 

1508 and 1513. In it, Faradj traces his family's history from 

France to Spain to Portugal, and finally to Salonica. His account 

is extremely unreliable in its chronology. He states that his 

family left Spain for Portugal 10 5251/1491 amidst bitter 

oppression, mass conversions, and expulsions. There is no other 

evidence of such persecutions in the year before the general 

expulsion, and it is quite possible that Faradj merely misdates the 

events of 5252/1492. Furthermore, his account provides no real 

insight on the question of causality. Although Faradj was probably 

an eyewitness to the expulsion, he makes no effort to explain it. 

Unlike other chroniclers, he cites no scriptural verses and he does 

not refer to any motives--divine or otherwise--for the events which 

he describes. 

The first chronicle is far more pertinent on the issue of 

causality. Almost nothing is known of its author, but Marx 

surmises that he vas an Italian who did not personally suffer the 

effects of the expulsion. On the basis of substantial internal 

evidence, Marx argues that be wrote the text in April or May of 
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1495 from information which he gathered from Spanish exiles seeking 

refuge on Italian shores. 3 

If the author 1 s identity remains far from certain, his 

intention does not: he is writing a pious record of his people 1 s 

sufferings, similar to the mediev~l martyrologies of the Crusades. 

Thus the bulk of the narrative depicts the exiles 1 endless 

tribulations and several times it refers to ancient prophecies 

which these trials are supposed to fulfill. The final paragraph is 

a plea for God to end the torment and quickly bring his salvation. 

The emphasis on God as the primary mover of history is equally 

evident in the chronicler's account of the expulsion itself. This 

account considers the mass persecution of Spanish Jewry in 1391 to 

be the first of God's decrees against his people and begins by 

describing the expulsion of 1492 as the second of God 1 s 

visitations: 

4 

And in the year 5252 (1492) the Lord intervened against the 
remnant of hia people a second time, and exiled them in the 
days of King Ferdinand. After the king had captured the city 
of Granada from tbe Isbmaelites, and it bad aurrendered to him 
on the 8th of January of the year juat mentioned, he ordered 
the expulaion of the Jewa from all parts of hia kingdom • ••• 
The king gave tbem three montba' time to leave. It waa 
announced in public in every city on the firat of May, which 
happened to be the 19th day oJ the Omer, and the term ended on 
the day before the 9th of Ab. 

4 



• .. 

Several observations may be made regarding this opening paragraph. 

First, although the author clearly stresses God's role in causing the 

crisis, he does not offer any explanation for why God sent forth bis 

band against Israel. Perhaps he simply assumes the traditional 

deuteronomic doctrine of exile as punishment for the people's sins, but 

1n the case of Spanish Jewry he does not enumerate any such • 

transgressions. Indeed, just the opposite is the case: later in the 

narrative he notes the impressive number of sages and academies in Spain 

before the expulsion. He castigates the anusim, but it seems that 1n 

his eyes most of the exiles were righteous. 

Second, it is interesting t o note that immediately after 

establishing the primacy of divine causality , the chronicler moves 

without transition into the r ealm of natural causes . Despite his 

divinely-determined conception of history, he does seem to hold 

Ferdinand at least partially responsible for the expulsion. This is not 

an expression of pure occasionalism which attributes causal efficacy to 

deity alone and considers all other agents to be mere instruments for 

God's direct causality. The chronicler speaks critically of Ferdinand, 

thereby implying that he is t o some degree capable of acting out of his 
,.-

own free will. Yet it is unclear from this account how the king can be 

both the rod of God's wrath and a responsible moral agent. No effort is 

made to explain this inherent tension between the divine and determined 

aspect of causality and the realm of causes which are natural and spring 

from the practice of human free will. This "gap," evident even in the 
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earliest chronicles of the expulsion, will continue to be a problem 

in the more elaborate sixteenth-century accounts. 

At any rate, once he has entered the natural realm the author 

links the expulsio~ with the conquest of Granada. Historians tend 

to follow this precedent to this very day, although they often 

disagree on exactly what connects the two events. Some argue the 

successful conclusion of the Recooquista impelled pious Catholic 

monarchs to convert or expel the Jews in an effort to obtain 

complete religious unity; others emphasize sociopolitical or 

economic motives underlying the linkage. Our author is silent on 

this question. He seems to tie the events together without telling 

us why. Perhaps one can read too much into this. There is a 

distinct possibility that he simply links the two occurrences out 

of chronological proximity, without claiming any causal 
~ 

connections. 

Finally, there is the matter of the account's chronology. The 

expulsion edict was signed on March 31 and gave the Jews exactly 

three months to leave the country. Therefore the date of departure 

should have been July 31, which in 1492 fell on the seventh day of 

Av. The chronicler, however, claims the grace period ended on the 

eighth--the day before Tisha B'Av. 

Marx attributes this discrepancy to leniency by some Spanish 

official• who agreed to let the Jews stay an extra day or two in 

return for 1ub1tantial bribea.6 I find this explanation extre&ely 

implausible: given a term of three 1DOnths, why would any of the 

Jews deplete their holding• to raise bribe money in exchange for a 
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paltry additional day or two? Instead, I believe our author and 

many of the historians who followed him either changed the date of 

the deadline or, more likely, accepted the later date whi~h was 

already established in the people's collective memory for obvious 

theological reasons . The actual expulsion date, the seventh of iv, 

fell so close to Tisha B'Av that it could be easily linked and, for 

all intents and purposes, transferred to this mournful day 

commemorating previous tragedies in Jewish history. 

The account continues with a description of the Jewish effort to 

persuade the king to repeal the decree. The chronicler claims that 

the leading Jewish courtiers--Abraham Seneor, Meir Melammed, and Isaac 

Abrabanel--nearly succeeded in this endeavor but were frustrated when a 

prominent official reminded the queen of the crucifixion story (many 

other accounts, probably beginning with Posevino's Apparatus Sacer and 

Luis de Paramo's De Sancta Inquisition, offer variations of this 

narrative and all name Torquemada as the "official"). Upon hearing his 

words, Isabella replied to the representatives of the Jews, "Do you 

believe that this comes upon you from us? The Lord hath put this thing 

into the heart of the king. 117 

Thia story touches on the much-debated issue of medieval Jewish 

attitudes towards royalty in general and the Catholic monarchs in 

particular . The majority of historical accounts, as well aa popular 

legend, tend to portray !•abella aa a narrow-minded religious zealot wboae 

influence over her greedy and bumbling husband make her the true villain 

behind the expulsion edict. Thia account largely corroborate• that 
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position: Ferdinand is willing to be "bought off" until his wife 

and Torquemada nullify the impious bargain. Nonetheless, the 

writer does not totally relieve Ferdinand of responsibility for the 

evil decree. The account of events leading up to the expulsion 

ends with the Jewish leaders leaving the royal court without hope, 

convinced that "there was evil determined against them by the king. 

Perhaps Isabella is the true antagonist in this narrative, 

but Ferdinand is far from blameless. 

The first of two chronicles published in Zion by Y, Hacker 

sheds new light on this issue of Ferdinand and Isabella's attitudes 

toward the expulsion. The text was found in the British Museum, 

bound with a commentary on Psalms by R, Menahem ben R. Shlomo 

ha-Meiri. Probably written immediately after the Jews left Spain, 

its anonymous author appears to be a member of the powerful de la 

Cavalleria family. Hacker raises the possibility that he was a 

converso since this clan was known for its apostasy. The text is 

primarily a sort of family chronicle, but it also strives to 

recount the reasons for the expulsion and destructi~n of Spanish 

Jewry, 9 

Of all the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century accounts, this one 

goes the furthest in blaming Ferdinand and his advisors for the 

catastrophe. Unlike most of its counterparts, this chronicle makes 

no effort to underplay the king's role, It does not mention any 

pressure from the Catholic masses, the clerics, or even Isabella. 

8 



Ferdinand is responsible. Everything vu done "on his advice and 

the counsel of the haters of Israel c lose to him. 1110 

The beginning of the text is modelled after the book of 

--... Esther, with Ferdinand cast in the role of ~iog Ahaseurus: 

Jn~ Cl"D~ l'IUC"'IK1,c•',•t1mct,011,10:, m ffllr"ll ,n 11,a:, 'fl•:& -:,•1 
•:,•, ... i"l0)ffl'»n :,mc',)co ~ .,Im -,n,c mra ~ ,.,.,, ~, 11,a:, 

:,-,'tlM'm.c, .c~nr,a ~1,a ··n•1,»1, l"'lma a'n -at i"mrn l"l:l1 ~ 
·nc Cll 1:J :imnc 0-,1:,-n m,',l'QQ m"'IID I 111C-s,rn ,n -,.,,c, 

11• • • • ara •• 1,a,u,1, ~ 

In the days of the King Don Ferdinaod, vbo ruled in Castile 
and Aragon, when the King and all bis forces dwelt in the 
valley of Granada after conquering Malaga and Alhama • •• he 
(Ferdinand) grew haughty and proud. Tbua he thought to 
himself, "I should be like the mighty ~iogs of France 
and England. Just as they expelled the Jews, throwing them 
out from the lands of their realm, so, too, will I do, 
For I am not less than they are •••• " 

Like the previous chronicle, this ooe opens with the successful 

conclusion of the Reconquista. Here, however, the causal link between 

the fall of Granada and the expulsion is explicit: boosted by victory, 

Ferdinand is free to emulate his European peers. As Hacker points out 

in his introduction, this account is unique in its effort to see the 

expulsion in the context of European history u a whole. Aside from a 

messianic conclusion, the narrator makes little reference to God's role 

in the historical process. It is not u traditional as most pre-aaodern 

chronicles with its more worldly perspective and predominantly natural 

causality. If Hacker is correct in attribclti.ng its authorship to one of 

the de la Cavalleria family, this should not be surprising: 

9 



• 

the New Christian Alfonso de la Cavalleria was an Averroist and one 

of the preeminent ~umanists in fifteenth-century Spain . 

It is, therefore, interesting to not~ that the chronicler is 

unsparing in his condemnation of Alfonso de la Cavalleria and other 

prominent New Christians who he believes conspired with Ferdinand to 

----expel the Jews. They were "with the king in his works," secretly 

plotting "to wipe out the name of Israel from the land. 111 2 Hacker 

argues convincingly that this criticism is at least partially due to the 

< 
pro-Jewish author's shame over the treachery of his kin or perhaps even 

guilt over an earlier betrayal of his own. The author takes the same 

attitude toward the Jewish leader s Abraham Seneor and Meir Melammed 

whose bad example of apostasy on the eve of the expulsion unfortunately 

influenced many others to "walk in their counsel. 1113 This enmity 

against the Jews from Ferdinand's advisors combined with the king's 

excessive pride and the vicissitudes of contemporary European history to 

cause the general expulsion of the Jews from Spain. 

While the first chronicle in Hacker's article posits a 

somewhat nontraditional concept of causality for the expulsion, the 

second is almost more theistic than the Bible itself. It is full of 

biblical quotations which explain all suffer i ng as the will of a just 

God. Probably written as the introduction to a kinah or a longer 

chronicle, it was found in manuscript form at the Jewish Theological 

Seminary. The text is fragmentary, breaking off in mid-line , and we 

know nothing of its author save that be was probably from the generation 

of the e.xilea. The piety pervading the remaining fragments of his 
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account tends to overwhelm any historiographical concerns: the 

persecution is explained so generally as an expression of deity's anger 

that little attention is paid to specific details unique to Spain in 

1492. At the end of our text the write'!" refers to Ferdinand as 

Nebuchadnezzar and Sennacherib, but even he is ultimately nothing more 

14 than the rod of God's wrath. 

Yet herein lies a dilemma. Because of his allegiance to the 

traditional theological framework, the author is certain that Israel's 

suffering must be a chastisement for its sins, but as an exile 

himself he does not seem to see the sufferers as sinful. He 

laments that "the Lord has departed from me and he has become my 

enemy," but cannot understand why. Like the writer of Marx's first 

chronicle, he does not enumerate sins; instead he describes in 

detail the glory of Iberian Jewry and refers to the once-numerous 

Spanish communities as "holy" ( nl17"1' ni',•:'11' ) • 

I believe this fragmentary text reflects the anguish of the majority of 

the exiles. In the second and third generations, their descendants would 

offer various enumerations of Iberian Jewry's transgressions. Rationalists 

would point to mystic tendencies among the Spanish Jews as their chief sin 

while mystics would see fifteenth-century "Averroism" as the primary evil 

in God's eyea . But all of this came later. In the years immediately 

following the expulsion, most of the exiles probably saw themselves as 

righteous . After all, they were the ones who chose to suffer exile 

rather than convert. But they were also heirs of a tradition whose 

liturgy for Tisha B'Av--a day they associated with the expulsion--
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includes the words, ". " Much of their 

literature linked suffering with sin. Now they were suffering and 

did not know why; they were caught in a tension which told them 

that either their doctrine or their positive self-image had to be 

wrong. 

Christian polemics made this tension even worse. As H. 8. • 

Ben-Sasson has pointed out, the identification of exile with 

punishment played right into the church's claims that God had 

r e jected the Jewish ~le because of their transgressions . 15 

Taking these claims into account together wi th the dichotomy 

between traditional theology and the exiles' insistence on their 

righteousness, it is easy to understand the angst and despair which 

permeates most of these early chronicles. 

This despondency is also apparent in the two surviving kinot 

(elegies) on the Spanish expulsion. The first of these was 

composed by Rabbi Abraham ben Shlomo Halevi Bakrat some time before 

the Jews were expelled from Portugal in 1497 . Bakrat gropes for a 

religious understanding of the events he has experienced, but along 

the way presents many naturalistic details of those events. 

Like Hacker's first chronicle, the prose introduction to this 

kinah imitates the opening of the book of Esther. It, too, atarts 

with the Catholic monarchs' victory over the Moors in Granada. lta 

emphasis, however, is more theistic than that chronicle. Bakrat 

attributes the Christians' triumph to divine intervention and be 
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does not discuss the connection--if he sees one--between the 

Reconquista and the expulsion: 

1,::11 ~ na',a 'r.c r:r::a',1Dn ~T">C mmn 1,::11 nnna 1n 1"° "C~ ":'1' 1 
na',a 'r.l en~ i11:1D·1 an~·'IMD ar,', av.1 n·m ;01'rTDC ',x M·',t,S ,l'IDM)C 

',SI nnn, mo nn:1',•1 nDDMl n,~ '7lJ mnma n,s•, .1"11m:1·, 01'r'Tnc ',x 
16 an'C',D nu~ 'r.lD 01n1', -c~·, ana',a "10 •a,w D""T1l'l"l"l 'r.l . 

It came to pass in the days of the King Don Ferdinand and his 
wife Isabella, who ruled over all the kingdom of Castile and 
Aragon, Sicily, and Andalusia, that God released them from 
their enemies and set in their hands the entire kingdom of 
Andalusia, and they conquered it, In the end they also set• 
siege to the state of Granada and captured it. {Then] they 
wrote an indictment of the Jews living in their kingdom and 
agreed to expel them from all the provinces of their realm. 

Later in this introduction and in the body of the kinah, Bakrat 

describes the declaration of t he expulsion edict. He lays the blame for 

the Jews' demise on the shoulders of both monarchs. In writing 

Isabella's name, be uses the Hebrew spelling 'r.1T">C, which identifies her 

as a latter-day Jezebel, the paradigmatic evil queen. She is perhaps 

the greater villain, the initiator of the anti-Jewish policy. Yet 

Ferdinand seems more than willing to go along with her, and he 

personally rejects bribes from the Jews out of his des ire to "uproot the 

sapling" (Israel) . It is also worthwhile to note that this is one of 

the very few sources which states the correct Hebrew date--the seventh 

of Av--for the expulsion edict's three month deadline. 17 

Such historical accuracy notwithstanding, Bakrat's primary 

concerns are religious ones. Bia kinah exemplifies the 

aforementioned problem of the exiles, torn between their concept of 

aufferinc aa divine pun.iebment and their belief in themselves aa 
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upright Jews . There are many lines depicting the splendor of 

Spanish Jewry. Be describes the numerous yeshivot and synagogues, 

full of men and• boys "busy studying Mishnah and Gemarah." Bakrat 

does not understand why God destroyed a community that was the 

apple of his eye . Christian ~la~ms that God has rejected Israel 

weigh upon him heavily when he asks, "Am I still the first born, 

18 
the treasured?" Clinging to faith in his people 's righteousness, 

he awaits an answer. 

The second kinab, whose author is unknown, expresses many of 

the same ideas. It, too, parallels the book of Esther and saves 

its harshest condemnation for the queen's treachery. The poet does 

make a nice multilingual pun, referring to Ferdinand as ',·y-i•l 

("Ferto" being the Spanish word for iron) but Isabella bears the 

brunt of responsibility for the expulsion. 19 After the defeat of 

the Moors in Granada, she and her clerical allies ask Ferdinand to 

rid his realm of all aliens; the expulsion of Spanish Jewry is thus 

tied to the persecution of Hoslems and conversos as part of a 

general xenop~obic policy . Finally the king agrees to implement 

"all of Isabella'• plotting/ to destroy the name of Israel/ and 

the converso and the Moslem/ of each of whom it is said, 'Be is 

not a man of God. 11120 The queen and her allies here are motivated 

by their desire to unify Spain under the banner of the Catholic 

church. Thia explanation of, tbe expulsion is the closest to the 

reasoning given in the expulsion edict itself. 
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Nonetheless, like its counterpart, this Kinah is most 

concerned with finding a theological understanding of the 

expulsion. The poet expresses the despair of his generation, 

mourning the lost communities as if they were Zion itself: 

l'O'?M "" :ir,cn10 ,ic 
,ai;i~~ 

l'Olffll ;-q7U 'lnlD 
:i:nl10l"I 10 01"1'1 Q,:jJ 

K'ir,0 "17111 ;i,c -.:110 :,,c 
mm ,icD 1'"1"" n,c 

:,-,rm ',,a',a nic 
21 mm ,an 'TillJD ":J 

How from the profundity of halachah 
They passed into the vale of tears 
Darkness and distress with no daybreak 
Today they flee from the battle lines. 

• 

Where is the scribe? 
Where the graamarians 
Where is the study of 
That from Spain might 

The one weighing over Scripture? 
illuminating it? 
Gemarah? 
[yet) go forth Torah? 

These words conjure up the now-familiar predicament: if Spain had 

truly been such a center of Jewish learning, why would God wish to exile 

bis people from that land? Again the deuteronomic concept of exile as 

divine punishment conflicted with the poet 1 s conviction that Spanish 

Jewry was praiseworthy. 

At the end of both kinot we find a response to this dile111Da-­

messianism. Thoee exiles who refused to see sin as the root of 

their suffering turned to another traditional view, one which 
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identified intense suffering with the birth-pangs of the messiah. 

This explanation allowed them to maintain their righteousness and 

gave them an enormous amount of consolation: if the Spanish 

expulsion marked the beginning of the messianic era, then God would 

soon redeem them and take vengeance on their enemies. 

---..... Bakr at' s kinah concludes with a messianic Mn n ll J 

mm n1n01,~ ni"Ti :,', :i,vnvm MlC":1'7rnwru ,"Tffl'I, 
mm 17•m,,m•',)c ,a ·vTm1 ;i"1JV1n•w ":1'1 
2 2 m·:i, -pn:i 1Ji''7 l 111·v1n• ,n-:w1>11'0 "'"' 

Thus 

Take back the divorcee (Israel) / in a new marriage 
long enough has she been like a chained woman. 

Reveal clearly/ the time of your messiah 
may he come to her/ and hasten her freedom. 

Then Levi ( the author) the elegist / will sing in your house 
returning to dwell/ in your exalted ci tadel. 

The poet identifies himself with the Levites of old, who sang in 

the Temple which he hopes will quickly be rebuilt. Then the 

despair of the poet and bis contemporaries will pass away as they 

return from exile to Zion restored. 

The second kinah ends on a similar note, with the Temple 

rebuilt and Isabella and her allies suffering the wrath of God's 

vengeance: 

C"i1" i,.-,,., M1'IJ c-,.,,.,-, m, ""10, 
C-it JCDnD:I 1'7"n 

a-,m', 'Mn :rq, 
a-inn "» "1p .,Ir.ID 

23 D""II ,rQTQ ~ 
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Slayings are in store for her 
They have sacrificed your blood to goats 
Their might shall be as overturned by strangers . 

God is close to the sparrows (Israel) 
A voice sound;-- upon the mountains 
Bullocks shall be upon your altar. 

It is this messianic hope of imminent redemption which gives the poets 

strength to mourn the lost communities and look forward to the future 

from amidst the depths of exile. 

To summarize, the contemporary chronicles and kinot generally 

portray the Spanish expulsion as an act of divine will. When they 

refer to the expulsion's natural causes they connect the exile with the 

conclusion of the Reconquista. They consider both monarchs 

reprehensible but tend to lay the greater part of the blame on 

Isabella, whom they view as an antagonistic Catholic zealot. 

Even she, however, is ultimately an instrument of God's 

volition. These accounts are grounded in the traditional concept 

of deity as the primary mover of history. This led to an internal 

conflict for their authora, since the deuteronomic doctrine of 

suffering as puniahment for the nation's sins clashed with their 

asaurance that they were righteous. Christian arguments that the 

exile proved God 1 s rejection of the Jewish people exacerbated their 

.predicament. 

Measianiam proved to be the way out of the dile11DA. By 

reviving tbia traditional vein of Jewiah religious thought, the 

poat-expulaion writers replaced or au,aented the conception of 
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suffering as retribution with the more consoling view that Israel's 

ongoing persecution represents the birth-pangs of the messiah, 

Fortified by this belief, they began to give the desperate exiles 

an explanation for the expulsion which promised a more ttopeful 

future. The contemporary chronicles and~ represent the messianic 

response in its infancy. A more sophisticated version of this same 

----response is found i n the products of sixteenth-century historiography, 

to which we now turn, 

B. Sixteenth-Century Historiography 

The sudden flowering of historiography in the sixteenth 

century represents the rebirth of a discipline almost completely 

lost among the Jews since Josephus. Jewish historical writing in 

the Middle Ages consisted of "chains of tradition" tracing the 

transmission of the Oral Law, the Yosippon (a medieval account of 

ancient events erroneously attributed to Josephus), apocalyptic 

literature, and four Hebrew chronicles of the Crusades. Yet within 

the sixteenth century alone Jewish historians composed ten 

24 full-blown works . 

Scholarly consensus points to the Spanish expulsion as the 

main impetus behind this renaissance of Jewish historical writing. 

The majority of the authors of these works were either exiles 

theaaelves or descendants of exiles. Faced with a tragedy of 

unprecedented proportiona--the decimation of the moat powerful Jewish 

COIDIDUnity in Western Europe-they turned to history in their queat to 

understand the meaning of the turmoil going on around them. 25 
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The expulsion was not only the primary cause of the renewed 

interest in history; it was also grist for the historiographical 

mill. The Jewish historians attempted to make sense of events 

leading up to the catastrophe. Underlying most of their accounts 

is the old concept of di, ine causality, which sometimes lies in -uneasy equilibrium with traces of a more naturalistic approach. In 

the first of these historical works, however, natural causality 

occupies center stage while theology is relegated to the 

background. This most radical response to the expulsion is Solomon 

Ibn Verga's Shevet Yehudah. 

1. Solomon Ibn Verga 

The Shevet Yehudah is actually a product of three generations 

of the Ibn Verga family . In his introduction to the book, Solomon 

claims to have copied a list of persecutions composed by Judah Ibn 

Verga, a man about whom we know almost nothing. It is likely the 

book was named after him. Later Solomon's son Joseph added notes 

and edited bis father's book for publication. 

The credit for the brilliant novelty of the work, however, 

belongs to Solomon Ibo Verga. He, too, is almost unknown save for 

this, his magnum opus , We can surmiae that he was born and grew up 

in Spain where be gained the rabbinic and secular knowledge be 

incorporates in bis text. As a result of the expulsion be fled to 
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Portugal, where he may have lived outwardly as a Christian from 

1497 until 1506. 26 

After this our knowledge of his life grows increasingly 

tenuous. Yitzhak Baer argues that he went t o Italy, where he came 

under the infl~nce of Renaissance thinkers such as Guicciardini 

and Machiavelli. According to Baer,he wrote the Shevet Yehudah at the 

end of his life (around thirty years after the expulsion), and included 

in it stories which he borrowed from Italian novelle. 27 Yosef Hayim 

Yerushalmi disputes Baer's assertion of Renaissance influence, claiming 

recent research shows that Ibn Verga died in Flanders without ever 

28 spending time in Italy. 

Ibn Verga's book is almost as enigmatic as his life. Drawn 

from sources in Hebrew, Latin, Spanish, and Arabic, it contains 

sixty-four numbered chapters describing an array of blood libels, 

expulsions, religious disputations, and other "persecutions" 

directed at the Jews. The nature of these varies. Some are 

accurate historical records, others are based on historical events 

but contain major inaccuracies, and many are primarily products of 

h h I • • , 29 t e aut ors 1mag1nat1on. 

Because of this mix of fact and fancy, many writers have 

criticized Ibn Verga 1 s skill as an historian. Such a critique (offered 

by Graetz, among others) assumes that he aimed t o write an accurate 

chronicle. This, however, is probably not the case. Many scholars such 

as A. A. Neumann maintain that Ibn Verga wrote his book with a very 

different purpose in mind : "He collated these stories as a scientist 

collect• data for analytic study and cwzwlative evidence, by means of 

20 
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which it might be possible to reach rational conclusions , or at least to 

attain clearer insight into the nature of the social problem. • The 

Shevet Yehudah is the earliest sociological study of the Jewish 

question~1130 In short, for Ibn Verga history is a means, and not an end 

in itself. It provides a framework fo r his probe int o the caus~s of 

Jewish suffering, but he selects and alters historical events to suit 

his own purposes . Often he invents Christian kings, popes , and 

counselors and sets them in fictional debates over the nature and status 

of the Jews . These characters discuss the causes of Jewis h suffering 

31 and offe r various prescriptions to correct them. 

Ibo Verga probably decided to employ fictional Christian 

characters t o express his own positions in order to protect 

himself . The radical nature of those positions would have pr ovoked 

quite an outcry if stated openly . He is the firs t to suggest that 

the Jews are partially responsible for the hatred directed against 

them, behaving so as to raise the ire of the impoverished Christian 

masses. The fictional kings and counse l ors are mouthpieces through 

whom he can criticize his people for their greed and 

os tentatiousness, which he sees as a major cause of antisemitism. 

Ibo Verga' • hope is that the Jews will learn from his 

c r itique . He hints at t his didactic philosophy of history early in 

the book when he praises the Gentiles, ''because they seek to know 

about past events so as to take counsel f r om them, and this is 

t heir great wiadom and enlightenment 

( an'O'lfflD m, arc nn ffl'll'', tl"Dntffl c:i-i2,n mr,', ,v,,:i-~ 
ra a, an'r.lv.n 
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He walks the fine line between prophetic criticism and self-hatred, 

exposing the faults most Jews would rather overlook so that they 

might be ameliorated in the future. 

Yet unlike more recent historians--and this marks a critical 

difference between the Middle Ages and modernity--Ibn Verga 

-.... 
carefully disguises his faultfinding . In its outward form the 

Shevet Yehudah is identical to traditional martyrologies, and as 

previously noted its harshest criticism comes from Christian 

characters whom the average Jewish reader would not take seriously. 

Furthermore, Ibn Verga writes with veiled satire. As Martin Kohn 

observes in his unpublished doctoral dissertation, "Every line has 

to be read with caution and the question asked: did the writer 

mean this or did he mean the exact opposite? 1133 

All of this background on the Shevet Yehudah is essential if 

we wish to understand its author's treatment of the Spanish 

expulsion. It is, at least at first glance, surprising when upon 

opening the book we find that Ibo Verga appears to have written 

nothing on this watershed event. In the relevant chapter (number 

fifty) he notes that he has heard and seen a great deal about the 

expulsion and originally intended to discuss it here but refrained 

from doing so when he saw that Judah Abrabanel had already written 

about it. In fact there is no record of any such work; ~riel Sbocbet 

claiiu Ibn Verga refers to the account of Judah's father, 
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Don Isaac Abrabanel, which Joseph Ibn Verga has inserted into the 

34 following chapter. 

If, however, the Sbevet Yehudah -is ripe with irony and double 

meaning, then we would be wise to consider this question of lbn 

Verga's coverage of the expulsio~ more carefully. I believe that 

in fact it is the implicit subject of the entire book and that when 

the author probes the causes of antisemitism in general, his 

inquiry never strays very far from the specific events leading up 

to 1492. The dialogues may be fact or fiction, the setting in 

England or France, but they almost always echo the Jewish 

experience in Spain. Thus Yitzhak Baer writes, "Much in it 

concerns the Spanish expulsion and the life of the Jews before the 

expulsion. One might even say the entire concern of the book is to 

discuss the reasons for this momentous historical event. 1135 

Why doesn't Ibn Verga consider the expulsion more explicitly? 

Again, part of the answer probably lies in his need to avoid 

arousing popular wrath. Open application of his controversial 

method to the exploration of a catastrophe still so close to his 

contemporaries would have provoked a strong reaction. Therefore in 

good Maimonidean fashion (Ibn Verga clearly knew and admired 

Maimonides' work) he scattered his discussion of the expulsion's 

causes throughout the narrative. This technique may well be 

derived from the Guide of the Perplexed wherein, "Sometimes the 

subject intended to be taught to him who was to be instructed was 

divided--altbougb it vaa one and the same aubject--amo~g many 

parables remote froa one another."36 
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lbn Verga lays out his agenda in chapter seven, the longest 

and one of the most important in the book. In this fictional 

dialogue between King Alfonso of Spaia and his wise Christian 

counselor Thomas (whose knowledge of Jewish philosophy and customs 

perhaps suggests Thomas Aquinas), the author touches on all the 
~ 

major themes which are developed in other narratives. The story is 

set in the royal court as the king faces pressure from his people 

to expel the Jews, whom they accuse of ritual murder. He does not 

want to send his . Jewish subjects into exile and he places little 

credence in the blood libel charges but wishes to consult the 

learned Thomas before taking any action. 37 

From the beginning King Alfonso is sympathetic to the Jews. 

Throughout the Shevet Yehudah, Ibn Verga portrays European kings as 

noble rulers with a strong desire to protect the Jews under their 

reign. In this dialogue Alfonso sets the tone for those to come. 

He assumes the Jews are innocent of the trumped-up charge and 

focuses the debate on why they are so hated that their enemies 

constantly accuse them of such atrocities. 

Alfonso opens the discussion by denying that the downfall of 

the Jews can be explained as the result of divine retribution. He 

declares it makes no sense to unders;and their plight as a sign of 

God's wrath, "for we have seen and heard of many nations who sinned 

and transgressed worse than they did and were not punished; just 

the opposite, they prospered and were very succeuful" 

":I ,m,', ~ , 117DJJ ,C',1 IQIT1 '1»17DW D"2-, D'O» 1JWl71 u,n ~ 
Jn'miffl'mlffl•'m, 

( 38 . . . ) . 
Thus Ibn Verga usea the king to ground bi• account firmly in the 
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realm of natural causes. As we shall see later, he does not 

completely eliminate God ' s role in Jewish history, but the bulk of 

the narrative that follows operates on•naturalistic assumptions. 

If, however, divine disfavor does not account for the sad 

state of the Jews, what does? This is the subject of the second 
-.... 

day's discussion, when Alfonso asks Thomas to explain the r easons 

why people show such scorn for the Jews. 

Thomas replies that no intelligent person dislikes the Jews, 

but the common masses hate them for a variety of reasons. The 

fi rst of these is the Jews' excessive pride and ostentatiousness. 

No murmuring was heard against them until they began to dress in 

fancy silk garments and act like royalty rather than the wandering 

exiles they are. This aroused the jealousy of their impoverished 

neighbors. 

This was exacerbated by the second cause of antisemitism, 

Jewish wealth--especially that obtained through high-interest 

loans. When the Jews arrived in Spain, they were poor and the 

Christiana rich. Now just the opposite is the case and the 

natives' economic decline at the Jew's expense has raised their 

ire. 

Finally there is the social estr~ngement of the Jews, t ypified 

by their dietary laws. This is a source of added antagonism, for 

the masses have little sympathy for a people that refuses to eat or 

drink with them and won't even consume wine touched by Christian 

hands.39 
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Thomas--speaking for Ibn Verga--believes that Jewish 

assimilation aggravates antisemitism. Therefore he advises Alfonso 

to defuse the masses' anger with a serie1 of restrictive measures 

which would require the Jews to return all the money they gained 

through usury to its original owners, forbid them from dressing Ln 

silk garm""ents, and insist they wear a red badge identifying 

themselves as Jews. The king agrees to take such measures, and 

when the people hear of this they admit that the ritual murder 

charge is a fraud. They return home appeased, thus showing the 

40 veracity of Thomas's explanation for why the Jews are hated . 

All of these causes of popular antisemitism cited by Thomas 

point to Jewish shortcomings. There is, however, one more reason 

why the Christians constantly threaten Jews with blood libel and 

other false accusations: their own religious fanaticism. The 

age-old charge of deicide and centuries of malice have poisoned the 

Catholic clergy and their followers against the Jews. Ibo Verga 

recognizes the ill-effects of the Church's intolerance and places a 

modern-sounding argument for religious pluralism in the mouth of 

King Alfonao: 

MQ'TDM n= ~11ffl' "Tffl"l"I -11"1:l'Tli CDC m, °= n1:r,,J'l0 ll'K nunii °= ~" r:c0'C1 
1'J'Y.l m -imc -a~ 1"DMDM1 , ,m,mc CDC -= :mmc ,c',1 mmc m 1,c ':I 1', ,n 

,nm ,mm a,ic n,,n MD~ K'M u,c --Tffl"l"I ':I ,l"'CiD ,,m, ... MD~ n-c-o 
41 • ,xm )t',Q Clffl'1M ':I U'J17 ',v ,me• .'MW11•', 'Mlm Cllt1 .CIJ"rQ "" ,mnn 
All agree that the religion• are suatained only by the 
imqiaation. The Jew imagine• that there is no true religion 
or faith other than bi• own. In his opinion anyone believing 
in aoaetbing else ia like a beast •••• And the Cbriatian 
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believes that the Jew is a beast in human form whose soul will 
dwell in the deepest part of hell. And if you ask the Moslem, 
he will tell you that hell is full of both of us. 

It is significant that the king, rather than Thomas, expresses this 

attitude of religious relativism. In using Alfonso as his spokesman on 

thi~ issue, Ibn Verga implies that even the most enlightened Christian 

thinkers such as Thomas are not immune to over zealousness. At any 

rate, religious intolerance is the final cause of Jew-hatred which 

Thomas and the king discuss in chapter seven and it is the only one 

which lies beyond the power of the Jews to change. 

In the remaining sections of the Shevet Yehudah, Ibn Verga 

gives accounts of real and imaginary blood libels, disputations, 

expulsions and other persecutions which illustrate the causes of 

antisemitism laid out in the previous dialogue. When we recall the 

implicit purpose of the book, it becomes clear that he sees Jewish 

pride, ostentatiousness, usurious wealth, and social estrangement-­

as well as Christian intoleranc~--as the primary causes of the 

Spanish expulsion. He elaborates on them in the body of the work 

with the hope that the Jews will learn from their mistakes and 

correct these faults so as to avoid meeting up with tragedy again 

in the future. 

Throughout the chapters which follow he reiterates that it is 

the common people and clergy who make trouble for the Jews while 

the kings of Europe stand as their defenders. When thes~ kings do 

decide to expel their Jews, it is in order to rescue them from a 

worse fate. Thus in his account of the eighteenth persecution, Ibn 
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Verga claims the king of England exiled the Jews from his land in 

order to save them from pogroms and forced conversions. He knew 

that the commoners' accusations of Jewish coin-clipping were 

fraudulent, but he was forced to send the Jews away when he 

recognized he could no longer protect them from the people's 

42 
wrath. 

If we assume that much of the Shevet Yehudah is a veiled 

discussion of the causes of the Spanish expulsion, then this 

defense of European kings implies that Ibn Verga does not hold 

Ferdinand responsible for the catastrophe. He therefore represents 

the antithesis of the first Hacker chronicle, which places the 

burden of blame on the king. A member of the uppercrust of Spanish 

Jewry, Ibn Verga refused to let go of the benevolent attitude 

towards the monarchy typical of his peers, even after the 

expulsion. Traces of this view remain even today, embedded in 

popular conceptions of Jewish history and legend which portray 

Isabella as the wily villain urging on her well-intentioned but 

naive, bumbling husband. 

Ironically, Ibn Verga is far more critical of his own people 

than the king. The forty-second persecution is set in Babylon, but 

the writer's intention is to indict Spanish Jewry for their 

. ( 
ostentatiousness, which he sees as a maJot' reason for their 

downfall. The account begins with a lengthy description of the 

exilarchate. Ibn Verga provides accurate details of its wealth and 

power, and notes that the king of Babylon would receive the exilarch 

with a great deal of pomp. 
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Then he adds a story of how the exilarchate ended, which is 

invented to condemn Jewish arrogance. Be asserts that when the 

Babylonians saw the splendor of the exilarchate , they worried that 

Israel would soon rise up and rule over them. They assassinated an -exilarch and plotted to kill other Jews until the Jewish community 

wisely ton.ed down their pre t entiousness and abolished the 

exi larchate. The implications of this tale for the Spanish exiles 

b 
. 43 are o v1ous. 

Ibn Verga also uses historical fiction to condemn the 

intolerance and fanaticism of the Catholic clergy , another cause of 

the expulsion. The forty- fourth persecution is a fictional account 

which parallels events in Spain in 1492 . The queen's confessor (a 

character strongly reminiscent of Torquemada) hates the Jews . He 

influences her to ask her husband to offer the Jews a choice: 

conver t or die. The r eluctant king finally consents to do her 

will, with the important exception that he eases the choice t o 

apostasy or exile. Once again the good king does all he can to 

protect his Jews from the more hostile elements i n his kingdom. 

Of course even this choice is not particularly appealing to 

the Jews. Facing opposition from the impoverished masses and t he 

priests who "preach bitter words" against them, the Jews turn t o 

their traditional allies, _the educated aristocracy. They offer to 

help the Jews bribe the queen, but before the payoff is made, the 

confeaaor is banged for courtiq ber. When its ins tigator is 

executed, the expulsion decree ia revoked, and tolerance 

. pb 44 tr1ua •• 
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The Shevet Yehudah includes many other accounts denouncing the 

evils of religious fanaticism. Ibn Verga ridicules those 

Christians who accuse the Jews of ritual murder and tampering with 

the host. Chap~r thirty-two contains his most famous argument for 

religious tolerance, delivered by a character whose very 

name--Ephraim Ibn Sancho--symbolizes pluralism. The king asks him 

which religion is better: Judaism or Christianity? Ibn Sancho's 

brilliant response to this no-win question comes from a piece of 

folklore which Lessing later formed into his story of the three 

rings. 

He tells the king a tale of how his dying neighbor left a 

precious stone to each of his two sons. Somewhat later the two 

boys quarrelled and came to Ibn Sancho wishing to know the 

difference in value between the gems, but he responded that only 

the stone merchant ( 1•,,n-a', 45 ) knows . 

The king agrees that Ibn Sancho answered well; now Ibn Sancho 

delivers the ',170J : 

.mnc ~M ,me~" 11m ,,"7'1 a•mt lp»•1,w run 
,,~, i"S 10",Q n,w• r.am .,,,,. n-x :'»Ciw mrnc, 

46. a·mr.i mn-c,c• ,nrn 1--,,c,-a'r.l ,cm -:i ,a""0'7l1' 

Behold Jacob and Easau were brothers, and each· received a 
precioua atone. Now our lord aaks: Which one is better? Let . 
our king send a mesaenger to our Father in heaven, for be is 
the great stone merchant and (only) be can tell the difference 
between the stones. 
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The king concludes by praising Ibn Sancho for hi s wisdom. 

The climax of the Shevet Yehudah comes in the s i xty-third chapter, 

when Ibn Verga drops his veil of historical fiction and responds to the 

question, "Why this great divine wrath?" in his own name. Here he 

concisely repeats the causes that have occupied his attention up t o this 

point: religi:o.us hatred grounded on t he ancient charge of deicide, 

Jewish arrogance and ostentat iousness, social estrangement exacerbated 

by the dietary laws, and the economic success of the Jews which Gentiles 

believe comes at their expense. lie also adds a few previously 

unmentioned natural causes: the ruler's desire for religious unity in 

his realm, the jealousy aroused when Jewish men cast their eyes upon the 

Christian women, and the fact that the Jews commonly swore false oaths. 

He never mentions the accusation of religious propagandizing, which 

. h f l . . . h d' . lf 47 constitutes t e cause o expu sion given int e e ict itse • 

It was noted earlier that despite his emphasis on such natural 

causes, Ibn Verga does not rule out divine intervention in history. 

The beginning of this chapter asserts that all of Israel's 

suffering (including the Spanish expulsion) is partially explicable 

as a measure of God's punishment: 

'rJ-,a ,c',a1 ,n'M1 n1',m:, n,:mn mtmD:1 r:rnc ,m· ~ :no',t, ,ex 
D"'O'af an,-., m, ·u ~" ,:a nw ,c', mm ',mi, ,pm --m no :"l»C•1 

imt 1'aD 1JCl 11ffl a1~1 M'M1 nfflClffl ~1 ID-,ffl"l'10 -,,,,• D'Vla) 
48. "Q1 •"JQM• a:mM y,,· :T'lllM Mffl1,T.l', 
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Said Solomon: If a man will reflect upon these great afflictions, 
he will be dumbfounded and ask, "Why this great divine anger? He 
has not done likewise to any of the other nations, despite their 
being burdened with sins more than the Jews!" All these questions 
and others like them have as their answer a single verse which 
says: "You only have I known of all the families of the earth~ 49 t herefore I will visit upon you all your iniquities" (Amos 3:2). 

While other nations transgress more than Israel, her special 

relationship wh>h God places a greater burden of punishment on he r when 

she is iniquitous . Furthermore, Ibn Verga notes in the next line, the 

Jews still bear the sin of their ancestors who built the golden calf. 

Yet Ibn Verga's conception of suffering as divine retribution 

is an unusual one. Unlike previous thinkers who conceived of both 

reward and punishment as a sign of God 1 s providence, he suggests 

that Israel 's travails are not the workings of providence but the 

result of its removal. This is the second cause of Jewish 

suffering: "When there is not great merit, the exile continues on 

account of natural causes ( lr.lm 11JC) n1"1l"1 ',m n-om 1')'11:1 ':I ) • 1150 

This brilliant theory provides Ibn Verga with a bridge between 

the realms of divine and natural causality. It enables him to 

avoid the chasm separating history and metahistory in the work of 

bis colleagues and it lets him focus on the natural causes which 

are bis primary interest. If the exile continues on account of 

natural causes, then once these are identified, steps can be taken 

to alleviate them. The goal of the Sbevet Yebudab is to identify 

the factors prolonging the exile (as typified by the expu~sion) 

with the hope that the Jews will use tbia knowledge to ameliorate 
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their status--even if this entails certain painful austerity 

measures. 

This is an entirely non-messianic stance. Ibn Verga 

criticizes t~ messianic spirit of his age, pointing to the great 

harm fa l se messiahs bring to Isr~el. 51 As Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi 

and others have noted, lbn Verga does not totally deny a divine 

role in human history but he chooses to de-emphasize that aspect of 

causality, He also pays a price for his view that providence 

ceases to function when Israel is not meritorious. 

The cost of this notion that God abandons Israel to the 

natural course of events is its legacy of despair which made it 

untenable to most of Ibn Verga's fellow Jews. Other philosophies 

found favor because they made sense of suffering. Messianism 

. offered immediate hope for the future, but even the older view 

expressed in the words 1n,,cQ u•"n U"lCtln •JDQ promised that as 

soon as they stopped sinning, the Jews would also stop suffering. 

Ibn Verga 1 s 11realism11 did not offer even this much consolation. 

The only hope implicit in the Shevet Yehudah is that by learning 

from their mistakes of the past (ostentatiousness, arrogance, 

etc.), the Jews might face a brighter future--hardly a promising 

vision when the 11remedy11 seems to include restrictions on Jewish 

dress and commerce and perhaps other areas as well, 

Furthermore, Ibn Verga•• theory played straight into the hands 

of Christian polemics. Bis argument that God forsakes Israel when 

they lack merit ia exactly what the Christiana claim occurred after 

the Jeve refueed to recognize Jeeue H the aeeeiah. In a time of 
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fierce religious rivalry, the Jews could not •fford to furnish 

their rivals with his kind of ammunition. 

It is ironic, then, that Shevet Yehudah became the most read -historical work of the sixteenth century. Its popularity makes 

sense, however, when we recall the author's Maimonidean style. 

People read it without understanding Ibn Verga 1 s true intentions; 

by century's end, popular perception pegged it as a collection of 

moralistic folktales, Indeed, even the author's own son Joseph, 

the book's editor, considered his father's work a kind of pious 

52 martyrology. 

To the modern reader Shevet Yehudah stands as an anomaly among 

sixteenth-century accounts of the expulsion . The historians who 

followed Ibn Verga espouse much more traditional concepts of 

causality, insisting on the continued presence of divine providence 

even when Israel sins. Many years would pass before the Jews were 

ready for a view of history which excluded God's presence even 

temporarily. 

2. Elijah Capsali 

Elijah Capsali was born on the island of Crete in 1489. We 

know little about bis life, save that he did his talmudic studies 

in Padua before returning to serve as Crete's chief rabbi in 1524. 

Be was the firet Jew to write about his people within the context 

of a bietory of the gentile nations; he is the author of both 
D"Q"n '"""Q'T 

n"lflm:t;,Q), a biatory of Venice and Italian Jewry, and 
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on the Ottoman Empire and the Jews of Spain, Our 

concern is with the latter, which he finished in 1523. 53 

Capsali used many sources to compile his chronicle, though he 

leaves many unTuentified. He was well-read in rabbinic and 

kabbalistic literature and familiar with historical works such as 

Yosippon and Ibn Daud's Sefer ha-Kabbalah. He shows some grasp of 

secular materials, though he uses them almost apologetically. 

Undoubtedly he knew of Isaac Abrabanel's writings, and he refers to at 

least one written source from the time of expulsion, a Hebrew version· of 

the expulsion edict. However, his most important source of information 

on the expulsion is the stories he heard from the exiles who took refuge 

in Crete. Thus he notes that". • we gave them r oom and board and 

light when they came our way and they told me all about the great and 

terrible Spanish expulsion. 1154 

In his introduction, Capsali expresses his concern over 

historical accuracy, promising to verify everything he writes. 

Nonetheless, this is no modern "scientific" history . When he 

announces his motivation for writing the book, he shows himself to 

be a steadfast traditionalist, who hopes his stories of Gentile 

kings will teach his readers some~• He also wishes to show his 

gratitude to the Turks for taking in the troubled refugees and treating 

55 them favorably. 

Yet all of these intentions are secondary. Capsali 1 a primary 

goal in Seder Eliyabu Zuta ia to show the saving power of God's band 

in biatory and the promise that redemption is on the horizon. It 

ia a blatantly aeaaianic book, cocapoaed almoat entirely of veraea 
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taken from the Bible and rearranged to tell the story of Turkey and 

Spanish Jewry. The Turks serve as the instrument of God's 

salvation in the worldwide apocalyptic drama which Capsali sees 

l . . li;_ . h . 56 p ay1ng 1tse "'out even as e writes. 

This messianic vision does not require that Capsali completely 

ignore the natural causes of events he describes. Even messianic 

history works through humans who, by Jewish tradition, hold some 

control over their own destinies. In fact, much of Seder Eliyahu 

Zuta inhabits the realm of natural causality. The question at hand 

is one of emphasis. Granted that Capsali ( like all of his cohorts 

except Ibn Verga) fails to explain the relationship between divine 

and natural causality, we can still debate which side he chooses to 

emphasize. 

Martin Kohn argues that Capsali pays lip service to the 

tradition, but his true interest lies in a more modern concept of 

history. Thus he claims Seder Eliyahu Zuta seems to portray the 

world"• as acting out of a divine drama, but this framework is 

quickly left behind and the actual mechanics of history are found 

in natural causes and realistic development. 1157 Most historians 

disagree with this position, myself among them. Writers such as Charles 

Berlin and Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi maintain that for Capsali history is 

the handmaiden of theology, not vice versa. 

It ia worthwhile to keep this debate in mind and weigh the 

evidence aa we turn to Capaali's account of events leadin& up to 

the Spaniab expulsion. Thia can be found in the aection of bia 
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book subtitled t1 "'T,aQ •-,,ao," wherein he proclarms ti ••• we shall 

tell the reason or reasons why we were sent out in the expulsion. 

. ( 1'n"ll un',111 cnm', -,me n'00i'l 1K i"'QOii ""'ID0J 
--... 

) • ,,5 8 

For Capsali, the unification of Spain is the most important of 

these reasons . Relatively early in his account he notes that 

although the Christians persecuted Spanish Jews long before 1492, 

they could not enforce a general expulsion because of their 

internal division. One king might expel the Jews from his realm, 

but they would not have to travel far before arriving in a 

neighboring kingdom which accepted them. Eventually the first king 

would revoke his decree and the Jews would all return to their 

59 homes, As long as Spain remained divided, the Jews enjoyed 

relative security. 

Therefore the majority of " TiaO .-,,ao " traces the slow 

process of Spanish unification which came to fruition with the 

marriage of the Catholic monarchs and the successful conclusion of 

the Reconquista in Granada. This explains Capsali's otherwise 

inexplicable interest in the war of succession between Isabella and 

her niece Joanna, since Isabella's victory opened the door for the 

consolidation of Castile and Aragon. 

This milestone is achieved when Isabella marries Ferdinand of 

Ara1on. the marriage is a major source of interest to Capsali. Be 

repeats in detail the popular myth that Abr_.,aham Seneor •~d Meir 

Hel--d arran1ed this Wlion, thus unwittinaly doomin& ·the Jews. 

Cepsali, however, adds a twist to this story: be claiu (probably 

OD the buis of oral accoWlts be beard froa exiles) that the Jewish 
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statesmen agreed to facilitate this match because Ferdinand had 

Jewish blood, He traces the king ' s genealogy back to the son of a 

Jewish woman and a minister of state. The boy was raiped by his 

father in the castle, which he inherited, He, in turn, had four 

daughters, the youngest of whom married King John II a.nd bore 
~ 

Ferdinand. Thus when presented with t he opportunity to act as 

Isabella's marriage brokers, Seneor and Melammed reasoned, "He is 

our flesh and blood, Let us choose him for her, for he is upright 

and will have mercy on us, and on account of him, the Lord will 

make us prosperous and fruitful in t he land , 1160 

Seneor and Melammed's reasoning backfired, and Capsali po ints 

to this politic al blunder as a major cause of the expulsion, It is 

an oft - stated maxim that some o f the worst antisemites are 

assimilated Jews. Vulnerable to attack themselves, they feel 

compelled to show the Gentiles that they have no sympathy for the ir 

kin. So it was with Ferdinand: when the common people heard the 

rumors and began to taunt him, his only recourse was t o go along 

with his wife's hard-line policy towards the Jews. Capsali is 

well-aware of the irony: a partially Jewish king is not good for 

the Jews. 61 

Nonetheless, the Jews might have survived Ferdinand's betrayal 

had it not been for bi• wife, the strong-minded Isabella, Capsali 

notes that she is the real power behind the throne and describes 

her aa a zealous Christian who "waa devoted to her reli&ion and 

clung to her faith •••• "62 The Inquisition waa established upon 

her request in order to halt the spread of Jewish practices aaon& 
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the New Christians. 63 Isabella envisioned this as part of a 

broader policy t o unify Spain under the banner of her beloved 

Catholic church. 

The war with Granada occupied a central place in this policy. 

For centuries this stubborn outpost stood as the final Islamic 

obstacle t o the Reconquista; now the Catholic monarchs wanted it 

defeated. In 1486 they launched their attack, Capsal i states that 

the battle seemed a stalemate until Isabella made a vow to her God: 

'm,17• mt 'J'IQ.,m,i •i•l Mm m,:, mt lM l'IJU me :-v»mi 
'Dll 1'11'10 ua·, 10,p• ·nnu00 ciVUK, -nc'7al 0~11,"'M 
l'WIMCl'1 ',• "l T '1C l'mW Mm 'il T.11 . im', 1 'ID"01' )C', 1 

mn ~ rm"'M n·, .',,n17• ~w ·,c 'i01:I "D ',lJ 
64 U"Q'Qll :,•:, ,cr.,1 . 

• • • She said: "If you will deliver this people into my hand 
I will devote Israel, who dwell in my kingdom, t o destruction. 
I will expel them from my resting place; they shall depart 
from my nation and endure no more. 11 And Isabella the wicked 
did this thing through a priest, the enemy of Israel, who is 
the source of our troubles and whose hand was in these matters 
[Torquemada]. 

Shortly thereafter, Granada fell to the Spaniards. 

Thia vow provides an explicit link between the war on Granada 

and the expulsion, In Capaali'a history, the latter is a 

religiously-motivated event, the conclusion of the pious Isabella'• 

campaign to conaolidate all of Spain under Catholic rule. The 

policy began with her marriage to Ferdinand, continued with the 
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establishment of the Inquisition to ensure the Church's purity, and now 

had succeeded in toppling the remnant of Moorish rule . The next step 

was obvious: Isabella would fulfill her vow and rid her realm of Jews. 

At first Ferdinand resisted, but when she taunted him about his origins 

he conceded, thinking to himself, "I will gratify the queen's wish, lest 

she exalt herself over me, saying that I am of Jewish seed. 1165 In the 

spring of 1492 the monarchs issued their edict and three months later 

(according to Capsali on Tisha B'Av) the last of the Jews who chose to 

uphold their faith departed from Spain. 

If this constituted the entirety of Capsali's account, it 

would be obvious that Kohn is correct in claiming him as a 

nontraditional thinker. There is, however, one more factor 

involved in the writer ' s understanding of the aforementioned 

events: divine volition. God's hand sets the causal chain in 

motion, subtly moving history towards a predetermined end. In this 

case, that entails the unification of Spain and the expulsion of 

her Jews. Thus Capsali claims that Ferdinand's forces could not 

have conquered Granada without God's help: "The Lord gave him all 

the land because the measure (of guilt or sin] of the Israelites 

dwelling in Spain was full and [therefore] God desired a general 

expulsion from that entire land ••• " 

( :is,, i-a:a a~ 111"1'1 ffl17' ·n mm .c"°111 -:i .,.-um 'r.1 me·," ·n 1J1'1 
M"l'ffl r,,m m ""a 11ni n1"1'11, n·•r., 

. ).66 

Capsali here refers to a passage in Sotah 9b which states that 

God does not exact punishment of a man "until bis measure [of 
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guilt] is filled" ( imco K'?cm111 ill). The implication is that the 

Spanish Jews deserved the harsh fate meted out to them. The 

expulsion was, to some degree, divine retribution for their 

transgressions. God used Ferdinand to punish the aljamas when 

their sins had become too bountiful to be forgiven. 

Yet Capsali does not view the tragedy as entirely a matter of 

just retribution. Like other chroniclers whose works we have 

already discussed, he often glorifies the exiles and their lost , 

lamented culture. Not infrequently does he imply that they were 

righteous, as evidenced by their willingness to leave their 

long-established homes to uphold God's holy name. It is not clear 

why justice would punish just those Jews who chose to go into exile 

h h 
. 67 rat er tan apostatize. 

For Capsali, the primary meaning of the expulsion is found in 

its aftermath. His complete explanation of the event becomes 

obvious only when he describes the exiles' arrival in Turkey and 

the warm welcome they receive from Sultan Bayezit: God expelled 

the Jews from Spain and brought them to Turkey in order to begin the 

ingathering of the exiles, the first step in a rapidly unfolding 

messianic drama. Israel's suffering represents the birth pangs of 

the messiah. Soon it will end and the Jews will return to rebuild 

a resplendent Jerusalem while God takes vengeance on their enemies. 

At the end of " -naa ..,,a," he cites a bit of gematria from the 

fifteenth-century commentary Sefer ha-bnah proving that the 11' 

begin in 5250 (1492). Be concludes with a aeries of messianic 

prophecie• which the expulsion fulfills: 
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. . . . i'Q -n,', u vn a·· 'm rnr,', 11nM ,n vn ,m nc1 
1"1"1' lW" m 'fflJ flf'', 'M 'mM 'i"Dt'r.n ,nm, a,"l"I 10, 

Mlll11 nr,r.,, ,'»CUM mt~ ,me 01170 'm '"'ffl'IW1 a•o,a 
:M·~ M"lT.'1 "10MD Mffl am, D"mll D"'Tffl"l"l "11 

."C1 ,c•m, mm -n, •u n1"M0 MJ1"l"IJ ,c', ,w ms m, Mn"l"ll 
:ni17111' >a >a 11' 11' ml "n1 ~"1"1 :"'OnDM -,11,c 

68 'C11D" ,c', 1"0'1 '»CUM MU', 

We thought the expulsion was evil but God intended it for 
good •••• From that day on the Lord began to gather 
together t he dispersed of bis people, that they may be ready 
and prepared in one place for the coming of the Redeemer; and 
the troubles that afflicted the Jews in those t imes are 
[according to] the word of the prophet (Daniel 12:1): "and 
there shall be a time of troubles such as there never was 
since there was a nation until that time." Happy is he that 
waiteth and he will attend the time of the end; "An end is 
come, the end is come" (Ezek. 9: 6); The coming of the Redeemer 
is near69and bis days shall not be prolonged (cf. Isa. 
13:22). 

It seems t o me that in light of such apocalyptic fervor, it is 

difficult t o argue that Capsali' s interest in history took precedence 

over his messianism. I find it far more likely that Capsali emb raced 

historiography as a tool, through which he hoped to show t he workings o f 

God's will on earth. Like the "historical" sections of the Bible,~ 

Eliyahu Zuta does not shy away from examining human motivations, but 

God's hand alwaya lies just below the surface, moving events even when 

it remains unseen. 

Capsali aaw that divine band as usually active in his own 

· time, brinaing history to u imminent end. To us t his may seem 
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much more simplistic and naive than Ibn Verga's almost-modern work, 

but Seder Eliyahu Zuta met a despairing people ' s needs in a way the 

Shevet Yehudah could not: it provided them with solace and hope. 

The rest of the sixteenth-century hist~rians would follow the path 

chosen by Capsali. 

3, Samuel Usque 

Samuel Usque was born into a family of Portuguese anusim early 

in the sixteenth century. His parents probably came to Portugal 

from Spain in 1492 after the expulsion, then were forcibly 

conver ted five years later. They raised Samuel as a secret Jew, 

educating him in both secular and Jewish pursuits, He mastered 

Hebrew, Latin, Spanish, and Italian as well as Portuguese, 70 

Around 1531 Usque left Portugal, perhaps in order to live an 

openly Jewish life. He spent some time in Naples where he 

befriended the Abrabanel family, whom he encountered again in Ferrara, 

Italy. It was in the latter town that he made the acquaintance of Dona 

Gracia Nasi. She may have supported him, as he dedicated his book to 

her. At this time Ferrara was also the location of Abraham Usque's 

printing press, which published Bible and prayerbook translations for 

the conversos. Samuel may have worked on some of those translations. 71 

The end of Uaque's life remains enshrouded in mystery. Some 

claim that after he embraced his Judaism freely he decided to move 

to Palestine and joined a circle of kabbaliats in Safed .• This, 
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however, may be more myth than fact. We really do not know when or 

h 1 . d 72 even were Samue Usque die • 

It is likely that Usque would have remained in complete 

obscurity were it not for his book Consola,am as tribulacoens de 

Israel (Consolation for the Tribulations of Israel). Although I am 

considering it here in this chapter on works of historiography, in 

many respects it bears little resemblance to the other Jewish 

chronicles of the sixteenth century. It consists of three pastoral 

dialogues between symbolic characters dressed in Portuguese 

shepherds' garb: Ycabo (Jacob, the people Israel), Zicareo 

(Zechariah, the remembrancer), and Numeo (Nahum, the comforter). 

Zicareo and Numeo, who are prophets in d{sguise, come upon a despairing 

Ycabo. They ask him to pour out his grief and they promise to console 

him. He agrees, and over the next three days he issues his complaints 

in the form of a long martyrology. The dialogues establish Usque 1 s 

periodization: the first day Ycabo describes the tragedies of the 

biblical period, the second day focuses on the Second Commonwealth, and 

the final dialogue includes all of Israel's suffering from the 

destruction of the Second Temple to the author's time. 73 

Usque culls the historical material in these dialogues from 

many different sources. While the first day's discussion is 

essentially a reformulation of historical sections of the Bible, 

the second dialogue is garnered from Roman chronicles, patristic 

literature, the Yosippon, and rabbinic works, The third dialogue--

which is our primary concern--is mainly based on two sources: the 
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Fortali tum Fidei (Alfonso de Spina's anti-Jewish polemic, which 

Usque changes to suit his own purposes) and a mysterious text which 

Usque refers to as the L.I.E.B. Martin Cohen argues that this 

L.I.E.B. is Isaac Abrabanel's unfinished, lost history D'?'lll 1110' 

which Usque erroneously attributes to his son Judah Leon Abrabanel 

(Judah went by the Christian name L[eon) I[ehuda] Eb[reo)) . While 

Cohen is not completely convincing 1n his claim that the acronym 

L.E.I.B. is a fallacious reference to Judah Abrabanel, he does 

establish that in all likelihood this vital source for the 

Consolaiam is _D_'?_W_J1_1C_• __ 74 

The Consola1am is the only work of sixteenth-century 

historiography which is not written in Hebrew, Usque is well-aware 

that his Portuguese prose severely limits his readership, but notes 

in his prologue, ", •• I believe that I have done the right thing. 

My primary intention was to speak to the Portuguese [New 

Christians] •• • • It would therefore have been inappropriate for 

me to shun my mother tongue and to seek a borrowed language in 

which to speak to my countrymen. 1175 

A repentant converso himself, Usque's goal in the Consola1am 

is to console the anusim and thereby urge them to follow in bis 

footsteps. Like lbn Verga and Capsali, he is not overly concerned 

with the accuracy of his history. He seeks the meaning of bis 

people's suffering, especially in the recent expulsions and forced 

conver,ions. Be looks to the past not for it• own sake, but - to 

provide hope for the future. Indeed, he believe, the mere 

remembrance of per,ecution• pa•t eaaea the pain of the present. A• 
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he notes in his prologue, "For troubled spirits the recollection of 

past misfortunes will somewhat diminish the scrffering from present 

. 11 . f h b h b · 1176 ones, especLa y L t ose gone y ave een more Lntense. 

The past also provides the grist for Usque's imminent 

messianis m. Like Capsali, he believes the horrible suffering 

inflicted by Spain and Portugal represents the birth pangs of the 

messiah. At the end of each section in his book, he cites 

prophetic verses which he believes are fulfilled by the 

aforementioned events. He even alters the biblical text to 

emphasize its present significance. He is convinced that with the 

suffering of the Iberian Jews, the last of these doom prophecies 

h b d 
. . 77 as een met an redemptLon soon awaLts. 

In my discussion of Capsali's chronicle, I briefly noted the 

presence of both this sort of messianism and the doctrine of 

suffering as divine retribution. Usque also combines these two 

views in bis work, proving that they are not mutually exclusive. 

Unlike Capaali, however, be does not make any claims implying that 

the exiles were just. He emphasizes again and again that no 

suffering is undeserved. 

Throughout the Consolajam be expresses the outlook that 

Israel'• sufferings constitute divine punishment for numerous sins. 

Perhaps the fact that he waa of the second generation auade it 

easier for him to view the exiles aa tranagreaaors. His converao 

background alao undoubtedly played an important role here. Uaque 

must have been troubled by hia own sense of complicity and that of 

thoae around hya. Havina experienced aubterfuae in his ovn life, 
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he had a strong feeling about sin and projected it into the concept 

of causality which underlies his magnum opus. Thus Zicareo replies 

to Ycabo 1 s complaints, 11Your healthy flesh was not cut off, nor was 

any creature punished with death or exile who •had not first, with 

his own hands, made the sword that cut him and prepared the snare 

into which he fell. 1178 

Usque knows this theology leaves him open to the Christian 

charge that Cod has abandoned Israel for their sins. As one who 

seeks to convince conversos to return to Judaism, he is 

particularly sensitive to such claims. Therefore he is compelled 

to demonstrate that although exile and expulsion are punishments, 

they represent the chastisements of love reserved for a people 

still dear to Cod's heart. When Ycabo cries that Cod has rejected 

him, Numeo reassures him that no other nation is more worthy of 

divine favor. Usque is diametrically opposed to Ibn Verga 1 s view 

that God leaves Israel to the whims of nature. Thus Ycabo learns 

to see God's vengeance on bis enemies as a sign of Israel's 

continued grace: foes rise and fall while out of God's compassion the 

79 people Israel endures. 

But if all suffering is due to sin, what is Israel's 

transgression? In the first two dialogues Usque points to 

assimilation as the root of his people's iniquity, Beginning with 

their entry into Canaan, Israel'• desire to be "like all ~he other 
'---

nations" baa led to intermarria&e and idolatry. Uaque is not the 

firet to eapouae this position; indeed, be draws 'it from the 

biblical literature whicb be quote■• Yet he subtly continuea to 
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uphold this doctrine in the third dialogue's account of the events 

of his own age and undoubtedly even his biblical re fe rences are 

designed to strike a special chord with the conversos. Who among 

them would not recogni~e Usque's implicit indictment of their 

lifestyles when he writes: "Thi~ was the life of my children , who 

preferred the hunt, the cruel and heathen custom in which they 

imitated their brethren Esau and Ishmael, the hunters, to the 

pastoral way of life which my Creator favored and which I had 

chosen •• .. so 

Even the powerful combination of this view of suffering as 

punishment for sin and apocalyptic messianism does not blind Usque 

to aspects of natural causality. In the third dialogue he notes 

some economic reasons for the persecution of the Jews. He knows as 

well as Ibn Verga that "envy follows wealth" and popular resentment 

over Jewish money-lending underlies t he many charges of blood libel 

and host- desecration. 

Yet unlike Ibo Verga, he considers such causes of persecution 

to be secondary. As Ycabo notes, "In truth these misfortunes come 

to me from a much higher source, for it seems that little fear of 

God's punishment had settled in the heart of some of my childr en • 

.. s1 

Uaque aaya little about the natural causes of the Spanish 

expulsion. Thoae which he doea identify conform with hia view of 

aaaimilation as the source of Israel'• troubles. The tbeolo&ical 

and natural realu overlap here. Uaque believe• the aeeda of the 

expulsion were planted a century earlier in the day• of Vincent 
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Ferrer. The persecutions of 1391 and mass conversions which 

followed created the converao problem. Men and women of Jewish 

blood began to intermarry with the Spanish aristocracy and enjoyed 

its extravagant material benefits. Their assimilation into such 

powerful circles aroused the jealousy of those whom Usque calla 

"the enemies of my good fortune." He probably refers to declining 

Old Christiana who must have been appalled at the thought of being 

surpassed by people they considered Jews. They found Isabella eager to 

listen to their complaints and persuaded her to institute the Spanish 

I . . . 82 nqu1s1t1on. 

Although this body had no authorit y over the Jews, it is 

closely linked with their downfall in Usque's work. Usque 

considers the conversos part of the Jewish people . He insists it 

is therefore fitting for all of Israel to be punished for their 

sins. On the natuTal level, he asserts a position which the 

Zionists would reiterate 350 years later: Jewish efforts to 

assimilate inevitably end in failure and incur the wrath of the 

very people they seek to imitate. The conversos' guilt on this 

account leads not only to the Inquisition but the expulsion as 

well, for when the former fails to root out all traces of 

Judaizing, Ferdinand and Isabella decide upon the latter course. 

Usque does not question the reasoning given in the expulsion edict, 

for it confirma his notion that Jews and conversos are one people 

and points to the fruitlessness of efforts to assimilate.83 

Ultimately, however, it is God who brought about both the 

Inquisition and expulsion as retribution for Israel 's iniquitous 
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desire to be like the nations around her. The entire affair was 

foreseen by the prophets long ago: 

How many of your judgements, 0 Lord, were fulfilled, which you 
pronounced against me through the lips of Your prophets. • I 
shall bring it about that "what comes into your mind shall not be 
at all, in that you say: 'Let us be like the nations and like the 
families of the countries to worship wood and stone."' As I l ive, 
says the Lord, surely with a mighty hand and outstretched arm and 

... 

poured out fury will I be king over you (Ezek. 20:32-3). • 
Because "they who depart from me shall be written in the earth for 
they have forsaken t he well of living waters, who is the Lord" 
(Jer. 17:13). "At the time of their afflictions they will say t o 
me, 'Rise up, save us,' and I shall answer them, 'Where then are 
your gods now whom you worshipped? Let them8trise and save you in 
the time of your affliction"' (Jer, 2:27-8). 

It hardly seems consoling to attribute the cause of tbe expulsion 

and the Inquisition to assimilationist tendencies foreseen by Ezekiel 

and Jeremiah! At first this appears to conjure up the vision of a 

people doomed to suffer indefinitely for their hapless attempts to 

emulate their idolatrous neighbors. But this is not the case in the 

Consolajam• Usque consoles bis readers with the reminder that if such 

catastrophes were preordained, then so was the r edemption. He believes 

the traumatic events of his age fulfill the last of God's judgements and 

pave the way for the messiah. The expulsion was due t o God's 

punishment, but it also points to a brighter future just on the horizon. 

Like Capsali, he seeks the Turks as protagonists in the ongoing 

messianic drama and notes with encouragement that the Jews are already 

beginning to return to the promised land.85 

At the book's end, Numeo and Zicareo reveal themaelves as 

prophets . They refuse to tell Ycabo exactly when the rP will 
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come--Usque has experienced enough failed messianism to know not to 

give such a date--but they promise it will be soon. Ycabo is 

convinced of the truth of their words because "the effects of the 

prophecy have been so precisely fulfilled in our hardships in Spain 

and Portugal." Purified by his suffering and fortified with new 

hope, he returns home singing an adaptation of Psalm 126, a song of 

ascents. The scene portrays the author's vision at its most acute: 

suffering and sin transformed into faith renewed through the medium 

of a powerful messianism. 

4. Joseph ha-Kohen 

In his book Emek ha-Bakha, Joseph ha-Kohen provides his 

readers with a wealth of autobiographical information. His parents 

were Spanish exiles who settled in Avignon, where Joseph was born 

in 1496. Four years later the family moved to Genoa, and Joseph 

ha-Kohen rem.ained in that Italian territory for most of his life. 

He earned his living as a physician and wrote in his free time 

until his death around 1575. 86 

Of his literary works, the best known are the 

'"Uffl ~'lllt n~ ~',a',1 J'llnS ~',a', (Chronicles of the Kings of 

~ ,ccr,po,c France and the House of Ottoman1 and _______ (The Vale of 

Tears). The former describes the battles between the French and 

the Turks (particularly during the Crusades) and occasionally 

ioteraperaea bits of tangentially related Jewish history. Our 

primary concern, however, ia with the Emek ha-Bakba, 
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Jewish suffering since Bar Kokhba's defeat. It borrows generously 

from earlier martyrologies, including Usque's Cooaola~am, which it 

refers to as 

In places ha-Kohen also echoes Usque's and Capsali's 

messianism. His history of the C:usades implicitly pits France and 

Turkey as the paradigms of Christendom and Islam, locked in a 

global confrontation. This hints at the apocalyptic wars of God 

and Magog. Like most of his generation, he placed great importance 

upon the Turkish conquest of Constantinople in 1453, considering it 

88 the fulfillment o f a prophecy. 

There are clear messianic impulses Ln the Emek ha-Bakha as 

well. In his introduction to this work, J oseph ha-Kohen indicates 

that he hopes the pathos it is intended to stir in its readers will 

encourage God to end the suffering in the near future: 

"» ,~· a·w·, .0"0 i'n• l"Wmll ,n• rpcv,•, 011,· ~ ,c,,m, i,:,, 
"""', n~ "fl' 1m1• 1mmc "l'1">c ',x !':i "1'ID w "'CK" 1"J'ffl 

89 ,me, ,me 1"Dm ,W', iT"1i"ICl nm·, ,JTTT% n·w 

Everyone who reads it will be astonished and gasp, with tears 
flowing from bis eyes; and putting his hands to his loins, be 
will ask: "How long, 0 God?" God, my God, l beseech you, may 
the days of our mourning come to an end and may He send us the 
just messiah, and ~5 will redeem us, soQn, for his mercy's 
sake. Amen, Amen. 

In bis accounts of the various persecutions, the author 

consistently emphasizes God's vengeance on Iarael'a enemies. He aeeka 

to reassure his people of the Lord's concern for them by. demonstrating 

that all of their oppreHora eventually pay for their miadeeda. Thia 
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includes Ferdinand and Isabella, who are left without an heir to the 

throne after their daughter is thrown from a horse and their son expires 

from a dreadful disease. Finally Isabella dies after a long bout with 

cancer, moving ha-Kohen to declare: "The Lord ia just! 1191 

Nonetheless, even the worst tyrants are ultimately God's 

instruments. Ha-Kohen believes that "the heart of a king is in 

God's hand." This leaves him with the now familiar gap between 

natural and supernatural causes: if Ferdinand is God's tool, why 

is he held responsible and punished for the expulsion? The answer 

to this metaphysical question does not appear in ha-Kohen ' s 

historiographical work. 

Divine influence also figures in the account of the expulsion, 

which appears almost identically in both Emek ha-Bakha and Divrei 

ha-Yamim. After he describes the travails of the exiles , ha-Kohen 

claims that the catastrophe was foreseen in the gematril of Isaiah 54:l: 

"O God, all this came upon us in the year alluded to in 

= 252 • 5252 • 1492) after five thousand years 

had taken their course, in the month of Av." Convinced that divine will 

lay behind the expulsion, ha-Kohen hastens to add a plea for God's 

redemption: "hurry to our aid, God our Redeemer: champion our cause 

92 and save us for your name's sake." 

Finally, at the end of the section on the expulsion in both 

bis histories, ha-Kohen declares: 
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i'1Tl'1 "Tt10ffl1-Cl"I 11"11l"l1 JITI% '11Ml 
'Jl ,n• 'PID', rn:, ,m:, ~n', 'JM'Vi'I 

cm~ m,,rua u', ,mi ,w me '7>ti11• 
93 a,a 0"0• :,r., -:i .m,r,~, . 

The expulsions from France and this terrible, bitter expulsion 
roused me to compose this book, so that the children of Israel 
may know what they did to us in their lands,

9
~heir courts, and 

their castles, far beyond the days approach. 

Here ha-Kohen seems to express a messianic understanding of the 

expulsion. He claims this event inspired him to write both of his 

books, so that he might herald the end of days which he hints at in 

the well-known messianic phrase ". 0,C. 0"0' l"IJl"I ":I " 

Yet, as Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi notes, neither book really 

.. b . h h" d . . 95 Jl es wit t 1s state 1ntent1on. Divrei ha-Yamim says very little 

about "what they did to us in their lands," for it is primarily a 

history of the foreign nations, not the Jews who lived in them. Emek 

ha-Bakha recounts many persecutions, but its account of the 

expulsion--supposedly the inspiration for the entire work--is 

surprisingly sparse: it devotes a few paragraphs to this subject, which 

in Capsali 1 s history covers over thirty chapters. 

Furthermore, while there are messianic elements in ha-Kohen 1 s 

work, they are far less dominant than they are in Usque 1 s and 

Capsali 1 s books. In fact, the account in Emek ha-Bakha emphasizes 

the natural chain of events leading to the expulsion. The 

explanation closely parallels the reasonin& given in the expulaion 

edict itaelf. 
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The roots of the disaste r lie in the mass apostasy of l39l, which 

created the converso problem. This went unchecked until Isabella became 

queen and "on account of those who had been traduced into conversion on 

account of Fra Vicenza--may his name be blotted out--the Inquisition was 

96 reins tated, and many were burned." 

For all of its horrors, the Inquisition failed to stop many 

New Christians from secretly practicing Judaism. Therefore 

Ferdinand and Isabella took the only step which they believed might 

secure the conversos for Christianity: they expelled the Jews from 

Spain. Ha-Kohen places the responsibility for the event on both 

monarchs, whose motivation i s primarily religious: 

11n1·, ',)c-,17• Ji'l 'm Cl"li ma::n ~ Cl~,CM •117 nr,•, 
CIJ1nm0 C'ClUKM "T'lll 'Q',• 111 ,CIJ1C"OC ',l1Q C""T1l"1"11 Ji)C 

97 m1'101"11 "Tll C'l-, 1W -,l»C 

And when the two monarchs saw that many [anusim] adhered to 
the House of Israel, they expelled the Jews from their land, 
so that the anueim

9
nould not follow in their paths, as many 

had unto that day. 

Thie account is not far-reaching in its insights. Ha-Kohen is an 

annalist, not an analyst. Yet it is considerably less theistic than 

either the Consola~am or Seder Eliyahu Zuta. Ha-Kohen makes only an 

occasional messianic reference, and not once does he refer to the 

expulsion as punishment for sin. 

Yeruahalmi argues that ha-Kohen'e work reveals a gradual abift 

in focua frOlll apocalyptic to historiography. He claims tbe 
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messianic hints ( like the phrase " " ) are remnants from 

ha-Kohen's younger days, when the apocalyptic fervor of the early 

sixteenth century first inspired him to write about France and Turkey as 

Gog and Magog. ~ot l ong thereafter ha-Kohen 1 s messianic hopes began to 

fade as the years went by and the 117 did not come on any of the 

abundant dates predicted for it . 

Yet having first turned to history for religious reasons, 

ha-Kohen developed an intrinsic interest in the subject which 

continued long after his original motivation waned. He finished 

Divrei ha-Yamim, leav ing in a few portions which reflect its 

. . b . . d . l h . . l k 99 or1g1ns, ut rewr1t1ng most to create a pre om1nant y 1stor1ca wor • 

This explanation does not completely apply in the case of Emek 

ha-Bakha. Ha-Kohen did not begin to compile it until he had 

completed Divrei ha-Yamim, and it was still unfinished at his death 

(an anonymous editor completed it) . Nonetheless, it, too, includes 

the line II a,a a•o· ;ir., ":I " and messianic supplications in the 

introduction and epilogue. Thia does not disprove Yerushalmi 1 s 

argument; it merely requires we mo~ify it to say that although 

ha-Kohen largely rejected his youthful messianic fervor, he never 

went so far as to completely renounce it. 

Thus ha-Kohen's depiction of the expulsion stands somewhere between 

Ibo Verga'• daring naturalistic account of the event and Usque's and 

Capsali's openly messianic renditiona. It is the least int~resting of 

the four, for it lacks the boldness of the former and the powerful sense 

of coafort in the latter two. Without either Ibn Verga ' • brilliance or 

S6 



the messianists' hope, he never finds a framework to provide the 

expulsion--or any other event--with much meaning. 1lis books are little 

more than chronicles, which do not offer much causal analysis. They 

reflect the Sitz-im-Leben of the second half of the sixteenth century, 

by which time it was clear that the earlier messianic expectations 

surrounding the expulsion would not materialize. Only a work of genius 

could have broken the doldrums and infused historiography with new 

purpose. Joseph ha-Kohen was not up to the task. Neither were his 

successors, Gedaliah Ibn Yahya and David Gans. 

S. Gedaliah Ibn Yahya and David Gans 

Gedaliah Ibn Yahya was born and raised in Italy, where he 

studied Talmud and kabbalah as well as some secular subjects. During 

his lifetime he wandered through various Italian communities, delivering 

lectures. He also spent time in Salonika and died in Alexandria in 

100 1587, when he was seventy-two years old. 

He wrote his moat famous work, Shalahelet ha-I<Abbalah, in his 

old age. In the introduction to the book he cites several factors 

which moved him to undertake this task: among them are the need to 

ahow God's providence and his wish to "arouse desire for the 

creator of the world." The pri~ry purpose of the work, however, 

ia to continue the account of the "chain of tradition" which no one 
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bad updated since the time of Maimonides (in his introduction to 

the Mishneh Torah) and Ibn Daud, 

He augments this traditional chr onicle in the third sectron of 

Shalshelet ha- Kabbalah, where he describes some of the recent decrees 

against Israel, including tht Spanish expulsion. Yet, as Martin Kohn 

noted in his dissertation, Ibn Yahya is a totally uninspired hist orian . 
who offers no analysis of the events he depicts. He draws names and 

dat es from his predecessors (including Usque and ha-Kohen) but leaves 

out any hints of causali t y. He "never does any original historical 

research; he does not really know what it is. 11101 

Thus his description of the expulsion consis ts of a single 

line : 

m, l'l)n',Q ,w mc,c ;,~nn 1iJ"'T'la 1"° l "n n,m, 
u,~',Q ~11 cr,m•', 1,s a::nm, ;,111m1·, i"IDJ"'Ul11 a·'mW11"ii 

102 . • • tr.111 nU"'UC0 ,n• ~t, 'IDT 111Dl11 

In 1492 King Fer dinand and his wife Isabella went to war with the 
Moors in Granada and took it, and upon their return commanded the 
Jews throughout their kingdom to leave their lands within a short 
t ime. . . . 

The account is completely auperficial , Ibo Yahya does no t make the . 
aligbteat effort to understand the significance of the event . 

One would expect more f r om David Gana . Born in Westphalia in 

1541, be spent moat of hi• life in Prague, a major center for both 

Jewish and secular studies. As a result, Gana had more •expoaure to 
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Renaissance culture than any other sixteenth-century Jewish 

historian (except for dei Rossi, who did not write anything about 

the S~anish expulsion). He was a competent mathematician and 

as tronomer, who met important members of Europe's growing 

103 scientific community such as Tycho Brahe and Johannes Kepler. 

Gans's book on Jewish and Gentile history, however, shows 

little more depth than lbn Yahya ' s work. Indeed, in his 

introduction to Zemah David, Gans admits that he has no desire to 

• 

analyze those events which his predecessors have already discussed. 

He insists his purpose is to abbreviate and adds that "one who 

wishes to know the details may quench his thirst with the earlier 

books. ,.104 

Thus Zemah David--like Shalshelet ha-Kabbalah--remains a 

chronicle, In his account of the expulsion, Gans, too, shuns any 

effort to identify its causes, natural or divine. The one bit of 

gematria which he includes is not quoted in a messianic context, 

and he probably cites it because it occurs in ha-Kohen's chronicle 

(which Gans used as a source): 

.... 
rco,11 ·= a~, ~,:r.n :rn n·Jm l'l'Tt -nam ,w 1,m:, en:, 

"'IIDQ l"lt" n, m J1m,1,, a"a'»c', :li, '?m m, am 1"11 
mv a-,,n,, 'laD ,w n•'ffll'l1 nnr.,1 .mn ai"'DD 

10s. ·01 , • ., n·'? '1'i:l mm• D_:lW ,m , . .,, "'1111) 

The great ~xoul•ion from Spain wa• in the year 5252, and the 
ai1n waa "rm11J•22at.:i:0,11 Cr.a. 54:1). A 1reat nation waa 
expelled froa tbere, thouaanda and ten• of tbou•anda; alao 
many beyoad couotiQ& apoataaized. Aod for the atoriea of the 
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troubles and misfortunes of the Jews themselves, see the book 
Shevet Yehudah, pages 38 and 39ff. 

There is a certain irony when the last of the sixteenth- century 

Jewish historians refers his readers to the first of his predecessors. 

It comes from the fact that Gans obviously does not understand the true 

implications of Ibn Verga's vastly more sophisticated work. During the 

intervening years, Jewish historiography had lost its cutting edge. The 

expulsion faded from living memory and ceased to arouse the intense 

response it once had. Any new outbursts of messianism would have to 

center around some more immediate event. 

Thus Ibn Ya~ya and Gans do not depict the Spanish expulsion as 

either punishment for the people's sins or messianic birthpangs, 

They also fail to analyze its natural causes. In short, they were 

too pious to go as far as Ibn Verga, and too distant from the 

apocalyptic fervor to interpret it messianically like Usque and 

Capsali. Therefore they did not interpret it at all. 

This is the way a century of Jewish historiography ended--not 

with a bang, but a whimper. Almost two hundred and fifty years 

would pass before the effort was renewed. 

C. Other Accounts 

The aforementioned writers were not the only men to leave accounts 

of the Spaniah expulsion. Several other thinkers offered their 

interpretation• of thi• watershed event, often in bite and piece• 

acattered throuahout biblical cocmaentariea, aermon collection•, 
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philosophical treatises, and other manuscripts. There are probably many 

such sources which mention the expulsion in passing or respond to it 

implicitly; undoubtedly there are some still waiting to be discovered. 

But l have chosen to l ook at some of the more interesting and important 

ones, which l have divided into three categories based on their approach 

to the question of causality. 

L Messianists 

This category includes all those thinkers who conceived of the 

expulsion as part o f a divine plan moving towards imminent redemption. 

l have noted that messianism played a central r o le in the histories of 

Capsali and Uaque, and i n the early work of ha-Kohen. In fact, it was 

probably the moat common response in the immediate aftermath of the 

expulsion, for it allowed the exiles and their descendants to view 

themselves as righteous and it filled them with desperately needed hope 

for the future. 

The kabbalia Abraham ben Eliezer HaLevi believed that Obadiah 1:20 

offered conclusive proof the redemptive process had begun with the 

expulsion and the Ti' would come within the lifetime of the exiles. Bia 

exegesis of the verse: 

" .,. a·"'7M' n,-n, mu -r» a·m= .,. ffllJ• •ti', nm 'mn n,-n, 
. :um -i» me ,.,.,. Ta::a 

It 

• 

appeara in bis commentary on the book of Daniel. Be claims. the terms "n:n:r-r» 

" imply that this prophecy will be fulfilled at a time when there are no 

Jews in France (which was the case in 1492), fo~ if it were meant 

otherwise, it would have said ·111 fSD." Yet regardina Spain it says, 
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11 'T'"1Dal11 implying that redemption will arrive within the lifetime of the 

exiles who at one time actually lived in Spain. Thus he sets the year 

1540 as his terminus ad quem for the coming of the melsiah, since after 

that nearly all the exiles will be dead. 106 

The unknown author of genizah fragments recently edi t ed by Isaiah 

Tishby also used biblical texts to invest the Spanish expulsion with 

apocalyptic meaning. He refers to the gematriz of Job 38:13: 
rnr,-, ~ n,am nmc', 

II II (It squeezes the corners of the earth and 

shakes the wicked from it.) The numerical value of 11 f1fflC~ II is 

fifty-two--as in the year 5252/1492--which signifies that all the world 

will suffer on account of the expulsion, a portent of the approaching 

107 eschaton. 

The most famous of the messianists is Don Isaac Abrabanel. Born 

into a wealthy Portuguese family in 1437, he excelled as a student of 

both Jewish and classical texts. His intellect helped him rise to great 

power as a statesman: he served in the courts of six Gentile rulers, 

including Ferdinand and Isabella. As a tax farmer for the Catholic 

monarchs be aiuased a large fortune of his own and soon became the 

queen•• personal fiscal representative. Therefore, when the Jews heard 

of the expulsion edict, they selected Abrabanel as their chief 

spoke•man. His experience in this positlon makes the accounts of the 

e¥pul•ion he composed during bis years in exile particularly 

valuable. 108 

Yet Abrabanel wa• far more than a statesman. Be ah.o wrote 

prolifically on a wide raqe of concerna. He wa• a ma•ter of philoaopby 
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who admired Maimonides, but in general he preferred the mystic's 

approach . Like Judah HaLevi he despised Aristotelian rationalism and 

looked to history for evidence of divine will and power. He insisted 

that God moves history in accordance with a pre-ordained design. 109 

It should not be surprising , then, that he responded to t he 

expulsion with messianic fervor. He saw the suffering as the 

birthpangs of the messiah, who he believed would arrive in 1503 . This 

and other predic t ions may be found in the messianic trilogy of 

,n•w n1l.'1,:,• ________ , and which Abrabanel 

completed in 1498 . It almos t single- handedly revived Jewish messianism 

and provided the Iberian exiles with a badly needed reason to believe in 

a brighter future. When t he messiah did not come on the appointed day , 

he changed his prediction to 1531. Abrabanel did not live to see the 

failure of his second target date; he died in Venice in the winter of 

1508. llO 

One can fo llow t he development of Abrabanel's messianism in his 

successive accounts of the Spanish expulsion. The first of t hese may be 

found in the introduction t o his commentary on the book of Kings, which 

be completed only a year after the expulsion. It is a description by a 

man whose painful memories of the catastrophe are not yet dulled by the 

healing effects of t ime . The emphasis is almost entirely on natural 

causes; the writer obviously lacks even the small bi t of perspective 

required before events can be easily reinterpreted on a messianic scale: 

-nrm ran Jl'Q':ID '1.2,.., ,':ID.., m """1G' mm JIJG Jl"»'lmn JIJIDl 
,,.,.-, nrnc rm a"2 ,_ -ar, .. .mr,m .,,.,. m, -m-, n·m, 
rn nm, i-»n nc 'lffl ~ ~ DTPM nm r.cn':ID'1 'rn •nna, 

'M"lr m1111 nw ~~a.:h111 .zrn 1"110 mn a·rm an me 
'M ff'IIX.,.. ""w , • rm11m mn 111Jat1 'GT1, :i•r.m 

111 ,,,,,,, ,m-an, 'TiM2 "TW aran ·• . 
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In t he ninth year [of Ferdinand I S reign] I t1',)Ml7"1TiT0 11 (gemat ria 
for 252, from Jer·. 31: 10) th! king of Spain captured the whole 
kingdom of Granada and the city of Granada which was full of 
people, a princess among the provinces (Lamentations 1:1), 

•• Then Essau said to himself: "How shall I thank the god who 
gave me strength in t he war? How shall I show gratitude to my 
creator who set this city in my hands? Should I not bring under 
his wings the people that walks in darkness, the wandering lamb 
Israel? Should I not return the errant daughter to his religion 
and faith--or [if they do not convert] cast Lhem out from before me 
to another land, so that they no longer dwell in my land or make 
their encampment in my presence?" 

This account is somewhat similar to Capsali 1 s section on Queen 

Isabella's vow, In both, the Granadan war effort rouses the monarch to 

an act of misguided Catholic piety, This time it appears to be Ferdinand 

whose intention to convert the Jews to Christianity leaves them with the 

unpleasant choice of exile or apostasy. The edict is proclaimed and the 

Jews prepare to leave Spain within three months . 

Abrabanel states that he spoke to the king t hr ee times during that 

period, beseeching him and offering bribes, Nothing works, however, for 

Isabella suddenly emerges as the true antagonist, standing by her 

husband's side to "act the adversary." Ferdinand responds to her 

urging and finalizes the decree. At last the Jews admit they have l ost 

the battle and abandon their homes to set out for wherever the winds of 

ll2 fate will take them, 

Abrabanel refers to the expulsion again three years later in his 

co111111entary on Deuteronomy, This is a short account, and hardly 

worth noting except for one line: "God decided to exile 

the Jews dwelling in every district of Spain, young and old 

alike. 11113 The contrast here with the opening of the earlier 

• all 

account is striking. It is easy to see Abrabanel's messianism 
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taking shape as he shifts the responsibility for the event from 

Ferdinand to God. 

After gaining yet another year of historical perspective, bi• 

m~ssianic tendencies appear even more mature in Zevah Pesab, bis 

1497 commentary on the Passover haggadah. He draws parallels 

between the redemption from Egyptian exile and events of his own 

age. He considers the former the paradigm for another great act of 

God's deliverance which will occur in the near future. He com.fort• 

Israel with the reassurance that God's mighty hand and outstretched 

arm are at work on their behalf and will release them from their 

b d h G . l . 114 on age tote enti e nations. 

The full-grown fruits of Abrabanel' s m.essianism finally appear 

in his commentary on Isaiah, which he completed in 1498 . Six years 

after the expulsion he succeeds in completely subsuming the human 

events evident in his first account into a grand divine plan to 

gather in the exiles. The context is an exegesis of Isaiah 43:5-6, 

"Fear not; for I am with you: I will bring your folk from the Ea•t, 

will gather you out of the West; I will say to the North, 'Give back!' 

and to the South, 'Do not withhold!' Bring my sons from afar and •Y 

daughters from the end of the earth." 

Abrabanel believes that the ingathering prophesied here 

actually began with the expulsion of the Jews from England in 5020 

(hia chronology is erroneous; this expulsion actually occurred 

thirty years later). The process continued through a long eerie• 

of expuhions--from France, Savoy, Lombardy, Tuscany, GerlllAlly, aod 

Aaia--which forced the Jew• to move steadily eastward. All of tbia 
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is God's do ing and the Spanish expulsion mar ks the departur e of the 

last and greatest Jewish community in Western Europe. Surely the 

n, cannot be long in coming, for Isaiah's prophecy is nearly 

fulfilled: 

v,-u', ,-iao ~'° nn rue 1:11m ,·,m 1:1•211, 1:1·11"0n, Cl"fflCD nJ'Dl1 
c',1:111 1rmc n,mn 'l',,c nucc ""~ Cl"T'11'1'TI ~ me m-occ 

. . . . ffl'D' -,,,c 'TlC M:U, C1','Q1 liwn "Tff ~ 1>a' 
,,mi, ic,,c 1Jll')C lil1001 'W,, ,c-:i,c mt00 ,a,c m '?lli 

Cll1l"1 1fflMl'D c,•:,',Q:, l',l 'IJ'IJl1,01~ -,cm ',,c 10-n',1 ·m 
115. me· 1,,ci, ,::i.,·11 ,~ Crnc0 1:1mi,c•11 

In t he year 5252, God stirred the spirit of the Spanish 
monarchs to expel all the Jews from their land-about 300,000 
people--so that they would leave all parts of the West and all 
head towards the land of Israel. 

Therefore it says , "I will bring your folk from t he 
East , will gather you from the West; I will say to the North, 
' Give back!' and to the South , 'Do not withhold !' for he set it in 
the hearts of the monarchs, that had the spirit of God [in them] to 
send them (the Jews ) forth until they reach the land of Is rael . 

The problem with this and every other messianic account is the 

inevitable f rustrat ion when t he predicted dates all pass and the 

redeemer does not arrive . Abrabanel and the other messianis t s 

succeeded in providing hope during the first desperate years after 

t he expulsion. Yet, as we saw in the case of the his torians, 

meaaianic interpretations of events are by their ve ry nature 

timebound. Moat of the exiles themselves saw the occurrences of 

1492 aa signs of the apocalypse; to their grandchildren, the same 

events juat constituted one more memory of distant auffe ring, a 
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single persecution in the history of the world's most persecuted 

people . By the time Abrabanel's second sug1ested deadline for the 

Tl' went by in 1531, fewer and fewer Jews continued to attribute 

messianic meaning to the expulsion. 

2. Anti-rationalists 

By this point it should be clear that most of the Spanish 

exiles saw themselves as righteous and therefore had profound 

difficulties with the traditional notion of suffering as God's 

punishment for their sins. There were, however, some among the 

exiles who lambasted Spanish Jewry and explained the expulsion as 

divine retribution for one overriding and inexcusable 

transgression: the excessive rationalism of the Spanish Jewish 

elite. 

Such anti-rationalism was hardly a new phenomenon. Jews have 

argued over the relationship between reason and revelation since 

hellenistic times, and there have always been some pietists who put 

almost all of their faith in the latter. The anti-rationalists who 

left Spain in 1492 saw themselves in the line of earlier critics of 

neo-Aristotelian philosophy such as Hasdai Crescas and Judah 

HaLevi. 

Yet Abraham Ardutiel and Joseph Jabez are of special interest 

here because they considered the expulsion to be evidence of God's 

displeasure over Averroistic philosophy and its advocates. 

Contrasting the simple piety of the poor with the upper clau's 
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"enlightenment," they claim that the latter led to r itual laxity, 

apostasy, and finally the expulsion of the entire Jewish communi t y. 

Little is known of Abraham Ardutiel (somet imes referred to as 

Abraham of Torrutiel). lie was born in Spain in 1482 and went with 

his family to Fez after the expulsion. He did his Talmud study there 

and remained until the end of his long life. 116 

We know him through a chronicle he composed not long after the 

expulsion. Its stated purpose is the same as that of the 

Shalshelet ha-Kabbalah : to update Ibn Daud ' s record of the "chain 

of tradition." The second half of its final sect i on, however, 

contains a brief account of Israel's recent suffering , up to and 

including the Spanish expulsion and the travails of the exiles. 

Here he writes: 

•!J', U'"7"10~ ml0:I ~ ,w J'1UK r,-,:11 l"0m •',1', ~ .. • 
. . . ,..., no'Xl m Mn"7"1W :,1,mn Moon1 a"llw:i, nwiM 

... r,1•J1J"T1 l~I ~ 'miw~ mm l"l~J'117J m,~ mnt> r,1,1,i, 
.,,,., .c:rn~, a .. nm mc ~ a·lll11 mm a,,"ffltl 1";"1 ,c,, 
nnr, l~I nnn"':"I 1n 1"°l"I ,c .. 1,-amc,, JU""TDD 11nu, 'l"I '1M 

111 • n•Di· "iDMDl mrtril"I i,:i,,c >e"':"I mrooi mw 

Were it not for God's mercy and covenant with the patr i ar chs wbicb 
he remembered, we would have been (destroyed ] a lmos t like Sodom 
because of the wickedness, transgression, and great pride 
throughout the kingdom of Spain. But worse than this , Torah waa 
almost forgotten in Israel on account of secular knowledge • • • 
and no one held fast to the Oral Law except the humble poor. Thus 
God grew angry and expelled them from the province of Castile, via 
King Ferdinand and the advice of hia cursed wife the wicked Jezebel 
and the word of her advisors. 

68 



Like the elegist R. Abraham ben Shlomo HaLevi Bakrat, Ardutiel 

refers to Isabella as Jezebel ( ~T")C ), t he biblical exemplar of the 

evil queen. He calls her "cursed" and certainly implies that she is 

culpable for the expulsion. Yet he does not consider her to be its 

final cause. Ultimately this event came from God, who sought to punish 

the Jews for the impious pursuit of foreign knowledge at the expense of 

Torah. 

Joseph Jabez is even more critical of Spanish Jewry's 

"enlightenment," He was born in Spain and was much older than Ardutiel 

when he left that land as an exile in 1492. Eventually he came to 

Mantua, where he preached about the significance of Spanish Jewry's 

fate. Those sermons fill his best known book, Cl"''M~ .,'l)t , which opens 

with the question, "Why was the Spanish diaspora lost? 11118 

Jabez's answer is easily summarized: God punished them for their 

disastrous infatuation with "Greek wisdom." He notes that Spain was 

never more full of yeshivas than at the time of the expulsion, but the 

prevalence of secular studies at those same academies led the students 

to embrace the books of Jewi sh and Gentile philosophers over the Talmud 

and other more traditional texts. 

For Jabez, the gist of the trouble with the rationalist works is . 
that they inevitably lead to ritual laxity. This explains why God 

brought on the expulsion. When Spanish Jews found no natural reason to 

wear tefilip or eat only kosher food, they ceased to follow these 

mi tzvot. Once besmirched by the philosophers' knowledge, they could not 

be fully cleanaed.119 
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Like Ar dut iel, Jabez contras t s t he pie t y of the common people with 

the apostasy of their leaders; he pleads with powerful Jews everywhe re 

to heed t he l esson of their Spanis h counterpar ts : 

u·n,m,:1 u11,n ,w ·m i,ao t11"10 ,r,1')( 0•11,c ~•',,c 
,,"0:i a',:J trol, :,:cn:i a-,,carc;, :1 ,,, a"Dmn, a·:i,n 
01'1001 mm 1"'100 ,-ooi "0l111:1·111,cn1 :,0 01-:i r:nu::i me 

120. CX,1:l J"ll7"1' ',lJ 

To you the prominent I call out from the Spanitji__ex ile: I am 
among those who were exiled for our many and ~__Jt sins . For 
the majo r i t y of those who bragged of thei r wisdom and good 
deeds apostatizted on the bi t t er day, while the common people gave 
their l i ves and their for t unes to sanctify their Crea t or. 

For all of its passion, Jabez's plea demonst r ates a fatal weakness . 
in both his and Ardutiel's work . Lessons are not gener ally lear ned 

except through direct experience . A few lone exiles' voices warning of 

philosophy's dange r s probably did little or nothing t o shake the 

confidence of prominent and enlightened Jews elsewher e, Yet Jabez and 

Ardutiel offer no solace for the common people whom they praise. 

Indeed, the poor are the ones who suffered most in the expulsion, which 

hardly seems fair if t heir wea l thier ki nsmen's deeds brought it on. 

With little appeal , therefor e, to either of these two groups, the 

ant i -ra t iona l ist view of the expulsion could not have found many 

s upporters . 



3. Echoes of Ibn Verga: Joseph Ibn Yahya _ . 

Although none of the historians who followed Solomon Ibn Verga 

car ried on his legacy, some characteristics of his explanation of 

the expulsion's natural causes m.ay be found in a section of Joseph 

Ibn Yahya's commentary on the book of Esther , A child of Spanish 

refugees, Joseph grew up in Florence and Imola, where he probably 

fell under the influence of the Italian Renaissance, This influence is 

much more apparent in his commentary on the Five Scrolls (published 

after Joseph's death in 1534) than it is in his s on Gedaliah's more 

121 famous Shalshelet ha- Kabbalah, 

Li ke Ibo Verga, Joseph makes no explicit reference to the 

causes of the Spanish expulsion. He does not refer specifically to 

the event a t a l l, for he is an exegete, not an historian. His 

commentary on Esther, however, often reminds t he reader of events 

in Cas t ile more than those in the or iginal ,toryline set in 

Shushan , Thus when he elaborates on Haman's r equest that Ahasuerus 

destroy t he Jews (Esthe r 3:8) , he places words in the vil l ain's mouth 

which s ound qui te a bit l i ke t hose of Ibn Verga's Thomas: 

.. . rm"",. ,s-ua ma·a~ me p',1 
mD m a·na cm ~ '1K ,nc',Q 1m1t 'r.l ~ l?l 'r.lD nma r:mffl ~ 
.,J'1r, n,w., "T.:I 'TfflC m,', mffl'I 'Pl'ffl'l',1 '"""", ',,:nc', nma,• 

0"D"1D "T"Dn1 .m,',,t 0'":lMlt a2,c1 an'm ~ D-'r.llt m,c 1'm17 MD 
122 n-::i-m, ,an an1t a~am an',n', . . 
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If they continue to dwell in your land, harm will be done 
• • • for their re l igion is different- from all [? the 
others ?} . While all the nat ions in your realm differ from one 
another, they join together t o eat and dr ink and intermarry, 
and act as a single people to do your wil l. But t hese people 
do not eat the food of others, and love only themselves. They 
exa l t themselves over ot he rs and draw i nte r est from them 
thr ough usury. 

Before drawing t oo many paraliels to the Shevet Yehudah , howeve r , 

it is important t o recall that the speaker here is Haman . Therefore 

while it i s clear that Thomas often serves as lbn Ver ga's spokesman, it 

is highly questionable whether Haman f i lls the same function for Ibn 

Yahya. This is an important difference. Ibn Verga uses his character's . 
words t o express his own critique of Spanish Jewry, which he offers a s a 

grounds for fu ture reform. Ibn Yahya ' s Haman o ffe r s many of the same 

cri ticism.s--social est rangement, a r rogance, and usurious 

money-lending--but in t his case the commentator does not necessarily 

share his characte r 's views. I ndeed, I believe that Ibo Yahya did not 

place much credence in those views or he would have selected at least a 

slightly more sympathetic mouthpiece and / or forum thr ough which to voice 

them. 

Ibn Verga's radical ism lies in the fact that he accepts the 

truth of some of the Christians ' complaints against the Jews of 

Spain. Ibn Yahya is a more conservative thinker. He is sensi tive . 
enough to recognize the source of those same complaints , but he 

does not seem to accept them as legitimate c riticisms of his 

people. Thus they remain a few interesting l ines in a commentary 
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on the book of Esther, not the central message in an elaborate 

Maimonidean endeavor like the Shevet Yehudah. 

By the middle of the sixteenth centucy it was becoming 

increasingly clear that all of these non- historiographical efforts 

to explain the expulsion would fail to satisfy the body of the 

Jewish people for the sa.me r eason their historiographical 

counterparts were failing: they could not provide a reason for the 

suffering and exile which gave them lasting meaning . The 

messianis ts could offer the second part of this combination-­

meaning-- but the passing of time made their explanations obsolete. 

lbn Yahya and the anti-rationalists did not have even this much 

success; their accounts quickly entered into obscurity . But one 

approach did emerge at just about this time which gave world Jewry 

a meaningful understanding of the Spanish expulsion and much more . 

We turn now to that phenomenon, which will conclude this chapter: 

the rise of Lurianic kabbalah . 

D. Epilogue : The Rise of Lurianic Kabbalah 

The great modern scholar of Jewish mysticism Gershom Scholem 

argues in several of his works that the rise of Lurianic kabbalab 

constitutes a response to the Spanish expulsion. Moat of his 

successors have accepted this pioneering claim without much 

questioning, and within just a few decades it bas become the 

standard, authoritative position on the subject. I believe 
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Scholem's analysis could stand to be amended, however, and after 

offering a brief summation of his discussions on this matter, I 

shall raise what I consider to be the primary critique of his 

thesi~. 

Scholem notes that the brilliant new kabbalistic response to 

the exile did not emerge immediately after the expulsion. During 

the last years of the fifteenth century and the beginning of the 

sixteenth, kabbalists expressed the same impending messianism as 

Abrabanel, Capsali, and Usque. The aforementioned messianist 

Abraham ben Eliezer HaLevi used zoharic references to make his 

apocalyptic predictions, as did the author of Tishby's genizah 

fragments. The anonymous Kaf ha-Kethoreth employed kabbalistic 

hermeneutics to infuse verses of scripture with imminent messianic 

. 123 meaning. 

Where kabbalism differed was in its capacity to respond when the 

messianism waned. As we have seen, without the impetus of messianism, 

historiography faded . But, insists Scholem, the small group of 

kabbalists in Safed led by Isaac Luria responded to the need for a more 

enduring explanation of exile in general, and the expulsion in 

particular. In t he latter half of the sixteenth century they formulated 

their answer, which succeeded by moving from the world of history into 

the realm of mythology. As Scholem states, "They managed to elaborate a 

system which transformed the exile of the people of Israel into an exile 

of the whole world, and the redemption of their people into a universal, 

. d . 11124 cosmic re emption. 
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First they added the notion of tzimtzum t o the o lder view of 

creation via divine emanations. Through this claim that God had to 

withdraw inward, limiting himself, to make room for the universe, 

they introduced a sort of divine exile into the world even before 

it was created. This shows the genius of the Lurianic myth: it 

comforted the exiles by projecting their existential situation back 

. h f h . . 125 into t e nature o t e entire universe. 

The most important feature of the new creation myth is its 

account of the breaking of the vessels ( ci•',:m m•:i11 ) . Some time 

after the act of tzimtzum, God stored up some of his attributes in 

vessels, which he filled with divine light. The vessels, however, 

could not contain this primordial light and they shattered, filling 

the world with a combination of shards ( n'll:r'?l?) and a few holy 

sparks. Since the jarring effects of that catastrophe, nothing has 

been in its proper place; or , again quoting Scholem, "all being is 

in Galut. ••126 This includes both the Shekhina and human souls, 

which wander from one body to the next through the process of 

reincarnation/transmigration which the kabbalists call gilgul. 

This cos1110gony explained the origin of the exiles' suffering; 

the attendant doctrine of tikkun gave it meaning. It assigned to 

the Jews the task of collecting the divine sparks still loose in 

the world and returning them to their source by following God'• 

mitzvot. To fulfill this mission, they had to be scattered all 

over the globe. Thus Hayyim Vital expreased the ltabbalistic . 
response to a question Jewish exiles bad been asking for centuries: 

"And this i• the secret why Israel ia fated to be enslaved by all 
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the Gentiles of the world: In order that it may uplift those 

sparks which have also fallen among them, . And therefore it 

was necessary that Israel should be scattered t o the four winds in 

d l ' f h ' 11 127 or er t o 1 t everyt 1ng up. 

Scholem is u~questionably correct in describing this elaborate 

myth as a metaphysical explanation of the gene ral trials and 

tribulations of life in galut. He fails to demonstrate, however, 

why it should be considered a response to the Spanish expulsion in 

particular. Nearly a century separates Isaac Luria and his 

followers from that infamous decree, and, as we have seen, the pain 

associated with the event had been fading from the collective 

consciousness. None of the literature of Lurianic kabbalah makes 

specific reference t o the expulsion, and while that does not 

necessarily disprove Scholem's position , it certainly provides room 

for skepticism. 

Many trying circumstances befell the sephardim in the years 

following the Spanish expulsion. It seems likely that the Lurianic 

myth emerged out of the sum total of all of their sufferings in the 

late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. It provided an enduring 

explanation of the expulsion in particular only insofar as it gave 

universal meaning to every exile which had ever befallen the Jewish 

people . The very universality of this metahistorical myth_ which 

captured the e11ence of the experience of galut enabled it to eucceed 

where al11101t a century'• effort to find meaning through history had 
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f . 1 d 128 a1 e • The vast portion of world Jewry_ embraced some variant of 

Lurianic Kabbalah for the next two hundred years, until a few of the 

newly-emancipated Jews began to follow their Christian colleagues back 

into the arena of history. 
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Chapter II 

Scientific Scholarship and Romanticism: 
Nineteenth Century Views of the Expulsi~n 

Introduction 

When Jewish historiography began to reassert itself early in the 

nineteenth century, it bore little resemblance to the messianic , 

explicitly providential work of the sixteenth-century Jewish historians. 

During the intervening two hundred and fifty years intellec t ually 

self-contained Jewish communities took refuge in their traditional texts 

and largely ignored the study of history, much as they had for centuries 

before 1492 . Thus it is clear that the new historiographical thought 

which suddenly appeared in the European Jewish world had no t grovn 

slowly from a seed planted by previous generations; rather it burst on 

the scene almost de~, as a result of the process of Jewish 

. . l emanc1pat1on. 

As the Jews of Western Europe emerged from the ghetto and attempted 

to enter the mainstream of their societies , they became subject to the 

influence of the general Gentile culture. In their quest for acceptance 

and integration, they were often eager to adopt the prevailing social 

mores and ideologies. Of course there were many Jews who did not 

consciously choose to imitate the beliefs and behavior of their 

non-Jewish countrymen, but every Jew who opted to live outside the 

ghetto walls vaa at least aubcon1cioualy affected by the Zeitgeiat. 
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In nineteenth-century Germany, and iocrea~ingly throughout Western 

Europe, this meant a heightened sense of the importance of history . lo 

short, Jews returned to historiography after a two-and-a-half century 

hiatus because, hav ing recently entered the realm of European 

intellectual thought by the 1820s, they found themselves in a world 

where history reigned supreme. In order to understand the revival of 

Jewish historiography (and its new explanations of the Spanish 

expulsion), it is therefore necessary to briefly examine some broad 

trends in the general historiography of the period, 

By the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, 

revolutionary thinkers such as Descartes and Vico had begun to shake off 

the medieval legacy which identified history as the handmaiden of 

theology--& view which obviously also permeated the work of Jews like 

Usque, Capsali, Abrabanel, and most of the Jewish "historians" who 

followed in the wake of the Spanish expulsion. While most Jews still 

clung closely to the traditional tenets of their faith, these Christian 

advocates of Enlightenment paved the way for a more critical 

historiography which diminished the role of providence in human events 

and employed proto-scientific analysis to recover long forgotten facts 

2 about the past. 

In general, however, Enlightenment thinkers showed little interest 

in history. Their aim in secularizing human thought was to free 

themselves from the shackle, of the paat, which they viewed aa a 

barbaroua dearth of reuon, unworthy of serious study. Only these fev 
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periods which seemed consistent with their o~n rationalism (such as the 

zenith of classical Greek and Roman civilization) were deemed acceptable 

for investigation, as paradiglllB for their vision of a future grounded on 

3 human reason. History could not emerge as a full-blown, dominant 

discipline until scholars overcame this reluctance t o examine every area 

of human civilization, whether "rational" or not. 

The breakthrough came with the shift from the Enlightenment's 

static conception of human nature to the Romantic view, which held that 

human nature was itself the objec t of historical development. Romantic 

thinkers felt the obligation to study all ages of human history, since 

they saw that history as the record of the development of reason through 

a unive r sal, progressive plan . Herder, Fichte, Schiller , Schelling, and 

finally Hegel established the Idealist philosophy which proposed that 

history's essence is not the empirical ac tions and events recorded in 

chronicles, but the ideas which underlie those phenomena and which form 

a logical sequence, each leading to its successor t hrough the dialectic 

process . All history~, in a sense, the history of thougbt, 4 

The Idealists• notion of a progressive universal history was, in 

m.any ways, very new. Its dynamic concept of human nature and optimistic 

faith in the ateady march of reason were markedly different from the 

view abared by medieval Jewish and Christian "histories." Yet Idealism 

did share one important feature with these four older traditions: the 

belief that history is by nature teleological. 5 This insistence tbat 

the course of human events is not random, but moves toward• a definite 

goal bears an obvious similarity to a religious faitb in providence. 
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Hegel even spoke of this in such terms when he claimed, "God lets man 

direct their particular passions and interests as they please; but the 

result is the accomplishment of His plans, and these differ from the 

6 ends sought by those whom he employs." 

If the strength of Idealist history lay in its capacity to unify 

seemingly diverse events and infuse them with meaning by subsuming them 

under an overarching philosophical framework, then its weakness soon 

became apparent as a by-product of that same capacity: the tendency to 

blur subtle distinctions between individual events, and even to "fudge" 

on the empirical facts in order to fit them into the pre-established 

meta-historical framework . As the nineteenth century wore on, the 

backlash against the speculative nature of Idealism grew stronger . 

Historians rebelled against teleological superstructures and 

philosophical systems, and determined that their task was to give a full 

and accurate account of historical events. 7 

This view became known as historicism. It succeeded in recapturing 

the uniqueness of individual events, but not surprisingly it faltered 

precisely where Idealism bad been advantageous: historicism failed to 

infuse the past with meaning or even t o give it intelligibility as a 

coherent whole, History became a more amalgamation of unconnected 

events, or, in the words of Hans Meyerhoff, a "multiplicity of 

individual manifestations at different ages and in different cultures."8 

For some historians this was satisfactory. But for others, this 

tendency, which continues into the historiography of our own time, waa 

deeply troubling. 
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Another important trend in nineteenth-century historiography was 

the emergence of scientific history--history as Wissenschaft, New 

philological methods were developed to help the historian obtain a 

fuller, more objective account of past events than ever before possible. 

Sources were divided into compone~t parts to determine their 

reliability, and it became desirable to pinpoint how an ancient 

author/chronicler's personal viewpoint distorted his presentation of the 

facts. This was vital, since history was becoming increasingly 

preoccupied with those "facts," and no longer concerned itself with the 

"thought" (in the Idealist sense) behind them. 

Historicism posed special problems for Jewish historians seeking to 

explore their people's past, for the denial of any transcendent meaning 

in Jewish history is paramount to the re jection of the Jewish nation's 

raison d'etre. Therefore Jewish scholars, who first became interested 

in history under the powerful influence of Idealism in its heyday (early 

nineteenth century), tended t o remain in the Idealist camp long after 

others had Left it for historicism. From Immanuel Wolf's ground 

breaking essay "On the Concept of a Science of Judaism" to the works of 

Krochmal and Graetz, Jews favored some form of Idealist framework for 

their histories. Such a framework allowed them t o maintain some 

connection wi th the traditional, providential view of the Jewish past, 

although they couched their teleological superstructure in very 

different terms. As Lionel Kochan has pointed out, they transformed 

classical Judaism's messianic idea into the meuiah as the "spirit of 
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history."9 Reformers found this position particularly attractive, for 

its portrayal of Judaism as a dynamic tradition seemed to them to offer 

a mandate for contemporary changes . Thus while history no longer served 

theology as it had for Judah HaLevi or the sixteenth-century historians, 

the two disciplines~ linked by both the more radical reformers like 

Abraham Geiger and the conservatives such as Graetz. Orthodox thinkers 

like S. R. Hirsch tended to avoid the subject of history altogether. 

Yet Jewish Idealists ran into the same sort of difficulties which 

their Gentile counterparts faced. Their teleologi cal schemes of history 

were highly impressive as a whole but problems arose on the level of the 

actual historical events which their systems subsumed. For Jewish 

historians, this meant coming to terms with the question of pr ovidence, 

for although it was not hard to point to the "spirit of history" on the 

level of meta-history, it became extremely difficult to identify its 

presence in the empirical data of history. God could be identified with 

Absolute Spirit, but was this reconc ilable with the traditional notion 

of a Deity whose mighty hand and outstretched arm intervene directly, in 

specific human events? Or, to look explicitly at our subject, how did 

the workings of deity manifest themselves--if at all--in the Spanish 

expulsion? 

As we turn to some nineteenth-century accounts of that event­

composed by both Jewish and Gentile historiana--it will be vortbwhile to 

bear this question in mind. The century reflects a transition from 

medieval theism to modern secularism and so do the historical writings 

which it produced. Thia is especially true in those which concern the 

history of the Jevs7 a people whose past possesses a stubborn power to 
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resist complete secularization. The old and the new can be seen to 

co- exist in odd and interesting ways. 

Finally, it should be noted that not all of the history written in 

this period was "scientific" or even professional. As one might expect, 

the age's infatuation with the past filtered down t o the mass level, and 

led to the variety of popular histories, lectures, and historical 

fiction which are still so bountiful in our own time. Thus in addition 

to the highly scholarly works of "Wissenschaft," we will explore some of 

the popular, romantic accounts of the expulsion. Both are reflective of 

their age . 

A. Precursors: Early General Histories of the Jews 

l. Jacques Christian Basnage 

The first modern general history of the Jewish people was not 

written by a Jew, but by a Gentile, Jacques Christian Basnage, in the 

early eighteenth century. Born in Rouen, France in 1653, Basnage became 

a Huguenot minister and took refuge from religious persecution in 

Rotterdam and the Hague. His five volume work, L'histore et la religion 

dea Juifa depuia Jesus Christ jusqu'a present appeared between 1706 and 

1711, and a partial English translation was published in 1708. Baanage 

~new little Hebrew, and relied largely upon Latin translations of Jewiab 

texts. He did little or no real archival research, and assumed that 

ultimately all the Jews would be converted to Christendom. Nonetheless, 
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despite all these weaknesses, his work was t he firs t o f j ts time, and it 

remained the basis of many later histories, by Jews as well as 

G · 1 10 ent1 es. 

In the few paragraphs which Basnage devotes to the Spanish 

expulsion, he desr:ribes Ferd i nand and Isabella as the "Accomplishersu of 

the event, which follows naturally on the heels of the successful 

conclusion of the Reconquista . But unlike the major i ty of 

sixteenth-century Jewish chroniclers, Basnage denies that the Catholic 

monarchs were motivated by religious fanaticism. This French Huguenot 

had firsthand experience of persecution under a Catholic realm, yet he 

insists that the Spanish king and queen were moved by ambition rather 

than zeal for the church. His depiction of their decision to expel the 

Jews is decidedly Machiavellian: 

Religion seem'd only a Veil to cover the conduct of Ferdinand, who 
was infinitely Ambitious •••• Ferdinand and Isabella thought to 
buy off their sins by this useful sacrifice to the Church, Tbey 
computed the Wealth which this Dessertion would give 'em, which did 
not prove so considerable as they were made to believe. They 
imagin'd they should open a vast and spacious Career for the 
Praises of a fla11ering clergy; and they were not mistaken in this 
last particular. 

This account does not deny the existence of religious fanaticism in 

Spain, Basnage recognizes that Catholic zealousness for the faith 

impelled the clergy to urge the monarchs to rid the land of Jews as well 

as Moors. This is particularly true of Torquemada, who the historian 

dubs the "soul of the persecution." When Ferdinand and Isabella feign a 

similar sort of piety in their expulsion edict, it is in order to win 

over the ecclesiastics and fill the royal treasury with Jewish wealth. 
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Basnage shows a sophisticated sense of political intrigue here, perhaps 

attributing to the Catholic monarchs the guile of ambitious sovereigns 

he has witnessed in his own more secular time. 

For all their cunning, however, Basnage believes that Ferdinand and 

Isabella committed s political blunder when they expelled their Jews. 

He admits that it is inconceivable to him how such a masterful ruler as 

Ferdinand could have erred so greatly, for" ••• he run [sic) the risk 

of a Rebellion, since eight hundred thousand people, driven to Despair, 

were capable of making a dangerous lnsurrectioo. 1112 

In raising the possibility that Ferdinand and Isabella risked civi l 

war, Basnage 1 s account differs sharply from those of earlier writers 

such as Usque, Ha-Kohen, Capsa li, and Abrabanel. For such writers, 

martyrdom had long been established as the Jewish ideal, and the very 

possibility that the entire Jewish population of Spain would rise up in 

armed rebellion against their persecutors would have been dismissed as 

absurd. They might have criticized Ferdinand for many things, but 

certainly not for failing to adequately consider the possibility of an 

insurrection. 

By the eighteenth century, however, European society had become 

accustomed to civil war. Battles had been fought out over the 

Reformation and Counter-Reformation, and Cromwell had established his 

commonwealth in England. Baenage projected the influence of his own 

enviroD1Dent back into the Jewish past, naturally assuming .that eight 

hundred thousand Jews (an exceedingly high estimate,taken from Mariana's 

hietory of Spain) posed a major military threat to the Spanish n.ation. 
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The fact that such an action would have completely contradicted the 

medieval Jewish mindset fashioned by centuries in gaiut never occurred 

to him. But here Basnage was not alone . In the following two hundred 

years, quite a few historians would raise the issue of a Jewish 

insurrection in Spain at the time of the expulsion . 

2. Rannah Adams 

Born in Boston in 1755, Hannah Adams was the first American and the 

first woman to write a history of the Jews. Her History of the Jews 

from the Destruction of Jerusalem to the Present Time, first published 

in 1812, is generally sympathetic to their suffering but her attitude 

toward them is ultimately conversionist; in her preface she proclaims 

their uniqueness as an enduring people without a state, then adds that 

their history is most interesting when considered as a "standing 

monument of the truth of the Christian religion. " Her chapt er on the 

decline of Spanish Jewry is taken almost entirely from Basnage 1 whom she 

acknowledges as her principal authority. This is, perhaps, an 

understatement: Adams did no archival work at all and she uses very few 

13 other secondary sources. 

It ia not surprising, then, when she follows Basoage and attributes 

the expulsion primarily to Ferdinand's greed, After noting that the 

Catholic monarchs isaued the edict jointly after the fall of Granada, 

1he goe1 on to focus on the king's role. Here, too, her explanation ia 

similar to Baanage 's. She implies that Ferdinand was above all else 
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motivated by the desire to expropria te the wealth of the departing 

Jewish exiles, and she adds that he did not succeed in acquiring as much 

as he had hoped to obtain. 14 

There are, however, two differe~ces between her view of the 

expulsion and that of her French predecessor. First, she makes no 

mention of Basnage ' s claim that in expelling the Jews, Ferdinand and 

Isabella risked civil war. Her discussion of the edict's consequences 

is extremely brief: she merely asserts, "The Spanish nobility 

complained that their cities and towns were disinhabited. 11 This bit of 

displeasure among nobles which she described is a far c ry from the 

danger which Basnage refers to when he speaks of the threat of a Jewish 

. . 15 Lnsurrectlon. 

The second divergence between the two accounts is over their views 

on Ferdinand's attitude toward his religion. Basnage considers the 

king's r e ligiosity a clever facade, which he masterfully used to gain 

the support of the Church and mask his true avaricious intentions, 

While Adams agrees that Ferdinand was first and foremost a creature of 

rapacity, she does not go so far as t o say that his religiosity was 

nothing more than a Machiavellian cloak to cover his conduct. Instead, 

she writes, "The tyrannical manner, in which the bigotry and avarice of 

King Ferdinand had induced him to treat the Jews, was highly condemned 

b 11 . d . . Ch . . 1116 ya JU 1c1ous r1st1ans. In referring to him as a bigot, Adams 

at least leaves open the possibility that he was partly moved by a 

misguided, fanatical sort of faith which he nonetheless sincerely 

believed in. If this was the case, however, Ferdinand' a, wrongdoing 
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would still not be diminished in her eyes. She, too, was a "judicious 

Christian" who was strongly critical of the cruel nature of his policy, 

even if it was conducted in the Church's name . In· short, Basnage claims 

the king's deeds provide the evidence that he was not a t ruly rel igious 

man at heart. Adams simply states tha t in addition to his greed iness , 

he was a bigot. Whether this means that he acted out of what she 

considers to be a skewed version of Christianity or instead implies he 

dis r egarded r eligion compl etely, she does no t say. Perhaps she thinks 

he believed in a harsh, over zealous sort of Cathol i c ism, perhaps she 

thinks he did not believe at all . Hannah Adams's account is unclear on 

this issue; maybe she herself simply did not know. 

3. Henry Hart Milman 

The third popular history of the Jews written by a Gent ile was that 

of the English clergyman Henry Hart Milman. Born in 1791, this 

Oxford-educated pastor wrote poetry , essays, and drama, including a 

dramatic poem cai led "The Fall of Jerusalem" about the clash between 

traditional Jewish communal values and new truth . He also edited 

Gibbon'• Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire and in 1849 became the 

dean of St. Paul's Cathedral. He bad a reputation as a liberal, 

tole rant cleric, which is evident in the stance against fanaticiam which 

permeates much of his work . 17 

Bia moat famous book waa hia History of the Jews, published in 

1830 . It is largely baaed on Ba1nage 1 1 history, but he alao cites the 
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writings of Abrabanel, Ibo Verga, ha-Kohen and the termao-Jewish 

historian I. M. Jost, whom he considers to be "usually reliable." 

In this book, Milman is highly critical of the decision to expel 

the Jews, and blames it on the r eligious intolerance of t he Cathol i c 

cler gy and the populace, who were all t oo ready to obey their spiritual 

Leaders. But he does not single out Spain as a special case of over 

zealousness for the faith. He is aware of the antisemitic history of 

t he rest of Western Europe, and sees the expulsion in i ts broader 

cont ext. Thus he no t es that" •• • two centuries after their expulsion 

from England , one after that f r om France--Spain , disdaining to be 

outdone in religious persecution, made up the long arrears of her 

dormant intolerance, and asserted again her evil pre- eminence in 

bigotry. 1118 

Des pite the constant urgings of t he fanatic clergy, Milman holds 

Ferdinand and Isabella responsible for t he final decree, which he 

condemns as both evil and impolitic . He claims that in the wake of 

their victory at Granada , the Catholic monarchs decided to heed the 

words of the churchmen and rid Spain of t he last of its non-Catholic 

resident• (here Milman seems to forget about the Moors, who we re not 

expelled until 1610). Ferdinand pondered the option, hesitated, then 

agreed, eyeing it as primarily a political move. But Isabella was even 

more reluctant, assenting to the policy only when she became convinced 

that it waa a proper act of religious piety. Milman's description of 

the queen ia very intereating: 

laabella waa endowed with every virtue eave that of hwaanity to 
tboae of another creed. And even the want of that (no doubt deemed 
by her aubjecta, perhap• by beraelf, to be her crowning excellence) 
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was mitigated by her natural womanly benignity. Ferdinand, 
therefore1~esitated from worldly wisdom; Isabella from gentleness 
of heart. 

What is the source of this portrait of Isabella? It is not found 

in Basnage, and it certainly does not appear in any of the 

sixteenth-century works of Jewish historiography cited by the author. 

Indeed, Isabella is usually portrayed as the arch-villain in those 

accounts, akin to the utterly evil Jezebel. There is no basis for such 

a positive characteriza t ion of the queen in Jost 1 s history either. 

If this sort of idealization of Isabella occurred only once o r 

twice, in Milman' s book and perhaps one other account, it would be easy 

to dismiss it as an anomalous bit of writing. This, however, is not the 

case . As we shall see, it is this portrayal of the queen as a gentle, 

lovely woman which dominates the work of nineteenth-century historians, 

particularly those of English and American descent. This shift could be 

due to the discovery of new source materials which point to the queen's 

tender nature. While I did not find any reference to such sources, this 

does not mean much, since they would almost certainly be in Spanish and 

therefore inaccessible to me. Even the existence of such sources, 

however, would not completely solve the problem. To begin with, none of 

the twentieth-century accounts of the expulsion (which are the subject 

of the next chapter) espouse this idealized view of Isabella , even 

though their authors presumably had access to the relevant materials. 

Further1DOre, the intensity of the nineteenth-century write~s• defense of 

Iaabella--indeed, their praise for her-seems to me to reflect something 

1DOre than access to previously-unexamined sources. I therefore believe 
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that the phenomenon should be examined in light of environmental 

influences on the historians. 

Once we make this assumption, a primary reason for the idealization 

of the queen becomes quite clear: it i s a prod,1ct of the prevailing 

image of women in Victorian society. Throughout the nineteenth century , 

the English sustained a notion of the "perfect lady" as sexually 

innocent, totally dependent, and increasingly devoted to home and 

family. She was taught to be submissive to authority and to nurture her 

. l . . 20 materia instincts. 

Yet if women were viewed as weaker than men, they were also seen as 

purer, and morally superior . Women were idealized as almost entirely 

spiritual beings. They were, in short, put on a pedestal . Eliza Linton 

enumerated the distinctive characterization of male and female virtues 

1n The Girl of the Period: 

She (the ideal woman] has taken it to heart that patience, 
self-sacrifice, tenderness, quietness, with some others, of which 
modesty is one, are the virtues more especially feminine; just as 
courage, justice, fortitude, and the like, belong to men. 

Passionate ambition, virile energy, the love of strong 
excitement, self-assertion, fierceness, an undisciplined temper, 
are all qualities which detract from her ideal of woman~iness, and 
which make her less beautiful than she was meant to be. 

In America, the parallel to this idealization of the "perfect lady" 

was what Barbara Welter has called the "Cult of True Womanhood." It 

offered essentially the same portrait of the woman as a pious, pure, and 

22 domestic creature high upon a pedestal. 

Part of the ideal woman•s role was to promote religion. As the 

more "spiritual11 sex, women were expected to bring pious faith into the 
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naughtier world of their men. Religion also served to encourage their 

domesticity. Therefore a woman could commit no greater sin than 

. 1· . 23 Lrre LgLon. 

To be a "true woman" meant to be submissive 1 consenting to all of a 

husband's desires. As Caroline Gilm.an urged young brides, "reverence 

. . h d h. . . 1124 hLs wLshes even wen you o not 1s op1n1ons. Only then could women 

find real satisfaction, which consisted of a cheerful home, happy 

family, and a pure and humble heart. 

Viewed within the context of this cultural phenomenon, Milman's 

description of Queen Isabella makes perfect sense, as will other similar 

accounts in later histories. The historic Isabella is transfigured into 

the Victorian "perfect lady" or " true woman . " She is pious, sensitive, 

and caring enough t o resist the clergy's c ries t o expel the Jews. But 

when her husband becomes firm in his resolve to carry out this action, 

she submits to his decree, especially when the matter 1s presented to 

her in a religious light . If she must have a flaw, then it is her over 

zealousness in religious matters, which is not really much of a fault in 

an age which held religion to be the woman's proper domain. 

This image of Isabella became so prevalent that it infused the 

historical writings of both Jews and Gentiles, Americans and Englishmen. 

In fact, it even became a feature of some Spanish accounts of the 

expulsion. It is to these works from the Iberian peninsula that we now 

turn our attention. 
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B. Spanish Historians 

Spanish Catholic writers have always expressed an interest in their 
. 

country 1s expulsion of its Jews, and have written accounts of it in 

national chronicles, works on the Inquisition, and even histories of 

Spain's Jewish communities. Unfortunately, my discussion will be 

limited to those few writings which have been rendered into English 

translations. Therefore, important books by Andreas Berualdez (late 

sixteenth century) and Jose Amador de los Rios (n ineteenth century) 

remain outside the realm of my consideration. There are, however, three 

nineteenth-century Spanish historians whose works are available in 

English, and whose varying interpretations of the expulsion give some 

indication of the spectrum of meanings attributed to this event by 

Spaniards, ranging from reformist to reactionary. They are Juan Antonio 

Llorente, Adolfo de Castro y Ruiz, and Manuel Perez Villamil. 

1, Juan Antonio Llorente 

Born in Castile in 1756, Juan Antonio Llorente proved to be a 

brilliant student, and was ordained as a priest in 1779. He quickly 

rose through the ranks of the church, and in 1789 he was named 

Secretary-General of the Inquisition of Madrid, a post he held for three 

years. During his tenure in Madrid, he learned a great deal about the 

h • f h • . • b" h' ' h d 25 1story o t e 1nst1tut1on w 1c e serve. 
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His experience made him a fierce opponent of the Inquisition, and 

put him in the vanguard of the enlightened , reformist wing of the 

Spanish clergy. Thus in 1808 he supported Joseph Bonaparte, believing 

that only t he Frenchman could successfully dismlfntle the tribunals. 

Joseph did indeed disband the Inquisition, and he put Llorente in charge 

of sifting through the newly defunct institution's massive archives . 

The fruit of his labor was Bistoire cr i t ique de l'Inquisition d' 

Espagne, published in four volumes f r om 1817-1818 and in an English 

translation in 1823. It was also rendered into a Spanish version, which 

received a large readership in Llorente's native land . 26 

In this book, the l iberal priest Llorent e criticizes the decision 

to expel the Jews. He places most of the blame for it on the shoulders 

of his fanatic pr edecessor as chief of the tribunal , Tomas Torquemada. 

Be c laims the Catholic monarchs were ambivalent about t he expuls ion 

edict, and even incl i ned t oward revoking it in exchange for a large 

bribe offer ed by Jewish statesmen until TorquetD&da burst int o the r oya l 

court, threw a crucifix upon the table in front of the sovereigns and 

exc laimed, "Judas sold the Savior for thirty pieces of silver. Do you 

now sell him for 300,000?1127 

Llorente does not cite the source fo r this story. It is often 

quoted in nineteenth-century accounts, but is also found in works as old 

as the first chronicle published by Alexander Marx in the J ewish 

Quarterly Review. Another Spanish historian, Adolfo de Castro y Ruiz 

refers to two early Latin vorka which record this dramatic scene : 

Poaevino•• Apparatus Sacer, and Luis de Paramo '• De Sancta 
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Inquisitione. 28 Yet for all these citations, it is quite likely that 

this is an apocryphal tale, or at least an exaggeration of an actual 

historic event which grew to mythic proportions when it spread among the 

populace as a bit of folk literature, 

Whatever the source of the story, Llorente offers it as an example 

of Torquemada's fanatic posture. As a reform-minded clergyman and 

life-long enemy of the tribunal's excesses, he must have met up with 

several latter-day Torquemadas. It is not surprising, then, that 

Llorente condemns the Dominican as the primary villain in the saga of 

the Jews' forced exit from. Spain. He is, however, wise enough to 

recognize that even Torquemada could not have accomplished his goal 

without the support of the king and queen. In Llorente's final 

assessment, they share a large portion of the culpabilit y: 

These cruelties [the suffering of the exiles) can only be 
attributed to the fanaticism of Torquemada, to the avarice and 
superstition of Ferdinand, and to the inconsiderate zeal of 
Isabella, who, nevertheless, posse2~ed great gentleness of 
character and an enlightened mind. 

Yet if both monarchs bear some responsibility for the expulsion, it 

is important to note the differences in degree and motivation. 

Llorente's description of Isabella jibes fully with the idealization of 

women which we have seen in the context of Milman's depiction. Her 

slight fault of religious intolerance pales in comparison with her great 

sensitivity and enlightenment. Overall, she comes off as a highly 

admirable character, in stark contrast to Ferdinand, who i, again the 

crafty ruler cloaking himself in a veil of religion io order to expedite 

the filling of his coffers . The trend seems to be clear: in an age in 
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which the queen, as a woman, was idealized, the king was viewed in 

increasingly Machiavellian tet'111s. 

2 . Adolfo de Castro y Ruiz 

A member of the Academia de la Historia of Madrid, Adolfo de Castro 

y Ruiz was the first Spaniard to compose a history of the Jews in Spain . 

Like Llorente, he was a liberal reformer, who strongl y condemned 

religious intolerance of any kind. His Historia de los Judios en Espina 

(Cadiz , 1847; English translation, 1851 ) reflects careful study and a 

generally favorable attitude toward the Jews; in fac t Castro worried 

that its impartiality would lead his readers to suspect his own origins, 

so he wrote in his preface, "I write this history dispassionately and 

impartially-- passion and partially belong not to me. I neither am a 

Jew nor a descendent from Judaizers. My sole aim is to stand up for t he 

h 1130 trut • • • • 

Actually, Castro is not nearly so dispassionate as he claims to 

be--he is merely passionate on behal f of rationalism and enlightenment 

rather than the zealous Catholicism of many of his countrymen. He 

exalts reason a s the crowning glory of humanity and lashes out agains t 

his fellow historians who defend the expulsion edict as an act of faith. 

Be also insists that those who deny the importance of Jewish 

contributions t o Spanish medic ine, philosophy, and mathe-matics blatantly 

ignore the truth. Needless to say, he dismisses charge• of ritual 

murder and host-desecration as contemptible fictions. 
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Despite all of his rationalism, Castro follows the Romantic 

tendency to idealize Isabella. Like Milm.an and Llorente, he describes 

her as a perfect lady, 11 
•• • an illustrioua matron, wort)ly to have 

lived in an age in which barbarous fanaticism- -that secret foe to God, 

to the cultivation of the intellects, and to the happiness of mankind, 

did not influence the greater part of the human race. 1131 She agrees to 

sign the expulsion edict only after she is pressed by her husband and 

the intolerant Torquemada-- thereby acting in accordance with the demand 

that women be, above all else, submissive. 

The Dominican chief inquisitor bears some of the blame for the 

expulsion, and Castro includes the story in which he bursts upon the 

scene with his crucifix , urging the monarchs to stand behind the edict, 

Nonetheless, in Castro's account, the true antagonist is Ferdinand . 

Even more than Basnage and Llorente, he depicts the king as an 

avaricious ruler who masterful l y threw a mask of Christian religiosity 

over his personal ambition, " . deceiving by these means a large 

portion of the human race." Re mocks t hose Spanish histor ians who 

believe that Ferdinand acted out of Catholic zeal, time and again 

insisting that the king had absolutely no concern for the religious 

. f s . 32 un1.ty o pa1.n, 

According to Castro, Ferdinand expelled the Jews from his realm for 

only one reason: to avoid repaying hi• war debts, Thus he summarizes 

the events leading up t o the expulsion: 

As soon•• the sovereigns gained posaesaion of this city [Granada) 
they found theaaelves under the necesaity of -paying their 

debts to their Jewish c reditors, aa they bad promised to do; but, 
owing to the exhausted atate of their treaaury, they were unable to 
fulfill their word • •• and while they were in this dileau, 
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Ferdinand the Fifth, as the best plan he could think of to get rid 
of the debt, issued a decree, on the 31st o f March, 1492, that all 
the Jews who had dwelt in the vicini ty of the Aljamas of his 
kingdom, should turn3lhristiane within the space of four months, or 
be b anished from it. 

Given the insistence of both Llorente and Castro that Ferdinand 

acted out of avarice or economic desperation, one might wonder whether 

their views fit into a general pattern. Are there ident ifiable factors 

which propelled Spanish liberals to ascr i be such motives to the king? 

Although it is difficult t o speculate on the basis of only two accounts, 

it seems to me quite possible that such reformers believed that to grant 

that Ferdinand acted out o f true religious belief--however over 

zealoua--would be to make a concession to Spanish reactionaries and 

conservatives. Such right-wing thinkers tended to defend the monarch 's 

action as a true and justifiable act of fai th; left-wing reformers may 

have sought to distance themselves from such a view 88 much 88 possible 

by stressing a materialistic motivation for t he royal decree. This 

hypothesis becomes clearer in the light of an example of the 

conservative line--the work of Manuel Perez Villamil. 

3. Manuel Perez Vil lamil 

Like Adolfo de Cas tro, Manuel Perez Villamil was a member of the 

Royal Academy of History in Madrid. Unlike his predecessor, however, 

Villamil was no advocate of religioue reform and enlightened policies 

toward the Jews. In an article written for Catholic World (a 

publication of the Paulist Fathers of America) entitled "Expulsion of 

the Jeva froa Spain in the Fifteenth Century," he defends tbe expuhion 
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as a just, meritorious act. The essay, which was published on the 

four-hundredth anniversary of the edict's promulgation (1892) , 

propagates blatantly antisemitic stereotypes in its effort to defend the 

actions of the author ' s beloved Catholic monarchs. 

Villamil'& strong anti-Jewish bias is evident from the beginning , 

where he states, ''We are about to witness the ruin and annihilation of 

the Hebrew population in Spain, brought about by their ova vices and 

errora. 1134 The work is, like many ant isemitic tracts, blatantly 

self-contradictory, as its author sacrifices scholarship for polemics. 

On the one hand, he describes the power and prosperity of the covertly 

Jewish conversos and their unconverted brethren as a source of envy 

among Spanish Catholics. He accuses the Jews o f aspiring to dominate 

even the monarchs and insists they made their fortunes through usury and 

deception. Yet within these same pages he maintains that by the time of 

the expulsion, few learned men or powerful capitalists remained among 

the Jewish community. Villamil criticizes those historians who condemn 

the expulsion as a fatal drain on Spanish population, capital, and other 

re1ourcea which only the Jew• could provide. Thus he asserts, "The 

Jewish population of Spain, which at the close of the fifteenth century, 

came under the decree of the Catholic sovereigns was scanty, of very 

humble social condition, and of trifling or no influence on Spanish 

culture. 1135 Like those antisemites who claim that Jewa are both the 

capitalists who control the world and the revolutionaries seeking to 

overthrow it, Villamil seeu completely unaware of the absurd 

contradictioua in his theai1. 
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Villamil also accepts stories of Jews desecrating the host and 

murdering Christian children for their blood, claiming that the truth of 

such incidents has been well established by history. These alleged 

atrocities added to the mounting . pressure to expel the Jews. He 

believes the final incentive to take this action did not come, however, 

until the king got word of a Jewish conspiracy which threatened Spain's 

. l . 36 nat1ona security. 

Here Vi llamil refers to what he claims was a concerted effort of 

Iberian Jews to purchase Gibraltar from the Spanish crown. Re ponders 

the motivation for such a transaction (which the monarchs refused to 

approve) and determines that" ••• the proposition of the Hebrews was 

made with the connivance of the African Mohemmedan princes, with a view 

t o recover possession of Spain. 1137 

This charge echoes the classical antisemitic accusations of Jewish 

plots and conspiracies. Needless to say, there is absolutely no 

historical evidence for such infl&lllllatory claims. But this is 

consistent with the entire tenor of Villamil's article. For a 

recognized historian, he is extraordinarily loose with the facts, 

distorting some and ignoring others in order to attack the Jews and 

defend the Catholic sovereigna. His work still serves to point up the 

danger inherent in the view that history is, and should be largely the 

creation of the historian. While the enormous latitude among the 

various accounts of the expu l sion may rightly lead to a s~epticism over 

the poasibility of obtaining a single "objective" record of events as 

they really happened, Villamil'& essay should dissuade us from takina 
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the position that all accounts are subjective and therefore equally 

valid. I do not know of any universally-applicable criteria that enable 

us to make infallible distinctions between Jegitimate and spurious 

claims about the past. Nonetheless, I believe that some descriptions of 

past events deserve to be firmly Qismissed. Here I believe that the 

nature of the claim and the author's intent are vital. If he/she is 

clearly and conscious ly manipulating history in order to fulfill their 

own ideological whim, then I believe that their views do not generally 

merit serious consideration. This is particularly true if their 

intentions are hateful and malicious. I am, admittedly, turning to 

psychological/sociological more than historical or philosophical 

criteria here, when I insist that we re jec t as invalid those accounts 

which, in the face of all reason, s till espouse inflammatory claims that 

would deny the rights and welfare of t hose otherwise considered to be 

innocent people. Villamil, for example, asserts that the Jews crucified 

Christian children. Re condemns the entire people for this crime, yet 

he fails to prove that even a single Jew ever committed such an act. 

His persistence in making this claim without anything of substance with 

which to back it and our knowledge of the motivations behind other blood 

libel cases lead us to believe that this part of his history serves 

primarily as a platform for his antisemitism. The dramatic harmful 

ramification• of this sort of accusation should put the burden of proof 

on the accuser , in this case Villamil. Unless there is incontrovertible 

evidence for such positions, I believe that it is legitimate to rule 

that they are outside the bound• of acceptable hiatoriograpby even 
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though they are not necessarily more false than some other, less 

antagonistic c laims which may be considered valid, though tenuous. In 

other words, an account's validity may be based on its potential for 

bringing harm and its author's desire to do so as moch or more than its 

"truth," which may or may not be determinable. 

C. Non-Jewish English and American Historians 

When liberal Spanish Catholics like Llorente and Castro condemned 

the intolerance of the clergy as a major cause of the expulsion, they 

criticized the Church from within. Both were reformers, urging a more 

enlightened policy. As English and American historians began to direct 

their attention to that same event, they, too, pointed to the fanaticism 

of Spanish clerics as one of its major causes. Coming from their pens, 

however, this constituted an external cri ticism--a Protestant jab at the 

excesses of Catholicism. In turning to their accounts now, it might be 

wise to bear in mind the question: How much is each writer's 

condemnation of the expulsion an expression of genuine indignation, and 

bow much is it a veiled contemporary polemic against the Catholic church 

which merely uses its ill-treatment of the Jews as ammunition in the 

continuing religious skirmish between Cat holics and Protestants? 

l. Jame■ Finn 

Boru in 1806, Jamee Pinn was an English diplomat and a devoted 

Anglican. From 1845 to 1862, he served•• British conaul in Jeruaalea, 
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where he became known as an ally of the Jews, dedicated to resettling 

them in Palestine and protecting them from the Ottomans. Upon his 

retirement, the Jewish population sent a letter of appreciation to the 

B . . h . . h . k 38 r1t1s government praising 1s wor • 

Yet Finn was also involved in missionary work, and for all his 

friendliness toward the Jews, he was dedicated to achieving their 

ultimate conversion. While in Palestine he tried to settle some Jewish 

converts t o Christianity in the area around Bethlehem, but the project 

failed. This attitude regarding the Jews--a desire t o bring them into 

the Church through love instead of coercion--fills the pages of his 

book, Sepbardim. 39 

Published in 1841, this book is a histo ry of Spanish Jewry. It is 

based on the work of Basnage and Hebrew chronicles, including the Shevet 

Yehuda, Sbalahelet ba-Kabbalah, and Abrabanel' s commentary on the book 

of Kings. It is not clear f rom t he author's citations whether be used 

the original texts or Latin translations. He also refers to several 

works in Spanish such as Mariana's history of Spain and Llorente's 

history of the Inquisition. 

Finn'• anti-Catholic bias is evident from the outset . In his 

preface, he claims his narrative will show that "the boasted Catholicity 

of Spain will not from its visible fruits demonstrate the national 

Christianity to be the Christianity of the New Tes tament . 1140 

The account of the expulsion in Sepbardim follows tbi• agenda, 

placing the full burden of blame for the event upon the shoulder• of the 

church hierarchy. Finn reject• the view that Ferdinand and ltabella 
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acted out of avarice or self-interest; in fact he says very little about 

the character of either of the two monarchs. He insists they merely 

conceded to the interests of the powerful Spanish priesthood: "The 

tnqu~sition prevailed on the two sovereigns to sweep out from the 

Spanish territory the whole profession of Jewish faith, regardless of 

the national interest and heedless of the ruin to be incurred by 

countless families, possessing loves and attachments which Romish 

ecclesiastics cannot value. 1141 

Finn continues his analysis of the expulsion with a brief 

discussion of what might have happened had the Jews chosen to resist the 

edict rather than accept it passively. This paragraph is probably 

inspired by Basnage's claim that in deciding to expel the Jews, 

Ferdinand ran the risk of possibly provoking a civil war. Unlike the 

French Huguenot, however, Finn is fairly realistic in his assessment of 

the Jews' chances of success in such a conflict . He, too, fails to 

understand the mindset of medieval Jewry when he takes the possibility 

of a full-scale insurrection seriously, but at least he is not deluded 

enough to believe a rebellion could have succeeded against the powerful 

forces of Christian Spain. Thus he concludes that although the threat 

of war might have made Ferdinand pause briefly be fore issuing the edict, 

" . . . there ia no doubt of his eventual success, aided by allies, had 

h . . . d 1142 sue extrem1t1ea arrive • 

Throughout this account, Finn appears genuinely sympa,thetic to the 

Jewi1b plight. He describes the sufferings of the exile,, and 1eema to 

empathize with their pain. On almost every page he rebuke• the Church 
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for its malicious role in the expulsion of these poor refugees. Yet 

though he may truly object to such mistreatment as cruel and inhumane, 

Finn also reveals an ulterior motive that underlies his apparent 

humanism. He is just as eager to convert the --Jews as Torquemada and the 

Catholic clerics whom he despises; he differs from them only in respect 

to the proper method by which to bring Jews into the true faith, and in 

his insistence that that faith is Anglicanism rather than Catholicism. 

Therefore when he assesses the evils of the expulsion and the 

I nquisition, he asserts: 

••• The Romish Church has done its utmost in this cause 
[converting the Jews) and no more will she ever perfot'lll till her 
corruptions are cas t "to the moles and to the bats," and the Jews 
shall see a Catholic Christianity without idols or saint-worship •• 

We trust that better days are now dawning • • • that by 
advancing liberality and open friendliness, together with diffusion 
of Christian literature suited for the purpose, all under God's 
especial blessing; Israel may yet be gathered, not in crowds by 
violence, but by progressive inroads of Scripture and its H~3y 
Author, and so all Israel shall be saved, as it is written. 

For all of his condemnation, it is clear from this that Finn's account 

of the expulsion edict calls into question only its procedure and not 

what he considers to have been its ultimate goal. He is not the only 

English historian of his century to hold such a view; a similar vantage 

point is evident in the writing of William Harris Rule. 

2. William Harris Rule 

William Harris Rule was born in 1802. Raised as an Anglican, he 

became a Methodist in 1822 and was ordained as a Wesleyan preacher in 
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1826. He was well-versed in classical literature, and studied both 

Arabic and Italian while do i ng missionary work in Malta. Between 1831 

and 1842 he served as a pastor in Gibraltar, where he preached in both 

English and Spanish, Afterwards he r e turned to England, where he 

cont inued to do ministerial duty, and turned his hand to writing 

44 scholarly works, 

The most f amous of these was his History of the Inquisition from 

the Twelfth Century, published in 1868. Among the sources he consulted 

in writing this book he cites the Spanish histories of Llorente and 

Andreas Bernaldez, and E. H. Lindo' s History of the Jews of Spain and 

Portugal ( 1848 ) , the first modern full-length treatment of the subject 

by a Jew. 

Rule devotes only a few pages to the expulsion, but his analysis of 

its causes is quite interesting, combining the positions of Castro and 

Finn. Like the former, he portrays King Ferdinand as a greedy ruler who 

is eager to expel the Jews in order to avoid repaying the war debts 

which he owes them. Like the latter, he points t o the ill-advised 

fanaticism of Torquemada and the Catholic c lergy as a primary factor in 

the Jews ' demise . When these two interests converged, the Jewish fate 

was sealed: '~he zeal of the Inquisitor and the dishonesty of the king 

moat opportunely harmonized; and it only remained for them to contrive 

S011le scheme whereby both passions might be satisfied. Such a scheme 

could be had by wiahing, 1145 Isabella is not even mentioned in 

connection with these events, perhaps because the author does not wish 

to besmirch her womanly reputation. 
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Up unti l t his point, the na rrat ive has fa i r ly well lived up to the 

writer 's promise in his preface to present a d ispa ss i onate and objective 

account of events . When Rule summarizes the contents of t he expulsion 

edict this ceases t o be Lhe case. In the text its e l f, he is quite 

succinct, not ing t hat Jews were given a choice of exile or apostasy. 

His bias comes through , howeverJ in a footnote, wherein he comments on 

the use of the term "apostasy": 

If Romanism were Christianity, and not idolatry, and if the 
transition t o it from the synagogue were voluntary, through faith 
in our Lord Jesus Christ, that change wou ld be convers ion, causing 
joy in the presence of the angels of God . But in the contrary case 
before us, ~he renu~ci~tion of Jud!~sm would deserve no better name 
than that given to tt 1n the t ext. 

From tbis telling note, it 1s eviden t that Rule shares Finn's 

anci-Catholicism and his desir e to convert the Jews through gentle 

persuasion rather than coercion, These be liefs shaped both men 's views 

of the expulsion , caus ing them to condemn it not so much out of love fo r 

the Jews as ou t of disgust over the c ruelt y and ineffectiveness of the 

Spanish policy . This outlook was probably popular in England , where the 

nationa l sentiment had been solidly in opposition to Catholicism since 

the fonuat ion of the Anglican church. In America, however, the greater 

al lowance for religious freedom provided t he bac kground for William 

Hickling Prescott's more ecumenica l account, 

3. William Hickling Prescott 

The f i rst world- renowned American historian, William Prescott, was 

born in Salem, Massachusetts in 1796. Educated at Harvard, he made his 
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decision to study history after an accident which left him partially 

blind turned him away from his original interest in practicing law . As 

an historian, he showed little inte rest tn the sort of Idealist 

philosophy which hi~ c0lleagues in Germany at the time espoused ; his 

books are primerily narratives of events , but he was scrupulous in his 

efforts to distinguish fact from fictton. His refe rences are both 

. f 47 plentt ul and accurate. 

His first book, which merits our concern here, was History of the 

Re i gn of Ferdinand and Isabella the Catholic, published in 1838. Based 

on sixteenth-cen t ury Spanish manuscri pts, as well as the histor ies of 

Llorente, Bernaldez, and Mariana , it contains a chapte r on the expulsion 

which avoids the stridently anti - Catholic tone of Finn and Rule. Like 

those writers, he condemns the Church 's policy, but his criticism stems 

from a general disapproval o f religious intolerance rather than partisan 

polemics. 

The chapter opens with a discussion of the sources of animosity 

t oward the Jews in late fifteenth-century Spain. It bears a st r ong 

r esemblance to the Shevet Yehudah. Like lbn Verga, Prescott points t o 

envy over Jewish wealth, furor over intermarr iages between Old 

Christians and conversos, aod the incendiary preaching of faoatical 

priests as the roots of discontent. Because the Jews were commonly 

regarded as aliens in Spanish society, it was no t difficult to gain 

48 pop~lar support for the decision to expel the.m. 

The final impetus for this decision came in the wake of the Spanish 

victory at Granada. This success filled both monarchs with the desire 

to finish the task of purifying Spain and uniting all of her people 
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under the banner of the Catholic church. Prescott c ritic izes those 

historians who attribute the expulsion of th& Jews t o the avar ice o f the 

government. He insists that the act detrac ted from the revenues of the 

Crown, depriving Spain o f its most productive class o f citizens . 

Therefore it can only be understood as an expression of religious 

bigotry similar t o ea r lier expulsions frO!II England, France , and other 

49 
parts of Europe. 

While the king and queen proved willing enough t o conduct t hei r 

policy in accord with this prevailing spir i t, Prescott asserts that t he 

primary impulse came from Torquemada. He ma inta ins that the monarchs 

must have been somewhat rel uc tant to issue an edict which they knew t o 

be in conflict wit h t he national interest. Thus he writes: 

Neither Fe r dina nd nor Isabella, had they been le ft to the unbiased 
dictates o f the i r own reason, could have sanctioned fo r a moment so 
impolitic a measure, wh ich invo lved the loss o f the most 
industrious and skillful portion of their sub j ects. !ts extreme 
injustice and c ruelty rendered it especially repugnant to the 
naturally humane ~isposition of the queen. But she had been earl y 
schooled to distrust her own reason, and indeed the natural 
suggestions of humanity, in cases of conscience . Among the revered 
counsellors , on whom she relied most in these matters was the 
Dominican Torquemada. , .. Without further resistance to the 
representations , so emphatical ly expressed, o f the holy persons in 
whom she most confided, Isabella, at length, silenced her own

50 scruples, and consented t o the fatal measure of pros c ription. 

This narrative, like most of Presco tt ' s work, expresses the spirit 

of the Enlightenment much more than that of the Romantic movement whicb 

was gathering force in Europe at the time. The contrast which the 

author draws between the virtues of unbiased reason and t~e vices of 

int olerant religion echoes the outlook of eighteenth- century deism. 

Like the deists, Prescott condemns irrational faith as a source of 

116 



discord and inhumanity, and professes a universal religion of r e ason . 

Ferdinand and Isabella err in his account when they abandon their 

rationalist tendencies and succumb to the f anatic ism of Tomas 

Torquemada . 

Perhaps Prescot t 's position here i s the result of h is training at 

early nine t eenth-century Harva rd. While the Romantic backlas h to the 

•• Aufklarung had a l ready begun in Gennany in the wake of the Napoleonic 

wars, life in Madisonian America s t ill reflected the o lder ideals of the 

Enl ight enment. Social and intelle c tual trends took quite a whi le to 

reach the shores of the New World in those days before the advent o f 

rapid counnuoicat ions ne tworks . Thus when Hegel began to lecture t o 

German universi t y students on the histo r y of the Spirit, young Americans 

like William Prescott cont inued to be schooled in the older rationalist 

tradition. 

Prescott ' s ana lys is of the expuls ion does, however , share one 

important feature with the works of his European counterparts: the 

idealization of Queen Isabella. By the time of his book's publication 

ia 1838, the Cult of True Womanhood had firmly taken root in American 

culture . As a result, Prescott's Isabella is the embodiment of womanly 

virt ue: p1ous and humane, she is also prope r ly submissive, sur rendering 

her own judgment t o the will of powerful men like Torquemada . In the 

end, "her solic itude t o discharge her dut y, at whatever cost of personal 

inclinat ion , greatly enforced the precepts of education. In thi~ way, 

her ver y vir t ues became the source of her error s . 1151 
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The idealization of Isabella, speculation over the possibil i ty o f 

an insurrection by the exiles, and polemics di rected at either 

traditional religion in general (P rescott and the Spanish reformer s) or 

t he Catholic chu rch (Finn and Rule ) all demonstrate the influence of the 

e nvironment upon those non-Jews o f the nineteenth century who wro te 

about che expulsion. Their histories reflec t the conflicts and culture 

of their uwn time and place as much as the "obj e c tive facts" culled from 

primary source mate rials. Like their subjects, these historians do not 

stand outside o f history. They, too, arc swayed by the Zeitgeist, wh ich 

manifests itself subtly but surely in their work. Salo Baron recognized 

the obvious truth o f this whe n he dec la r ed , " Every generation writes its 

. f . .,52 own h1story o past generatLons. 

We tur n now t o those explanations of the expulsion pro ffered by 

Jewish scholars and historians of t he ni neteenth century. They were 

also children of their age. We shall attempt t o trace its influence as 

we examine their accounts, comparing them with those o f both the 

sixteenth- century Jewish chr oniclers who preceded them and their 

contemporar y Gent ile coun t e r parts . We begin with work~ from the cradle 

of modern Jewis h historiography- -Germany . 

D. Ear ly Nineteenth-Century German- Jewish Histo r ians 

It is not sur prising that the first efflorescence of Jewish 

historiography since the l ate sixteenth cen t ury began in Germany. 

German universities stood in t he vanguard of the int ellectual world of 

nine teenth-century Europe, especially in the relevant fields of history 
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and philosophy. Men like Fichte and Hegel had a profound effect o n 

Germany ' s risiog young scholars, Jew and non-Jew ali'ke. The spirit of 

history was tn the air. 

German Jews were also among the firs t to be emancipated from the 

policies of meoieval Europe which isolated the Jewish population f r om 

the Christian mainstream. As they emerged from the ghetto, Jews 

scurried to secure a position in the modern German world. They adopted 

and adapted many of its cultural mo res and ideas. Among the most 

important of these was the ldea of history. Thus it was that 

"enlightened" Jews li.ke Shalom Cohen, 1. M. JC'st, and Phoebus Philippson 

turned to the Jewish past and considered , among othe r things, the causes 

o f the Spanish expulsion. 

l. Shalom Cohen 

The Hebrew writer, poet, and editor Shalom Cohen was born in 

Me~hirech, Poland in l772. Early in hie youth he fell under the 

influence of the haskalah, and began to study German and Hebrew 

literature. In 1789 he moved t o Berlin, where he eventually secured a 

job as a school teacher. Twenty years later he helped revive the Heb r ew 

journal of the Maskilim, Ha-Measef. He edited thi s publication from 

1809 to 1811, leading it away from the radical bent whic h it had taken 

in the 1790s. Cohen's conservatism is evident in his insistence that 

. 1 . d. . l SJ the Journa return to 1ts more tra 1t1ona roo ts. 

Yet Cohea was no reactionary traditionalist. Like his model, Moses 

Mendelssohn, he ardently believed in enlightenment, differing only with 
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the master's more radical disciples like Dav _d rriedlander in regard t o 

the movement's limits. The combination of the olrl and the new which he 

advocated ts quite evident in his articlP, , 11 i-,cc~Ml 11 which appears tn 

the pages of Ha-Measef in 1809. 

This account is c lea r ly written for a popular audience rathe r than 

a scholarly one. le assumes practically no prior knowledge of Iberian 

Jewish history, and the Hebrew is full o f He does, however, 

want to offer some new ins ights. He claims that many people know the 

general stor y of the expulsion, bu t few are familiar with the details. 

54 Therefore he promises to elaborate upon the causes of the event, 

The preface also takes a modern- sounding posture of universalism 

and tolerance which is atypical of all previous accounts, save that of 

the Shevet Yehudah with its story o f the two precious stones. Cohen 

expresses the Enl ightenment's spirit of tolerance when he proclaims the 

time has come for all the people o f Spain to o pen their eyes and see 

that we are all children of one father, the living God of all 

. 55 humanity. 

In the body of his article, Cohen describes some of the 

long- standing sources of prejudice against the Jews, He argues that the 

Christians persecuted Jews primarily out o f anger fostered by the 

ancient charge of deicide and envy of J ewish wealth. This analysis also 

echoes I bn Verga 1 s work, but Cohen is considerably less critical of his 

peop l e t han h i s sixteenth- cen t ury counterpart . In speaking of the 
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enmity roused by Jewish fortunes , he makes no reference t o usurious 

. . 56 practices or ostentatiousness. 

Cohen believes that envy and old celigious prejudices turned the 

Spanish populace against the Jews . This was a necessary pre requisite 

fo r their ouster. That act, however, could only have been taken by the 

rei~ning monarchs,who had their own reaso ns for e xpelling the Jewish 

people from their realm. In describing the events which led to the 

expulsion edict, Cohen focus~s on the role of the Catholic sover eigns: 

)(',',J)(11( 1;m·0 111 ,1l/i"l0 Cll ntl'~ ,r,• 'Tll:J i1QM',Q', 111'?11', 7',Qn 1:im ,11,c:i ·n·, 
nn n'?:r no ·11· r,nc>< '?:q,., cn·,:in', ,,c ,x,,cc c•,,:,•:, ~ ,·cv.i'? .,.,, .,,.,,., u,11>< 
7',cn ,.,:i TK 111,•,c;,c , • .,., '?:i ,c•,n:i, ,:::m ><·1><D'D ·111>e1 .non',c:, ,,,.,~, .'?·:i'D· 
c•v,,n :,11::ii>e 7110 c:r,,c nK :im1'? o·,m•;, '?:i '?l1 ,,m .rnn:i cm'Dffll nK :i:i'?c:i, 

s 7 ( :i · >, ·:, 11, n 1K .0,coc., t <192 .,,lie 11,,n:i) ;,,,pa;, J'IK:r c,·0 

As the king prepared to go up t o war against the r ema inder of the 
Moorish people, Is abella bis wife persuaded him to make a vow to 
elimina te all the Jews in his land, or force them to accept the 
faith uf Jesus, so that he would succeed [ in the wa r] and do 
wise l y. After the war, in which the Spanish st r uck and destroyed 
all the remaining Moors, the king and queen b r ought their evi l plot 
to completion, and declared that all the Jews must l e a ve thei r land 
within four mo nths f r om the day the edict went out (March 1492 by 
thei r reckoning, t he fifth month of 5252 A, M.) . 

This account bea r s a s trong similar ity to that of Elijah Capsali in 

t he Seder Eliyahu Zut~ which Cohen pr obably used. In the latter, 

Isabe lla vows to ber God, "lf you wil l deliver this people into my hand, 

I . 11 d l h d 11 . . d d · 1158 Wl evote Is rae , w o we ln my king om, to estruct1on. Here 

i t i s Ferdinand who actua lly makes the vow to expel the Jews so tha t he 

might s ucc e ed in t he final bat tle of the Reconquista , 

Ye t Isabel l a is ha rd l y blameless in Cohen's narrative. He portrays 

he r as the persuas i ve fo r c e behi nd Ferdinand ' s vow and as a ful l partner 

in t he ac t ual e nactment of the edict once vic t ory is achieved. She is 
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not the idealized Vic torian woman found in t he worka of Mil~an, Castro, 

and Prescott; Cohen's Isabella is easily recognizable as the villain of 

sixteenth-century Jewish ch ronicles like Carsali's. 

There is, however, another important difference between Cohen's and 

Capsali's versions of eve nts surrou~ing the expulsion. In Capsali's 

account, the queen 's vow is explicitly theistic , addressed direc tly t o 

her God. Cohen's version, perhaps reflect i ng the more seculat 

atmosphere of its age, is more ambiguous, It leaves open the 

possibility that Ferdinand's vow was religious in nature, but this is 

not explicitly spelled out in the narrative . Cohen states merely that 

the queen assured her husband that a vow wou ld help him prevail in 

battle and would be a wise a c t. 

Cohen's ambiguity here reflects his general skepticism over the 

historian's capacity co determine the true causes o f the expulsion. 

While Capsali attributes the event to t he religious fanaticism of 

monarchs and clergy (a t least on the natural level, since he also sees 

it as an expression of providence), Cohe n is not so confident about the 

possibility of discovering the sovere igns' motivation . He, too, 

maintains that Torquemada and the Spanish c lerics acted out of misplaced 

zeal for the faith, but he admits that he is uncer tain whether the king 

was moved by a similar religious motive or a stmple love of riches which 

he sought to gatn by expelling his Jews. Cohen offe r s no analysis of 

Isabella's inner motives either. 59 

The blend of mode r n and medieval tendeocies which characterizes 

Coheo 1s article comes to a climax in his suamary o f the edict ' s impact. 
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On the one hand, he breaks with the past here , for like Basnage, Cohen 

i ns ists that the expulsion edict put Spanish Christians 10 grave danger, 

almost provoking a major insurr ection by the Jews, This serious 

assert ion of Jewish military prowess reflects the nineteenth centur y, 

and not the sixteenth. None of the exiles themselves claimed to have 

the ability, o r even the desire t o "str i ke a death blow against their 

enemies ." 60 They left the vengeance to God. 

On the other hand, Cohen shares the medievals ' belief in the power 

of divine providence. 1ndeed, he has the benefit of historical 

perspec tive which his predecessors lacked, and this points to the 

con t inuous decline of Spain as a major power in the world , Cohen views 

the steady fall of the Spanish empire since the e xpulsion as ao 

expression of God' s punishment for that evil deed . Nations who have 

shown favor to their Jews prosper , while Spain and others like her 

suffe r. But it is not too late. Cohen concludes his article with a plea 

f o r Spain to re form her ways, and in so doing, once again secure God's 

blessing : 

y-,,c '?:Jl r'?ll 11·, :,-,::rl K1il 'IOll ''IOll J'1)( ·:, 'D1t)' )(', ·:i :i>e,, ,·r» Mt,tl 7K 
:,•:i, 7::1'?0 i'1K>'D -,:un,, 70:i.r:i K> -,c,:, ,.,,, '1'?K ,:i.r 0:-i·><nio::1 c'?'Dtl1 m·,c, 

61 j'mlin,, nnno, c,,v; :iv;, .7'? nu· -,11K:i 

Open your eyes, check and see , f or the Lord will not abandon his 
people. They are his people even in time of suffering, and he 
protects them in every laud and province , taking retribution on 
those who hate them unt il the thousandth generation. Turn aside 
your anger, remove the ha tred from your heart, and all will be well 
fo r you, peace and comfor t will return to your streets ... 

I t is this stress on God's avenging presence in hi.story which more 

than any other feature sets Cohen's account apar t f r om those of the 
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nineteenth centur y Gentile h istorians. His r e luctance to abandon a 

provident ial scheme of history ref l ects a trend whi ch cont inues in the 

work of Jewish his torians who followed in his footsteps. Most o f them 

a r e far less explicit in their assert ions o f p rovidence's influence, 

But upon scratching the surface o f their works, we shall often find this 

inf l uence buried beneath the veneer of scientific scholarsh ip . Usually 

it is masked--perhaps even unconsciously--as an insistence upon the 

justice of his t or y being borne out by the steady decline of Spain af t er 

the expulsion. Yet however couched in such modern terms this emphasis 

may be, it essential l y amounts to a reformula tion o f the o ld rabb inic 

"(measure for measure). I t tacitly expresses 

the belief that God somehow takes vengeance on I srael's enemies, 

punishing them in accordance with their misdeeds. As we turn to the 

r est of these nineteenth-century Jewish accounts of the expulsion, we 

should be alert for this lingering vestige of the providential view of 

history, and identify how it manifests itself. 

2 . I. M. Jost 

Isaac Marcus Jost was born in Be rnberg, Germany in 1793. He was 

educated in a Jewish schoo l t here, until he en t ered the Samson Free 

School at the age of t en. In 1811 he began t o attend the Brunswick .. 
Gymnasium, and two years later he went to Gottingeo, where he st~died 

history, phi l ology, theology , and philos ophy . It was in that ci ty that 

he met the wealthy Jewish reformer Israel Jacobson, who helped support 
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him as a student at the Uni versity o f Berlin. Uron hls graduation he 

became an educator , working first in Berlin, and then from 1835 t o hi.s 

death (in 1860) as the headmaster of a liberal Jewish school in 

62 Frankfurt. 

Jost broke with tradition early in his lifetime, and he advocated 

the Wissenschaft ric e Judentums ( the scientific study o f the Jewish past ) 

whi ch charac terized the young refcrmers' scholarly endeavors. In 

addition to his work in education, he co-edited the Hebrew periodical 

Zion from 1840 to 1841, and founded the lsraelitische Annalen in an 

"'f J . h . . l h 63 e~ ort to encourage ew1sh ~stor1ca researc . 

Jost is best remembered, however, as the first modern Jew to write 

a comprehensive histo ry of the Jewish people, Geschichte der lsraeliten 

seit der Zeit der Maccabaer bis auf unsere Tage ( History of the 

Israelites from the Time of the Mac cabees until Our Day). Published 10 

nine volumes between 1820 and 1829, this was an unprecedented work. In 

con front ing the vastness of the Jewish past, Jost got little help f r om 

predecessors . Forced to rely on Christian secondary sources and the few 

extent Jewish chronicles, his volumes contain many errors. Furthermore, 

Jost was neither a philosopher nor a religious Jew , and as a result he 

never found a unifying superstructure which could gLve shape t o the 

whole of Jewish history and make it more than a confusing amalgam of 

. 1 · . d 64 vac~ous persona tttes an events. 

Yet for a ll its flaws, Jost's history was a pioneering study which 

set new standards and paved the way for later works o f Wissenschaft. He 

used his philological training to examine his sour ces c ritically and 
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sought to present to his readers a J ewish past free of religious biases. 

He limited himself t o the task of describing the course of natural 

events, shunning miracles and unjustified conjectures about the c auses 

of things. Thus the work reflects the spirit of the Enlightenment mu ch 

more than the teleological Romanticism of Jost's contemporary , G. W. F. 

Hegel. In fact, one o f the chief c riticisms o f Jose 's work was that its 

impartiality made it exceedingly dry. 65 

Jos t 's account of the Spanish expulsion may be fou nd in the seventh 

volume o f his history. He describes the edict as a sudden and 

unexpected blow to the Jews which came in the i 1111Dediate wake of the 

victory at Granada. He states that it was issued on March 3lt and that 

i t ordered all those Jews who refused t o convert t o leave the country by 

July 31 , 1492 . He does not give the dates according to the Jewish 

calendar, nor does he make any reference t o the expulsion's proximity t o 

Tisha B'Av. 

Jost begins his discussion of the causes of the event with the 

assertion that i.t was "justified" in various o.,;ays, The "jus tifications" 

which he goes on to cite constitute what he cons iders to be the 

underlying reasons why the Jews were expelled from Spain , 

The first cause he refers to is the anti-Jewish sentiment created 

by the rampant rumors of host-desecration and ritual murder, Evidently 

most Spaniards believed these stories to be true, and therefore would 

have offered no resistance co an edict ousting the offending population. 

In the eyes of the Christians, "justice was against the Jews ••• , 1166 
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The expulsion was also " justified" as an ef fo ,- t to separate the 

Jews from t he New Christians. In Jost's words, "Religion confi rmed this 

unprecedented proscription because the Jews hinde red the multipl icat ion 

of Christians io that they lured the apostates back . 1167 Evidently Jost 

believed the conve r ses did indeed practice Judaism secretly and that the 

unconve r ted Jews aided their baptized bre t hren in their covert effort s 

t o obse r ve the mitzvot. This claim follows the reason given for the 

ex pulsion in the edict itself: after various other meas ures had f ailed, 

it was seen as the only way t o put an end t o a century of Judaizing. 

Yet Jost goes on to claim that most o f t he cle r gy supported the 

edict for politi cal rather than t he afo rementioned r eligious reasons. 

He port rays the cleric s as calculating Machiavellians, eager to 

eliminate any threats to the Church's wo r ldly strength and fortune. 

Jews and converse s were r ~sing to the upper ranks of influence in Spain, 

and they paid no heed to t he clergy's influence . The refore, the latter 

supported the measure to oust the Jews , since after their removal, "the 

wielders of power would have no further support o the r than t he eve r 

wealthier church. 1168 

Others c lamore d for the measure as an ac t o f na t iona l secur ity. 

Victory over the Moors had finally been achieved, but the last internal 

threat to Christian Spain would not be eliminated unt il the Jews were 

gone . Although the Jews were not natura l allies of the Muslims, many 

Spaniards believed that they might link up wit h their I slamic 

counterparts still in Spain aod in the remaining Berber Kingdoms. 

Perhaps to counter this specter of disloyalty which still hung over Jews 
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everywhere--and which German Jews Like Jost were particularly eager to 

disprove in order to secure their po litical sta t us--Jost asserts the 

Spanish Jews could easily have launched a major civil war but "refrained 

from any agitation or stirring up of emotions." He reft!rs to this loyal 

attitude of passivity as ''doubly praiseworthy , " emphasizing the fact 

that Spanish Jews were good Spaniards-- just as the German Jews of his 

time would, upon receiving full equali.ty, prove to be among the most 

69 devoted of Germans. 

Jost concludes this section on the causes of the expulsion with a 

consideration of Ferdinand's motives. loterestingly , he hardly mentions 

Isabella's r ole in these events, either for good or for ill. He does 

claim that the king's advisors opposed the measure, but in the end the 

sovereign ove rruled them: "The voc.e of conscience of the pious king, 

finally, decided the issue against the privy council--if it is true--by 

his contention that he had praised the Holy One by celebrating the 

decis i ve victory over Gr anada with the expulsion of those Jews who would 

f h Ch . . t. . ,, 70 not pre er t.o accept t e r1st1an re tgion. 

Unlike Basnage, Llorente , and Castro, Jost maintains the 

possibility that Ferdinand was genuinely pious, and that his religiosity 

influenced him to expel the Jews. Much of Jose's account of Ferdinand' s 

decision is probably derived from Abrabanel 's narrative i n the 

introduction t o his collllllentary on the book of Ki.ngs, in which the 

sovereign reasons, "How shall I show gratitude to my creator who set 

this city in my hands? Should I not bring under his wings the people 

that walks in darkness, the wandering lamb Israel?1171 For Ab rabaoel aod 
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perhaps for Jost (who adds the caveat "if it is true" to conjectures 

about Ferdinand's religious motivation), the expul sion c ame as a 

religious response to the triumph over the Moors. 

Yet on the very next page, Jost recounts the story of how the king 

nearly accepted a bribe from the Jews and was prepared to revoke the 

decree until Torquemada burst in with his c rucifix and delivered the 

famous exhortation whic h dissuaded him. Ferdinand hardly appears 3s a 

model of piety in this tale, which depicts him as an avaricious r ule r 

wh o is willing to take bribes from Jews in order t o enlarge the royal 

treasury. 

This incongru i ty is not atypical of Jost's account. As we noted 

earlier, his history lacks the unifying superstructure which would 

provide consistency. In his effort to be an impartial chronicler, he 

included various explanations of events and was not troubled by the fact 

that sometimes they conflicted. Thus he points to the expulsion as 

potentially both a religious ly motivated attempt to atop Judaizing and a 

power play by c lerics schooled in realpolitik. In one paragraph of the 

narrative, Ferdinand seems to act out of deep piety, in the next be i s 

motivated by greed. 

It is clear, then, that Jose' s work constitutes a beginning , not an 

end. His analysis o f the expulsion's causes is far more comprehensive 

than that of his predecessors. Still, consistency would only come 

later , when Wissenachaft acquired a more sophisticated philosoph ical 

underpinning, as in the work of Heinrich Graetz, the next Jew to write a 

comprehensive narrative of his people's past, But now we are getting 
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ahead of ourselves, for a good bit of historical research on the 

expulsion was done between the time of Jos t and Graetz. 

3. Phoebus Philippson 

Born into a prominent German Jewish fami ly of scholars in 1807 1 

Phoebus Philippson never gained the renown of his brother, the Reform 

rabbi Ludwi.g Philippson. Phc,ebus became a doctor, and published a 

number o f medical studies during his lifetime. Nonetheless, he shared 

his brother's keen interest in modern Jewish scholarship, and translated 

the books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings for his German Bible. He 

also write a few essays which appeared in Ludwig 's Allgemeine Zeitung 

des Judenthums,
72 

One of these, "Die Vertreibung der Juden aus Spanien und Portugal" 

was published in 1834, then translated into English as ''Expulsion of the 

Jews from Spain and Portugal" in the Occident and American Jewish 

Advocate in 1859, The article begins with a brief summary of Iberian 

Jewish history, then turns to the subject at hand with the editorial 

coC!IIDent, "An instance of more horrifying persecution and bitter 

religious fanaticism cannot be produced.
1173 

Philippaon's account of the expulsion is strikingly similar t o that 

of Shalom Cohen LO Ha-Meaaef. Like Cohen, he relies primarily on Jewish 

chronicles from the sixteenth century for his info rmation. He refers to 

the works of Abrabanel, ha-Kohen, lbn Verga, and Capsali. His analysis 

of events leading up to the edict is particularly indebted to the 
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last, with its claim that a r oyal vow was the immediate cause of the 

catastrophe: 

From March, 1492, onward, their sorrow was at its height. Queen 
Isabella, as well as her minister De Torre [Torquemada], had 
induced Ferdinand, before the commencement of the war with the 
Moors in Granada, to make a vow, that in the event of his bringing 
the war to a successful close, he would either banish the Jews from 
the country or force them to adopt Christiani t y. The war was 
closed, -the Moors were completely subjugated when, in the 
above- named month, the royal edict went £94th, that within four 
months all Jews should leave the country . 

In this narrative, Philippson departs from Capsali's account tn 

almost exactly t he same instances as Shalom Cohen did before him. 

Ferdinand swears the vow instead of Isabella, although he agrees to make 

it only upon her inducement. Again the explici t ly theistic language of 

the vow in Capsali ' s version ts abandoned fo r a more ambiguous 

formulation. And once again, whi le Torquemada plays a major role 10 

these events as the queen ' s confessor, the historian does not tell his 

readers whether Ferdinand and Isabella were mo tivated by true religious 

piety , avarice o r both. Finally , like Cohen, Phoebus Philippson insists 

that in expelling the Jews, the Spanish monarchs were "hazarding the 

danger (by no means a trifling one) of a union oo the part of the Moors, 

Anusim, and Jews t o sell their lives dearly." 75 In other words, they 

risked a possible civil war. 

Philippson's conclusion also shares a common fea ture wi th Cohen ' s: 

the belief that Spain's suffering subsequent to the expulsion is a form 

of punishment for her misdeeds. Unlike Cohen, Philippson .makes no 

explicit references to the deity here . Nonetheless, as I have argued 

earlier, the tacit insistence that the maxim , , ff • • 

rr,cill:Ji1"TC 18 operative 
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in history constitutes a mode rn and somewhat secularized but nonetheless 

real reformulation o f the old notion ~ f providence . Thus he asserts: 

Nowhere has fanaticism been more severely punished; in no country 
in Europe was it of such long durat ion, uprooting the prosperity, 
education, and religion of the people. The retribuc-ive justice 
which reigns in history has been felt there to a terrible degree; 
even now the country bleeds ~rom its self-inflicted wou9gs and its 
soil is saturated with the blood o f the innocent •••• 

Whe n all 1.s said and done, the "retributive just ice which reigns 1.n 

history'' 1.s not so diffe rent from t hat which Joseph ha- Kohen perceived 

as God's vengeance on Israel's enemies , the powerful presence which led 

him, when relat i ng the occasion o f Isabella's painful death t o proclaim: 

"The Lord 1.s just! 1177 

1t is interesting to no te that not one o f the aforementioned Ge rman 

historians describe s Isabella in the idealistic manner whic h marks the 

ac counts of Milman, Prescott, Llorente and Castro. The image of the 

queen in the writings of Cohen , J ost, and Philippson is far closer to 

the one found in the sixteenth-century Jewish chronicles than that 

present in the narratives of their non-Jewish contemporaries. 

This may stem partially from the fact that the Jewish historians 

placed much greater emphasis upon the works o f their sixteenth- century 

predecessors. The Gent Ue historians derived most of their information 

on the period from Spanish sources, while the Jews referred primarily to 

Ibo Verga, ha-Kohen, Capsali and Abrabanel . Given the latter as 

sources, it is not easy to come up with a picture of Isabella as a 

Victorian matron. 
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Yet this cannot be the end o f the matter, for there were critical 

Jewi sh scholars who consulted the same tradit ional ch ronic les and 

nonethe less portrayed Isabella in the glowing terms o f many of their 

non- Jewish colleagues . t hese writers were Englishmen and Americans, not 

Germans. Therefore , it seems likely that the idealization of Queen 

Isabella was at l e ast partially a function of cul tural factor s which cut 

a c ross religious lines and which we r e pr evalent in the United States and 

Great Britain, but not in Ge rmany. The logical conclus ion here is that 

the general image of women differ ed in these countries , I have already 

commented on the vision of the "perfect lady" and the "Cul t of the 

Womanhood" which i nfl uenced American and English writers t o idea lize 

Isabella much as they did t he ir own wive~ and mothers. Apparently this 

conce pt never gained such popular ity in Ge rmany, at least among that 

largely liberal segment of her Jewish populat ion with an interest in 

history. We turn now, however, to the work of two English Jews who may 

be counted among Queen Isabella ' s admirers, E. H. Lindo and Frederic 

Mocatta . 

R, Jewish Historians in England 

l, Elias Hayyim Lindo 

E, H. Lindo wa~ born into a Sephardic English fami ly in 1783. A 

direct descendent of Spanish eJti lea, he grew up on the is land of St. 

Thomas, where he mar ried and ~ade his fortune as a leading merchant . He 
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was also ve r y active in the Jewish community there, serving as president 

of the synagogue and as the local mohel. 78 

Io l832, Lindo settled in England, where he began his literary and 

scholarly career. He wrote a popula r compendium on the Jewish c a lendar, 

and translated Menasseh ben Israel's "Conciliator." He also did 

translations o f Bachya's m:i:i',ii]''l'll'IM , ha - Levi's Kuzari, and other 

medieval t exts, none of which were published. 79 

Lindo's mos t enduring work, however, is his History o f the Jews of 

Spain and Portugal, fi r st published in 1848. lt was the fi rs t modern 

book- length trea t ment of the subject, and it remains valuable today . In 

prepa r ation for wr iting it, Lindo actually toured the Iberian peninsula, 

visiting what remained of the fo rmer homes and synagogues of his 

ancestors, and gaining access to often obscu r e original sources which 

h d . h . h. 80 s e new light on t e Lr 1stor y. 

lo his preface , Lindo asserts that the main distinction of his book 

is the info rmation that he cul led from ancient Spanish manuscripts which 

were lar gely unfamiliar to his predecessors. His tory of the Jews of 

Spain and Portugal is still the only wo r k t o include a complete Englis h 

translation of the expulsion edict, and it offers a wealth o f othe r 

important texts rendered in t o English by Lindo such as Abrabanel's 

account ( taken from his col!ll0entary on the book of Kings ) aad var ious 

laws and proclamations of the Cathol ic sovereigns. In addition to all 

of these source ruaterials, Lindo also cites the works of Spaniards such 

as Mariana and Bernaldez , and Jews like Joseph ha- Kohen, Usque , lbn 

81 Verga, and Jost. He is una po l oget ic about using narratives composed 

by noa-Jews, and claims that his goal is to wr ite an impart i al history. 
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In order t o do so, he i nsists, tbe historian must consider the genera l 

h istor y of the Iberian peninsula, for the Jewish ~ast is intimately 

connected wi t h that o f the nations within whose boundaries the Jews 

1 . d 82 1ve • For eKample, Lindo claims that shortly after Ferdinand and 

Isabella's marriage, t he sovereigns sought to pr o t ect Spanish Jews fr om 

antisemit ic rioting in ord e r to put an end t o feudal anarchy and a~sert 

the power of the newly unified monarchy . The Jews were saved fo r a 

short while because t he king and queen were fighting a general campa ign 

for law and orde r at the time and the Jewish communities were lucky 

83 enough t o fall under it s protective umbrel l a . 

Such pro t e c tion would not last l ong . When Lindo enumerates t he 

sources of ant i -Jewis h sentiment in fifteenth-century Spain, he leaves 

the reader with the feeling that the Jei.1ish communities were doomed l.ong 

before the edict was off icially issued. His analysis draws heavily upon 

the Shevet Yehudah. Like Ibo Verga, Li ndo claims that opposition to the 

Jews was exacerbated by ostentatious displays of wealth and po litical 

power which r i l ed the poo r Spanish populace . Their anger and envy, 

coupled with the f anatic ravings of bigoted clergy and rumors o f ritual 

. h J . l . · t · 84 mur der, pu t Span1s ewry tn an extreme y precarious sttua i on. 

Yet as long as t he war wit h the Moors continued, the Jews could not 

be expelled. They were essential to the military e ffor t , providing 

bad ly needed capital aod procur ing provisions and supplies for Fe r dinand 

and Isabella's army . Thus, no t es Lindo, "• • • although Ch r istians di.d 

no t r egard the Hebre w peop l e kind ly , their rancour towa rds them was 

suspended for a t i me . 11 85 
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This respite came to an abrupt end when Granada fell, With the 

success f ul conclusi on of the Reconqu i sta, the Jews were no longer 

indispensable. The Catholic monarchs issued the expulsion edic t shortly 

thereafter : 

Ela t ed with the conquest and instigated by the Inquis ition, they 
resolved t hat Spain should no longer afford an asylum, nor should 
its soil be polluted by the tread of anyone oot professing t he 
Ca tholic religion. Those whose ancestors had resided in it , from 
time immemorial, were doomed by a fanatic zeal and insatiable 
avarice to be banished fo r ever f r om the happy scenes of the i r 
youth, the graves of their dea rest ties, the land they had 
cu ltivated, and the country they had enlighten§g by their learning 
and ta l ents i n ages of darkness and ignorance. 

This account might at first glance imp l y that the sovereigns acted 

main l y out o f misguided, intolerant religious convic tion. Urged on by 

priests and inquisito r s , they took the opportunity t o rid the land of 

those wh o r efu sed t o accept the true faith. But Lindo also insis ts that 

ava r ice was a maj o r factor underlying the harsh decree . How can these 

two explanations be reconc iled? 

Later in the nar ra t ive, i t becomes clear how Lindo understood the 

relationship between greed and fanatic ism as causes o f the expulsion. 

He associates the religious motivation with Isabella, whom he claims 

"would not sanction what was d i rectly opposed to the natural mildness of 

her disposition • •• ,.87 
Because he depicts her as a proper Victorian 

l ad y , Lindo can only attribute the queen's participation i n the affair 

to her piety- -the over abundance o f whic h is understandable in a woman. 

Isabella, then, agreed to the edict only wheo i t was presented to he r as 

a religious duty. 
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When he discussed Ferdinand, on the other hand, it becomes apparent 

that Lindo believes the king acted entirely out of greed. Re rejects 

Jost's claim that Ferdinand wa s truly pi ous; instead he follows in the 

footstep6 o f Basnage, Llorentt, and Castro with his assertion, "Under 

the specious hypocritical mask of _zeal for religion, the crafty 

. . f . . 1188 Ferdlnand sought to grat 1 y hi s avarice. Thus the Crown sequestered 

the property of the exiled Jews and filled its coffe r s with the wealth 

which they abandoned . 

Yet ultimately Lindo maintains that whatever the reason for it , the 

expulsion was an abysmal policy failure f or the Spanish. Like 

Philippson, Jost , and Cohen, he asse r ts that the edict almost sparked a 

c ivil war, which might have severely threatened the security of Castile 

and Aragon . Ferdinand and Isabella narrowly avoided an tllllDediate 

disaste r when the Jews opted to forsake resistance and submit to the 

decree . 

The catastrophic ramifications of the expulsion became evident, 

however, over the long term. When the Ca t holic sovereigns forced the 

Jews out of their land, t hey doome d their nation to a future as a faded, 

second- rate power. In attributing the decline of the Spanish empire to 

the expulsion of the Jews, Lindo shares the providential bent of Cohen 

and Philippsoo. He is much more subtle than either of his German 

counterparts. He makes no explicit reference to Cod, or even the 

"retributive j ust ice in history .'' Yet his narr ative places so much 

emphasis upon the causal connection between t he fa l l o f Spain and the 

edict that it, t oo, constitutes an impl i cit affirmation that ove r t he 
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course o f history, nations are r e warded and pun ished "measure fo r 

measure." This is particularly evident in his conclusion, when Lind o 

declares, ''From being the first among nations, she has fallen into a 

secondary rank in the European family. Such has been the effec t of 

. 1 · f . . d . • ,.89 tmpo i cy, anattctsm an persecutton. 

Lindo clearly r~ lishes Spain's losses. He abandons his goal o f 

impartiality here , and heaps c r iticism upon the Spanish nation fo r 

expell ing the Jews from a l and which they had occup i ed for over a 

millenium. He speaks as an historian , but also as a Jew and a 

descendent o f the Sephardic exiled who has not fo rgotten the bitterness 

of his people's past. Appar ently the r e were qu ite a few English Jews 

who shared Lindo's interest in history , for his boo k was we ll-received 

by his readers. Its influenc e can still be seen in the work o f an 

amateur Eng l ish Jewish historian of the f o llowing generation, Frederic 

David Mocatta . 

2. Frederic David Mocatta 

Like E, H. Lindo, Frederic Mocatta was a member o f a powerful 

Sephardic English family . So rn tn London in 1828, he made an eno rmous 

fortune in the fi r m of Mocatta and Goldsmid, bullion br okers to the Bank 

of England. He was very generous with his money, and at the age o f 

forty- six he retired from business to devote himse l f to phi lanthropic 

90 causes. 
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Foremost among these was the promotion of Jewish scholarship. 

Moc atta supported Zuoz, Berliner, and Joseph Jacob ( an editor of the 

Jewish Encyclopedia and compiler of Sources of Spanish Jewish History ). 

In 1900 he was elected president of the Jewish Historical Society of 

91 England , 

Mocatta dabbled tn his t o ry himself. He enjoyed speaking about the 

Jewish past, and one set of lectures whic h he delivered co a group of 

Jewish working men was published in 1877 as The Jews and the 

Inquisition. He was well awa r e of his limitations as a scholar, noting 

in the preface t o this work that he could pay t\le subject only "very 

scant and imperfect justice." His research was confined to secondary 

sources, which included Lindo 's book , the relevant sections of Graetz's 

great work, and the Spanish his t ories of Llorente and Jose Amador de l os 

R
. 92 
10S. 

Mocatta's book opens with a suCDQlary of the causes of antisemitism 

10 fifteenth- century Spain . Like Solomon Ibo Verga, the author 

addresses the question: Why were the Jews hated? His answers are 

almost identical to those given in the Shevet Yehudah two hundred and 

fifty years earlier. 

First he points t ? the economic roots of enmity against the Jews. 

He notes that many Jews served as tax collectors and money lenders , 

positions which generally arouse the ill will of the populace, 

Furthermore, Mocatt.a shares Ibo Verga' s view that Spanish Jews were in 

fact guilty of some of the accusations of usury aod greed leveled at 

them. Unlike his medieval predecessor , however, Mocatta states his 

139 



position openly, without the veil o f his t ori~al fiction. He lived in an 

age when it had become commonplace f o r Jews to criticize their people 

freely , even 1n public lectures. lo a time o f ema ncipation, religious 

reform, and Wissenschaft, past generations were no longer considered 

sacred or untouchable , and s o they sometimes c ame under harsh scrutiny. 

Thus Mocatta assert s , " . . It is likely that the Jews of the Peninsula 

afforded much colour o f truth to the allegation that they we re grasping 

d . . ,.93 an avar1c 1oua, 

After questioning the means by which the Spanish Jews acquired 

their fortunes, Mocatta hastens to blame the sephardim for their 

os tentatiousness . He lambastes his ancesto r s for the arrogance and love 

o f display which furthe r aro used the envy and anger o f their neighbors . 

Here, too, his words jibe with the a ccount 1n the Shevet Yehudah . 94 

As Mocatta attacks Jewish avarice and ostentatiousness as sources 

of antisemitism in Christian Spain, one cannot help but wonder whether 

his owo background played an important r o l e in shaping his position. 

Lest we forget, these are the words of a wealt hy Jewish businessman who 

retired early in o rder to dedicate himself to philanthropy . Is he 

r ailing against other prominent English Jews who flaunt their money and 

prov ide grist for the ~ills o f anti-Jewish bigotry ? Does he feel guilty 

about his own wealth? Or is he providing a s ort of paternal advice, 

encouraging his audience of Jewish working men not to be too ambitious? 

Any one, or all of these could have been facto rs underlying Mocatta's 

condemnation o f a large part of Spanish Jewry as os tentatious usurers . 

140 



Yet he does not lay all the blame for antisemitism on the Jews. 

Hocatta follows in the footsteps of most Jewish and many Gentile 

his t orians in strongly c r iticizing the intolerance and fanat icism of the 

Ca tholic clergy. He refers to the insults and denunciations which they 

delive r ed from their pulpits as major causes o f the popular antagonism 

toward the Jewish people. Urged on by the crusading spirit of the 

Reconquista, the unholy all i ance of cle rics and impover ished Catholic 

multitudes demanded either the conve rs ion o r the expulsion of Spanish 

95 Jewry. 

With the victory over Granada, the stage was set for the final act , 

which awaited only the official seal of the triumphant monarchs . 

Ferdinand was eager to ob lige the request whi ch was constantly set 

before him by Torquemada and the c l ergy. Mocatta does not discuss the 

king's motives in much detail, but he desc ribes the sovereign as 

"ambitious, unsc r upulous, and avari_cious to the last detail," and l ater 

96 adds that he " . • • never disguised his antipathy to t he Heb r ew r ace. " 

Ferdinand seems to have suppor t ed the expulsion out of both greed and 

personal prejudice against the Jews. 

Isabella appears in a much more favorable l1ght, She is again 

portrayed as the idealized Vic t orian lady of the time, an exemplar of 

" womanly virtues." Mocatta insists t.hat her assent was difficult to 

obtain, " ••• for she always evinced an under - current of feeling which 

made her at fi rst repel f r om sanctioning acts of cruel and oppressive 

persecution. ••
97 

When she submits , it is out of allegiance t o the 
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priests, who present the expulsion edict t o her as an act of Ch rtstia n 

faith. 

With Isabella's consent, the last obstacle fell away, and the edict 

was proc laimed throughout the land . Mocatta recounts Abrabanel 's 

courageous effort to persuade tne monarch& t o revoke the cruel decree, 

which failed when Torquemada burst inl~ the royal chamber with his 

crucifix, raging against the treachery of "Judas." He also notes that 

the final day of departure for the Jews was the ninth of Av, "the 

anniversary of so many troubles to the House of Israel." Mocatta was 

not a c ritical historian, and he probably followed popular convention ln 

. h. h l . l l . . £ . d 98 accepting t 1st eo og1ca y s1gn1 1cant ate, 

Mocatta ' s narrative concludes with what has by now been shown t o be 

typical of nine teenth-century Jewish accounts: a summation of the 

consequences of the expulsion which demonstrates that Spain suffered for 

its act of bigotry against the Jews. After the exiles departed, the 

Spanish nation began i ts precipitous decline from prominent power to 

European backwater, Immediately there was a serious shortage of 

doctors, and the depopulation of the middle class inflicted major wounds 

on trade and industry . History proved to be if not openly providential, 

then at least purposeful a nd just. Mocatta seems t o reassure his people 

when he proclaims, " . .• The effects of bigotry and intolerance have 

recoiled with more lasting evils on the persecutors than on the 

per secuted; and Spain and Por t ugal languish , while the more tolerant 

99 lands have flourished and are continually acquiring strength." Once 
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again , we see an illustration of t he pri.nciple, " i1'TC'Tll:li'1'TC 

measure fo r me asu re. 

One could attribute the prevalence of this teleological view o f 

histo ry to the naivete of the aforementioned Jewish chronic l e rs. 

II 

Mocatta was at best an ama teu r historian, and although more dedicated to 

the field, Lindo wrote largely for a popular audience . Among the German 

writers we have see n s o fa r, Philippson made his living as a doc t or, 

Cohen was a typical maskil who t urned t o history muc h as he had 

pre viously turned t o poetry, d rama, and lite rature; e ven Jost was 

primarily a school teacher wi t h little advanced training i n history. 

Perhaps if these men had come to their subject with a more professional, 

critical background , they might have adopt ed a more s ecular approach. 

When we turn co the work of la te nine teenth-century German Jewish 

histo r i ans, however, we find that this teleological outlook (which 

emphasized the justice evident in Spain's fall subsequent t o the 

expulsion) is not a func tion o f a lac k of histo r ical sophiaticatioo. It 

remains particularly dominant in Graetz's Histoty of the Jews , which for 

all its failings is still one of the greatest landmarks in modern Jewish 

scholarship . lt is to this triumph o f J ewish Wissenschaft that we now 

di rect ou~ attention. 
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F. Late Nineteenth-Century German -Jewish Accounts 

l , Henrich Graet z 

Born into an Orthodox family in Posen 1n 1817, HeLnr ich Graetz 

r eceived a traditional Jewish education as a boy, As a young man he 

travelled to Oldenburg t o study Talmud there with Samson Raphael Hirsch. 

He rema ined with the prominent nee-Orthodox t hinker unt il 1840 , when he 

ent e red the university in Breslau . Graetz studied histo ry and 

ph i losophy there. It was also io Breslau that he met another student 

who would become his life- long opponent, the reformer Abraham Geiger. 

In 1845 he obtained his Ph . D. from the University of Jena and after a 

few jobs teaching children, he received a position at the newly opened 

Jewish Theological Seminary in Breslau in 1854. By this time he had 

long since broken Hirsch and adopted the "posit ive-historical J udaism'' 

o f Zacharias Frankel, the founder of the seminary , where he taught 

. · 1 . 100 h1story unt1 h1s death, 

It did not take long for Graetz to distinguish himself as the 

pre-eminent Jewish historian of his time , His great work, the eleven­

vo lume Geschichte der Juden (published between 1853 and 1876) e xhibits 

the structure and consistency so conspicuously lacking in Jost 's 

history . Translated into many languages and very widely read, Graetz 's 

history reflects the outlook of romanticism which permeated Ge rman 

intellec tual circles of the time. Graetz saw Jewish history as a 

combination of two main strands: suffering and lea rn ing. The former 

comprised the Jews ' external history, while the latter constituted an 
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internal history of thought or ideas . Unlike r eformers such as Geiger, 

however, Graetz espoused a variant of Idealism which port rayed Judaism's 

essence as multiface ted, rejec ting the notion that his people ' s history 

could be reduced to t he con~inuous development of ethical monotheism. 

His response to the Jews who rejected or scorned maJor portions of t hei r 

past parallels Ranke's famous manifesto , "Every age is close to God."lOl 

Graetz's account of the Spanish expulsion is found io the fourth 

volume of the 1894 JPS English translation of his history , Like most of 

his predecessors, he d raws a connection between that catastrophe and the 

war against Granada which preceded it. He argues that the Reconqu1sta 

c reated a crusading sp i rit which did not augur well for the Jews. As 

long as the battle raged, this th rea t could not be translated into 

action, for the Spanish military effort depended heavily upon Jewish 

c ap i tal and provisions . However, once victo r y was achieved and the 

royal treasury filled with booty take n from the Moors, the Jews became 

expendable. Rumors of ritual murder fed t he flames of antisemitism, and 

Spanish Catholics began to mutter among themselves, "Are the unbelieving 

Mahometans to be vanquished , and the still more unbe lieving Jews to go 

free in the land? The question was too pertinent not to meet with an 

answer unfavorable to the Jews. 11102 

Grae t z places responsibility for the final edtct upon Ferdinand, 

Isabella , and Torquemada. Each , however, acted out of a different 

motive. Torquemada was iocensed over Jewi~h con tact with ~he New 

Christians, and believed expulsion to be the only way to keep the 

conversoa firmly within the Catholic c hurch. Ferdinand, oo the other 

hand, " •. • was quite ready to use religion as the cloak of his 
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. ..103 . . . 
avar1ce. Like many of the h1sto r1ans w~ose works we have dtscussed 

above, Graetz claims the king pretended to act pious.ly, but his true 

intention was to enjoy the wealt h whic h the exiles--barred from taking 

gold and silver out of the cvuntry--had to leave behind. 

Gtae~z does not idealize Isabella . Earlier it was noted that the 

German accounts of the expulsion by Cohen, Jost, and Philippson differed 

from their Spanish, English , and American counterparts in this respect. 

Graetz continues 10 this pattern . He r efers to the queen as "the Bigot" 

and condemns he r as a narrow-minded, pr ejudiced ruler with no respect 

foe any religion o ther than he r own. Indeed, when Graetz recounts the 

sto ry of Torquemada and the c ruc ifix, he no t es that the confessor 's 

speech i nspired Isabella t o urge her husband no t co soften hi s 

~ntagonism t owards th e Jews. Here he follows Abrabanel's statement that 

11 d · d , · d d . l 04 Isabe a stood by Fer 1nan s SL e an acted as the antagonist. 

Graetz's theo l ogical bias begins to emer ge when he discusses the 

final day of departure. Not onl y does he insist that the date fell on 

Tisha B' Av; he also adds a shaky defense o f th is c laim. He admits that 

the original deadline had been set fo r J uly } l ( Av 7) , but he argues 

that the Jews obtained a two day respite. He i s unab le to muste r aay 

real evidence in support o f this position. 

In his discuss ion of the expulsion 's impact, Grae tz follows in the 

foo t steps of his predecessors , emphasizing the connection between the 

measure and Spain ' s rapid deterioration. He speaks of th~ loss to 

Spanish trade and industry and concludes, "In one word , Spain fell i n to 

a condition of barbar ism thr ough the banishment of the Jews • . . ,. 105 
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While the presence of providence mal be difficult t o detect in this 

account, I believe that howe ver subtle it may be, it is i mplicit i n 

Graetz's insistence that Spain's decline was strictly due to her 

mis treatment of the Jews . Hy a r gument is bo r ne out by another of 

Graetz 's notes on t he expulsion, which states its providentia l nature 

quite openly. lo a letter published anonymous ly as part of Briefwechsel 

einer englishen Dame ~ber Juden thum und Semitismus (The Correspondence 

of an English Lady on Judaism and Semitism) he wrote: 

••. Spain, after its successful expulsion of Jews year ned for 
Jewish docto rs, juris ts , and artisans. From the seventeenth 
century on, as the experience of Holland , Hamburg, Bordeaux, and 
the Italian cities attested , the wea lth and business acumen of the 
Jews was c reating a flourishing prosperity, a veritable rivalry 
arose among nations bidding for the despised sons o f J acob. Can 1 t 
~ou ~ee in this thelC~nger of God, or if you wish, the rectifying 
Justice of history? 

This extraordinary sta t ement summarizes the view of pr ov idence 

embraced in all of the aforementioned nineteenth-century Jewish 

historians' accounts of the expulsion. Phoebus Philippson spoke of the 

"retributive justice in history." Ot hers showed the workings of t his 

principle without referring to it explicitly, Now Graetz reiterates the 

claim in almost the exact same t erminology as Philippson: .,the 

recti fying justice of history. " 

Yet Graetz also uses an even more explicitly theistic phrase, "the 

finger of God . " In doing so, he points up t he s imilarities and 

differeuces between the nineteenth-cent ur y narratives and their 

sixteenth- century counterparts, Both are providential, stress i ng the 

vengeanc e whic h Spain incurs. The earlier chronicles, however, express 

a powerful belief in God's direct and active pa r tic ipation in bis 
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people 's history whic h is Lacking 10 the later accounts . Men like 

Sa..muel Usque , Elijah Capsali, and Isaac Abrabanel believed the event was 

a sign that the messiah was on the way; they saw it as evidence of God ' s 

mighty hand and outstcetched arm. Three centur ies later, all that 

r emained of the deity was a fiGger. If t he problem in the sixteenth 

century was how t o make coom for human free will in the divine scheme o f 

history, the dilemma for Jewish historians in the much more secular 

nineteenth century was just the opposite: how could God fit into the 

realm o f human affairs 10 which causal relationships were largely seen 

in natural, socioeconomic terms? Most were content to identify God with 

the spirit of justice whi ch becomes visible only with historical 

perspective, and whi ch , 10 this case, manifested itself in Spain's 

collapse. In an increasingly empirical age, that would have t o suffice 

for most historians. 

2. Meyer Kayserling 

Born in Hanover, Germany in 1829, Meyer Kayserling became a 

prominent rabbi and historian. He studied with a number of the most 

enlightened Orthodox Jews of his day, including S. R. Hirsch, S. J . 

Rapoport, and S. B . Bamberger. Later he became a congregational rabbi , 

. 1 . . . . 1 d d 107 serving pu pits 10 End1ngen, Switzer an and Bu apest. 

He 18 bet ter known, however, fo r the corpus o f his published wo rks 

on Jewish h is tory, liter ature , and religion. Of these, hie reputation 

rests on bis e ffort s in Iberian Jewish history . Here he did a g r eat 

dea l of or iginal research , comb ing t hrough botb Heb r ew sou rcea and 
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Spanish and Por tuguese manuscripts . The fruits o f hi s labor include 

Ge s chichte der Juden in Spanien und Portugal (2 volumes, 1861 and 1867), 

Sephardim: Romanische Poesien der Jud e n i n Spanien (1859 ) and Ch r istoph 

Co lumbus und der Ant eil der Juden an deo spanischen und po r tug iesischen 

Entdeckungen (1894). 108 

The last o f these appeared in Engllsh translation as Christopher 

Columbus and t he Partic ipation of the Jews i n the Spanish and Portuguese 

Discove r ies ( 1894 ) . While this book con tains only a few paragra phs on 

the ex pulsion of the Jews from Spain, Kayse rl ing does offer a brief 

analysis of the c aus e s o f that event . A reader with knowledge o f German 

would certainly ~ish t o consult some o f his o the r, more detailed works ; 

11 however, shall have t o r e ly on this succinct discussion , which refers 

pr imarily to the Spanish histories of Adolfo de Castro, Amado r de Los 

Rios , and Abdon de Paz. 

Kayserling begins by no ting that the edict was o f a "wholly 

religious character , especially a s regards the chief reason given for 

the act." He summarizes the a r gument contained in the decree, which 

asserts tha t the int eraction between Jews and conversos necessi tated the 

ouste r of the former in o r der to put an end t o the Judaizing o f the 

l atter. Having stated t his position wh ich the edict i tself articulates, 

however, Kayserling goes on to argue that this was not the true c ause of 

h 1 
. 109 t e expu s1on. 

Kayse rling does not idealize Isabe lla; indeed, he ad~its that t he 

sovereigns acted in "full accord." Nonetheless, he portrays Ferdinand 

as the prim.ary instigato r o f the measure, and attributes his motivat ion 
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to avarice rather than piety. ln doing so he follows 10 the footsteps 

of many of his Jewish colleagues, but he cites as his authorities for 

I 

this view the Spanish histories of Abdon de Paz ( Revista de Espana), 

Bofarull y Broca (Histories critica de Cataluoa ) and Adolfo de Castro 

. d 1 · llO whose work we dtscusse ear ter. Thus he concludes: 

Recent Spanish historians readily admit that Ferdinand was led to 
adopt this measure mote by economic and political reasons, than by 
the religious zeal which actuated Isabella. The king needed plenty 
of money to carry out his plan of bringing new territory under his 
dominion . He took it from the Jews, who were wealthy, especially 
in Castile; some of them were wor th as much as one or two million 
maravedis o r more. The Inquisi tion, which he had called into 
existence, and the expulsion of the Jews, which he had decreed, had 
one and the same objec t : the former aimed to secure the property 
of the secret Jews for the state treasury, the latter, under the 
cloak of religion, aimed to rY~f iscate the prope rty o f those who 
openly professed to be Jews. 

The only feature of this account which we have not see n previously is 

Kayser l ing 1 s c laim that Ferdinand used the money he expropriated from 

the Jews t o fi nance his country's territorial expansion. This point 

almost certainly comes up because it is central to t he wider focus o f 

the book in which the narrative occurs . 

Like most nineteenth-century Jewish historians, Kayserling lists 

h d f f f S . . B' 112 t e ay o the departure o the Jews r om pain as Tisha Av. 

However he does not discuss the expulsion's subsequent impact on the 

fate of the Spanish nation. He does not write about Spain's decline or 

suffering following the forced banishment of her Jews , and he makes no 

reference (either explicitly or tacitly ) to vengeance or punishment that 

balances the scales . ln short, divine providence plays no role in his 

brief account of the expuleioo. 
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This may seem cathe r odd. Given the general bent towards 

impl~citly providential views among nineteenth-century Jewish 

historians, we would certainly not expect to f i nd o t herwise in a work by 

a rabb i who studied with Rapoport and Hirsch! Ye t the absence of such a 

sec t ion r eveling in the jus t ice of Spain' s demise is easily 

understandable as due to the na t u r e of this book , It is not a history 

of Spa in, or even o f Spanish Jewry. Instead , it 1s a shor t study of 

possible Jewish links to Columbus's jour neys, which only br ings in the 

expulsion as a topic o f related but secondar y inte rest. Therefore a 

section on the br oader consequences of the expuls ion would be too 

tangential her e. As a traditiona l rabbi, Kayserling pr oba bly believed 

in some sort of providence, but as a respected histo r ian, he recognized 

that it wou l d have been inappropriate to speak of its role in the 

Spanish expulsion within the context of a book on Ch ristopher Col umbus. 

There were , however, other wr iters wh o were not so bound by t he 

t opic of their books, the empi r ical evidence, o r the scientific method. 

Without professing to be professional historians , they had greater 

l atitude to work with in when they composed their accounts of the 

expulsion . The final sections 0f this chapter will deal with two such 

narratives: a set of sermons on the subject by Rabbi Joseph Krauskopf 

and a novel by Grace Agui l ar . 
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G. The View From the Pulpit: Joseph Krauskopf 

Bora in Prussia 1 Joseph Krauskopf came t o the United States 89 a 

youngster in 1872. Three years later he enrolled in the first class of 

the Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati , where he was ordained in 1883 . 

He served as vice president of the confere nce which ratified the 

Pittsburgh Platform and as president of the Central Conference of 

American Rabbis from 1903 to 1905. He was a radical reforme r who 

instituted Sunday services at the two congregations whose pulpits he 

filled, the first being B'nai Yehudah in Kansas City and the second 

Keneseth Israel 1n Philadelphia, where he spent mo9t of his rabbinical 

113 career. 

It was in the former, however, that he delivered a series of 

sermons which were printed, first 1n the local newspaper , and then in 

1887 in book form under the title The Jews and Moors in Spain. This 

narrative c learly reflec t s its Sitz- im-Leben. Krauskopf consul ted no 

primary source9 1 for he was no historian. lie relied largely on 

Prescott , Jost, and Graetz, and he simplified thei r accounts into a 

r endition which could be delive red orally before a popular audience. 

Hie language is flowery , and he did not hesitate to romanticize 

historical events, coloring them with rhetorical flourishes in order to 

keep the attention of his congregation. 

In the sermon whic h describes the events leading up to the 

expulsion, Krauskopf singles out Torquemada as the villain. Thia 

fanatical c l eric was determined to rid Spain's holy so i l of al l 

non-Catbolica . Once the war in Granada ended, he t ook great pains to 

152 



aee tha t the Jews would be expelled forever, and "with him, resolve was 

equal t o execu ti.on . .. 
,.114 

Krauskopf insists that Torquemad e was motivated solely by rel igious 

intolerance. Perhaps as an American Refor m rabbi, he w4s particularly 

attuned to the evils of such fanat i.c ism. Spain mus t have seemed like 

the European world whi~h he left as a young t eenager, a world epitomized 

by Torquemada: intolerant of minority g r oups and especially eager to 

castigate the Jews. All of this was the antithesis of the young 

reformer ' s vision o f America, a heterogeneous land of immigrants which 

offered the hope of relig ious freedom fo r all. As he spoke to a 

congregation in the western town of Kansas City and condemned the 

Spanish effor t t o c r eate an entirely Catholic country at the expe nse of 

the Jews and Moors, his listeoers must have responded favo rabl y. 

Spain's sin was not only unethical, but also un-American, and Krauskopf 

fervently believed that things would be different in the New World . 

Ferdinand and Isabella play a fairly minor role in this account. 

Krauskopf does criticize the kiog as "crafty and arrogant," bu t be 

portrays him as a basically weak r ule r who follows the mo re power ful 

Torquemada 's every whim. Isabella , on the othe r hand, is once again 

idea lized as the embodiment o f the "Cult of True Womanhood. " She is a 

per fect lady, a noble - hearted queen who resists oppressive measures 

against the Jews until Torquemada and her husband prevail upon her to 

s ubmit t o their judgment , which, as a woman, she was obliged to do. 

Thus the monarchs agreed to iaaue the edict on March 30 1 1492 1 giving 

T d . . h 115 o rquema a hLa greatest trLump. 
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Given this chronology and t he edict's stated four month grace 

period, the final day of departure should have been July 31. Like 

Graetz, however, Krauskopf a r gues that t he Jews received a t wo day 

extension wh ich expired on August 2-- Tisha B'Av. It is interesting that 

this radical reformer attached such significance to Tisha B'Av, a day 

h . h h b bl d1· d 11 b 116 w 1c e pro a y not even persona yo serve. 

Krauskopf is also explicitly theistic i n his conclusion, which is 

subtitled, "The Effect of the Expulsion." He describes the economic 

chaos which Spain fe ll into after the Jews' departure, then he adds, 

"Verily God's prophecy loiaS fulfilled: ' And I will bless them that bless 

thee, and curse them that curse thee, in thee shall the families of the 

earth be blessed. 111 117 

This sounds almost like Usque's Consolation for the Tribulations of 

Israel, with i ts enumerations of prophecies and their fulfillment. Such 

writing would not seem out o f place in the sixteenth century, but two 

hundred and f ifty years later it stands out, However, this makes sense 

when we recall that Krauskopf delivered his narrative from the pulpit. 

Statements wh ich would be jarring in a scientific history of the period 

are not necessarily unusual in the context o f a sermon, wherein the 

rabbi is in fact expected to speak theologically. The synagogue is by 

necessity not a secular institution, and Krauskopf recognized this in 

his talk. His purpose was religious and didactic. He wanted to inspire 

the emotions as much as to teach. In doing so, he followed a path 

blazed by another rousing writer who lived earlier io the century. She 
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was t he novelist Grace Aguilar, and it ts with her book, The Va le of 

Ceda r s, that we close this chapter. 

H. A Romantic Novel Set io Spain: Grace Agui:ar 

The oldest chi l d of parents descended from ma rranos, Grace Aguilar 

was educated at he r home in England. Even as a little gir l she loved to 

read, a nd she was e s pecially fond of Scripture and Jewish history. She 

was a sic kly child, but this did not keep her away from her texts. She 

began to wr ite at an early age and before she died in 1847 (wheo she was 

only thirty- one years old) she had penned sever.al books , Among these 

we re Women of Israel, a two volume study of wo~en in the Bible, and The 

Days of Bruce , a romantic Scottish histor y. He r religious wr itings were 

often apologetic, defending the Jews aga inst cha r ges commonly levelled 

1.18 at them. 

She is per haps best known for he r novel The Vale of Cedars , o r the 

Martyr: A Story of Spa in in t he Fi fteenth Ce ntury , which she w~ote 

before s he turned twenty . It was published posthumously in 1850/, and 

l ater translated into both German and Hebrew. It enjoyed great 

popularity i n its day, especially among the young women who were its 

. d d d ' 119 1nt en e au 1ence. 

While it is by no means a great work of literature, The Vale of 

Cedars is quite indicative of its time, and the r efore of interest to the 

historian; in fact it takes many of the t hemes which we have seen in 

historical accounts of the expulsion and carries them to imaginative 
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extremes . The book is very romantic ar.d at the same time didactic. 

Aguilar 's plot resembles a soap opera at times, but beoeat~ the 

tumultuous emotions there ia a message: Jews are o rdinary huma n beings 

who live and l ove like ever yone else, and should not be persecuted on 

accou nt of the i r faith. 

The heroine is a young woman named Mar ie Henriquez. She is a 

secret Jew who often retur ns to the Vale of Cedars, her hidden ancestral 

home deep in the mountains of Spain . There she cao practice her native 

religion without fear. As the story opens, Arthur Stanley arrives, 

looking for her. This brave English nobleman loves Marie, and she loves 

him as well. But when he finds her at the Vale , she sends him away, for 

he is not a Jew, and therefore she can never marry him. He rides away 

hear t broken. 

The next scene takes place some years later. Marie marries her 

cousin, Fe r dinand Mo r a l es, who is generally known as a ChristLan lord 

and soldier . He is one of the richest and most powerful men in the 

realm, a confidant to t he king and queen. But like Marie , he 1s a 

marrano, a sec r et Jew who beneath the facade remains loyal to his 

peo ple ' s fai t h. 

Af t er s ome initia l d i fficulties , Ferdinand and Marie prosper and 

gr ow to love e ach o t her deeply. One day Ferdinand takes her with him to 

see t he monarchs, Ferd inand of Ar agon a nd Isabella of Castile . The king 

is pl e ased with hi s l oya l servant's beauti f u l young wi fe , _aod Isabella 

is abso l utely infatuat ed wi th her . She i nvites he r to join the r oyal 
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court, and Mari e accepts, soon to become the queen's f avo r ite 

lady-in-waiting. 

Then, just when all seems to be going so well, ferdinand Morales ts 

tragically murdered and Arthur Stanley is app rehended as the chief 

suspect. Isabella does all she can to console the c restfallen Marie, 

but she refuses to be comforted . In the midst of her intense grief, she 

is called upon to testify at Stanley 's trial. She canno t bear the 

pressure and breaks down on the witness stand, admitting public ly that 

she is a Jew. 

l n the aftermath of her confession, Torquemada and the inquis itors 

want to send Marie t o pr i son. Yet Isabella will no t release the young 

widow from her cus t ody, even after her dark secret gets out . The 

inquisitors respond by kidnapping Marie from the castle and subjecting 

her to the tribunal's horrible to rture. 

Marie is saved by her uncle, who has for many years masqueraded as 

a monk. The two Jews escape, and in the process identify the inquisitor 

who actually killed Ferdinand Morales. Now assured of Arthur's 

innocence , the ailing Marie hurries t o save him, and arrives on the 

scene disguised as a Benedictine novice. He is about to be executed 

when at the last moment she names the true murderer. Arthur Stanley's 

life 1s spared, and justice is done. 

Meanwhile, Isabella recognizes Marie beneath her costume . She 

tells her confessor--Torquemada--of this, and he replies tbat if the 

queen cannot persuade Marie t o convert, then she will have to be 

imprisoned agaio. Marie refuses to deoy her ancestral faith. But once 
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again, Isabella takes compass ion on her Jewish friend. She strikes up a 

deal wit h Torquemada, who agrees to let Marie go free on the condition 

that the queen grant him t he right t o do what he wishes with Spanish 

Jewry. Marie r e turns to the Vale of Cedars, and To rquemada begins to 

prepare the edict c f expulsion, which is enacted immediately after the 

war with Granada ends i n triumph . The story nears its conclusion , t oo, 

as Arthur Stanley comes to see Marie at the Vale once more , and finds 

her on her death bed, broken by the t orture which she incurred at the 

hands of the InquisLtion. He pledges his ete rna l love for her, and 

after a brief speech, she dies. 

Several detai ls of this complicated plot stand out as important for 

our discussion. First , there is the incredible idealization of 

Isabella. Even more than any o f the historians whose work we have 

examined, Aguilar portrays the queen as the perfect Victorian woman. 

Throughout the novel, Isabella is Marie's friend, confidante, and 

savior. She is descr ibed as kind, gentle, and jus t. And at one point 

Aguilar even depicts her as a martyr figure, no ting, 110nce impressed 

that it was a religious duty, she would do violence to her moat 

cherished wishes, sacrifice her dearest desir es, her best affections, 

. h 1 d l "l20 resign er most eager y pursue pans • ..• 

Ferdinand also appears as a relatively wise and chivalrous ruler. 

While be is not quite the glowing figure Isabella is, he cer tainly is 

not the villain either. Thie role is reserved for the inquisitors, such 
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as Torquemada. They are the antagonists, and thei r cardinal sin is 

their intolerance. 

In fact the entire novel is in many ways a sermon preaching the 

virtues of tolerance and pluralism. Most of the Jewish characters are 

respectful t owards their Christian fellows, and they do not unde r stand 

why this favor is so seldom returned. Aguilar makes an impass ioned plea 

fo r ecumenicism 1n a spPech whi ch she has Marie deliver to Arthur from 

her deathbed: 

ln heaven I feel the re is no distinction of creed or faith; we 
shall all love God and one anothe r there, and earth's fearful 
distinctions can never come between us. l know such is not the 
c reed of thy people, nor of some of mine; but ~hen thou stan~2ft on 
the verge of eternity, as I do now, thou wilt feel this too. 

This speech, and Marie 's death are followed by a brief epilogue. 

It takes place long after 1492, A group of Spanish citizens are 

reflecting back on events of that tumultuous year when one who is too 

young t o remember them asks why the Jews were expelled . He adds that he 

has no favorable feelings toward the Jewish people, but he cannot 

unde rstand why the king and queen would agree to a policy which proved 

to have such a devastating effect upon the Spani.sh economy. This 

statement echoes the notion of providence as the rec tifying justice of 

his t ory. 

Finally one of the bystanders offers an answer t o the question. He 

concludes that, 11 lmpolitic it was, so far as conce rned the temporal 

interests of the kingdom; but the sovereigns of Spain decided on it, 

from the religious light in which it was placed before them by 

Torquemada, . •• Isabella had. it appears, when reproached by 
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Torquemada for her act of me r cy (to Marie], which he termed weakness , 

pledged herself not to interfere with his measures. ,.122 
The queen 

did her best, but the inquisitor and his fanaticism proved to be t oo 

great an adversary in the end. 

It is, perhaps , fitting t o leave the nineteenth century with this 

novel. I ts incense plea for pluralism and tolerance and its extreme 

idealizat ion o f Isabella are not really so far removed from many of the 

factual historical accounts which we considered earlier . Once we 

recognize that each generation writes its own history of past 

generations, we begin t o find that the line which separates fact f r om 

fiction and evidence from imagination is not so firm as some positivists 

might like it t o be. We turn our sights now to where that line takes us 

1u our owo century, a momentous time in which our people was struck by a 

catastrophe which overshadows even the darkest stories of the expulsion, 
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Chapter Ill 

Historiography in a Secular Age: 
Twentieth- Century Accounts of the Expulsion 

Introduction 

With the excep t ion of Solomon lbn Verga, the Jewish chroniclers of 

the sixteenth centu ry saw the events of their people's past as the 

record of a theistic God's constant presence and concern. Three 

centuries later, historians both Jewish and Genti l e , largely rej ected 

this sort of outlook which made histo r y the handmaiden of theology. 

Explicitly , histo r y was gi ven over t o humans. Implicitly, however, the 

theology r emained. As we have seen in the previous chapter, Idealists 

continued to believe t hat t he cou rse of human events was one of 

progress, propelled slowly but surely t oward a telos, a fixed end. The 

biblical God may have faded from view, but providence was still 

discernible t o the watchful eye, at least as t he " retributive j ustice 10 

history." Even after Idealism lost its popula rity as the 

nineteenth-century wore on and historians began to turn their attention 

to detailed, scientific studies of individuals and events, this subtle 

belief refused to fade away. At the century's end, the history of the 

Jews had not yet become fully secularized. 

Between l900 and our own day, historiography has proceeded down 

quite a number of diverse paths. Historians have broadened their 

geographic horizons, exploring the pasts of parts of Asia, Africa, and 

South America largely ignored earlier. They have, for the most part, 

set aside the "great man'' theories according to which a few elite 
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leaders (in our case Fe r dinand and Isabella) determine the f ate of the 

mult itudes in every generation. Some have written social histo r ies, 

st ressing the power of the common people and th~ influence of comrounal 

and societal structures. Other accounts have emphasized the impact of 

demographic, environmental, o r political · f actors. Yet another area 

which has rece ived a g reat deal o f attention is economic history with 

its focus on class struggles, na t ural resources, and means of production 
• 

as the forces which ultimately shape the destiny of a tribe, people, o r 

nation. Many of t hese approaches ove r lap, and most historians have used 

more than one. 

This diversity is only one characte ristic of twen t ie th-century 

historiography. Ano t he r is its secularism. As his t o r ical writing has 

grown more ec l ectic, i t has also become almost totally secular. The 

philosophy of l ogical positivism, which replaced I dealism ear l y in the 

century, and its ded ication to scientific empiricism was not without its 

i nfluence upon historians. The new emphases in history , particularly 

the interes t in economics , tended t owards a materialism which lef t no 

room for providence, in any s hape o r form. Furthermore , the tragedy of 

two wor ld wars with their legacies of gas masks, trenches, Auschwitz and 

Hirosh i ma seemed t o confirm the secular assumptio ns which denied the 

presence of j us tice or retribution in histor y. Maybe Nietzsche's words 

were premature in the nine teenth century; maybe he spoke with prophetic 

intentions. At any rate, as the twe ntieth century nears its conclusion, 

it has become clear that as far as most h i storiography is concerned, he 

spoke the truth: God is either dead or, perhaps more accurately, 

insignificant , 
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Jewish historiography did not escape the effects of any of these 

broader tendencies. Jewish historians held on to the Idealist approach 

longer thao most of their co lleagues, f or t he uniqueness of their 

people, which had endured longer than any other without a land to ca l l 

its own, somehow defied the standard "rules'' of history. Yet, as Salo 

Baron has noted, by the early twentieth century there was "a growing 

feeling t hat the histo rical explanations of the Jewish past must not 

fundamentally deviate from the general patterns of history which we 

accept for mankind at large o r fo r any pa r ticular national group. 111 

Beginning with the work of Simon Dubnow , a staunch non-believer , Jewish 

histor y too became secularized. For some histo r ians, the Holocaust may 

have validated this approach: after such a triumph of evil who could 

speak with certainty of the operat ion of6even a tacit fo rm of providence 

in history? 

Like their colleagues in o ther branches of history, those who 

studied the Jewish past began to turn to new approaches. The role of 

individual rabbis and rulers was de-emphasized, while sociological, 

economic, and political factors gained in importance. The religion o f 

Judaism became yet anothe r thing to be examined for its social role , as 

a shield protecting its adherent s from assimilation and sorrow. Jewish 

history was no longer viewed within a vacuum; historians began to pay a 

great deal of attention to the interaction of Jews and the nations in 

which they lived. Particular Jewish events were now cons idered within 

the context of the general history of their geographic region and 

chronological period. lo order to understand the history of the Spanish 

Jewa, one now had t o have a considerable knowledge of the hiatory of 
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Spain, and even of Wes tern Eu r o pe as a whole . Good historiography 

demanded broad erudition. 

Another phenomenon which had a profound effect upon Jewi sh 

historiography in the twentieth century was the rise of ZiGnism and t he 

establishment of the State of Israel . One of the political Zionists 1 

cent ral principles was the negation of the galut. This affirmation that 

diaspora life lost all validity with the creat ion of the Jewish state 

remains prevalent in Israel t oday. It has influenced many Jewish 

historians, who have accepted this view as part of their Zionism, then 

applied it in their historiography. Thus there arose in the land of 

Israel a school of Jewish histor y whi ch made that land a central force 

even in the long years of exile . These historians assume that every 

Jewish settlement in the diaspora, from Alexandria t o Spain to Germany , 

was doomed from the start, for without the autonomy to determine its own 

fate, even the most powerful Jewish community must fall victim to 

external forces seeking to destroy it. 

As we turn now to twentieth- century accounts of the Spanish 

expulsion, we should keep in mind all of these changes in general and 

Jewish historiography , and try to determine what bearing they bad on the 

interpretation of this particular event. We shall see that the role of 

Ferdinand and Isabella is, generally, diminished in the sociological, 

political, and economic histocies of our century. The 

nineteenth-century notion that the Jews might have risen up against 

their oppressors in a major rebellion does not appear in any of the 

accounts which I shall examine in this chapter, perhaps because of their 

heightened sense of realism. We shall also follow the disappearance of 
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the tacitly providential emphasis on Spain 1 s decline following the 

expulsion. This notion, so common in nineteenth-century accounts, is 

almost nonexistent in those of the twentieth century. I qualify this 

with the term "almost" because there are a few prominent exceptions 

which we shall consider at the end of the chapter. 

The new emphases in historiography which affected twentieth-century 

accounts of the expulsion cut across national and religious boundaries. 

Therefore it would make little sense to break this chapter down 

according to such divisions, a distinction which was relevant in the 

previous chapter but which would be totally artificial here. Thus I 

bave divided this section according to the predominant tendencies of tbe 

various interpretations of why the expulsion occurred: apologies for 

the Spanish monarchs, those accounts which accept the explanat ion 

offered in the edict of expulsion at face value (the expulsion was 

needed t o stop the Judaizing of New Christians), sociologica l-pol itical 

interpretations, economic histories, a nd the unique providential view of 

Leo Baeck . 

Such a division is not without its drawbacks. For example, the 

categories may be t oo broad. The r ealm of economic interpretations 

contains within itself a vast number of conflicting views. Even given 

the presupposition that the expulsion of the Jews was due to class 

struggle~ there remains much room for disagreement. Which class wanted 

the Jews out? The peasants? The nobles? The urban elite? And what 

was the source of tension? The range of answers to such questions is 

huge, and it applies equally within each of my divisions. 
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Furthermore, there is actually a large overlap between such 

divisions. Few historians whose primary emphasis is economic totally 

ignore s oc ial, pol it ica l, rel i gious and o ther facto rs . An argument 

stressing the rise of the abso lute monarchy, for exampl e, is related to 

all of these areas. To lump information i nto broad gener al categories 

is to simpli fy ic, to blur distinctions and even to distort in o rder t o 

draw out some universals . Yet one must do jus t this in o rder t o 

synthesize info rmat ion and emerge with more than just an amalgamatio n of 

raw historical data. Without an effo rt t o categorize the explanat ions 

of the expulsion according to their primary orientation, I would be lef t 

with nothing more than a glo r ified annotated bibliography. 

Finally, it is wor th no ting that in ou r century the quantity of 

historical wr i ting has increased by leaps and bounds . This is certainly 

true of accounts of the Inquisition and Spanish expulsion. General 

medieval historians, Spaniards, and Jews have all addressed this t opic 

with increasing interest and frequency. Therefore this chapter 

r epresent s only a sampling of t he ava i lable works with relevance t o the 

subject a t hand. I have tried t o examine those which are wel l-known, 

provocat ive, and important as well as some of the more obscu r e books a nd 

articles. I was limited once again to texts available in Hebrew or 

English, yet found t hese to r epr esent a wide spectrum of 

interpretations. We now turn to the fi r st o f these, the wo r ks of those 

historians who offe r apologies fo r Ferdinand and Isabella and their 

edict of expulsion. 
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A. Apologists for Spain 

Of the many twentieth- century Span ish historians who have discussed 

their nation's expulsion of its Jews in 1492 , few have followed in the 

footsteps of Juan Antonio Llorente and Adolfo de Cas tro y Ruiz and 

condemned that action. In his book Los Catolicos y la Un idad Nacional 

(193S), Luis Ulloa C~sne ros c r i ticizes the policy as the outg r owth o f 

the masses' fanatic i sm and the rampant false cha rges of ritual murder. 2 

Another critic of the expulsion is Americo Cast r o, the renowned 

historian of the Iberian Peninsula whose work we will have occasion t o 

examine later . Yet these men were the exceptions, not the rule. Most 

of their colleagues and countrymen have taken a position closer to that 

o f Manuel Perez Villamil, defending the expulsion edict as a laudabla 

course of ac tion . Among these Latter day Spanish apologists, two have 

works available to the English reader: Don Salvado r de Mada r iaga and 

Felipe Torroba Bernaldo de Quiros. 

Spanish historians, however, have not been the only practitioners 

of their art to favo r the expulsion. Within our century, at least two 

major works of scholarship have supported the decision to issue the 

edict which would prove so injur ious to the Jews. These books, by 

Vale r iu Marcu and William Thomas Walsh, ec ho the view that by their ver y 

nature the Jews somehow brought the expulsion upon themselves. Although 

they are no t Spanish, these men too are apologists for Spain . The refore 

their accounts are examined he re, along with those of Madariaga and 

Torroba. 
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1. Don Salvadore de Madariaga and Felipe Torroba Ber~aldo de 
Quiros 

Originally presented as a lec ture to the Jewish Historical Society 

of England in 1946 1 Don Salvadore de Madariaga ' s pamphlet Spain and the 

Jews begins, as might be expected given the audience, in a tone highly 

sympathetic to the Jews. The a utho r refers to the works of Graetz, 

Yitz hak Baer, and Cecil Roth with admiration, and notes the need for 

sensitivity in discussing all things Jewish, present or past , in a time 

when "the Jewish people has just been cruel l y and barbarously tried,"J 

After such an introduction, we are led to expect a treatment of t he 

subject which is favorable to the Jews and critical of Spain's decision 

to expel them. This is not at all what follows . 

Inytead, Madariaga points to the Jews' power and ambition, 

osten t atious displays of wealth, and "unbelievable" rates of usury as 

t he roots of widespread antisemitism among the Christian populace . 

Compounded by the general feeling that the Jews were "differect"--not 

qui t e true Spaniards--these tensions led to the riots a nd forced 

conversions of 1391. 4 

Those conversions c r eated a new element in Spanish society , the New 

Christiane. Madariaga believes the converts all fell into one of three 

categories. Some became sincere Christians who were content to quie tly 

observe their new faith , Others became Christian fanatic3, intent upon 

converting all of their former kinspeople. Most continued to practice 

various rites of Judaism in secret while masquerading as Chr ist iana. 5 

~a the secret Judaizers, or Marranos, who pr oved to be the 

downfall of their unconverted fellow Jews . Correctly perceived by the 
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Crown as a threat t o the unity of Spanish Chris t ianity, the conversos 

could not be brought in t o the Church securely as long as the aljamas 

remained intact, providing them with ritual items, bo~s, koshe r food 

and spiritual encouragement. Given the popular antipathy toward the 

Je~s a nd the threat they posed to _t he puri t y of the Catholic church , 

Ferdinand and Isabella made the only l ogica l choice when t hey opted to 

expel them from their ki ngdom. 

Madariaga does show some sympathy fo r the ex i les. He refers to the 

edict as a dictatoria l act which viola t e d a number of rights once 

grant ed to the Jews. Nonet heless, he refuses to condemn this action. 

He insists that Spain a nd her monarchs really had no choice . The 

expulsion was "popular, and in the circumstances inevitable." It was an 

era of r eligious triumphalism, not pluralism. Given t he standards of 

the t ime, Spai n committed no wrong-doing. She solved her Jewish problem 

by the only means left t o her--she banished it. 6 

While Madariaga defends the Span i sh e xpulsion as unavoidable under 

t he ci rcumstances of the time, he certainly does no t endorse the edict 

as a laudable measure, nor does he c r iticize the Jews any more harshly 

than Ibn Verga had in the s ixteenth centur y. This is not the case with 

Felipe Torroba Bernaldo de~Quiros 's book, The Spanish Jews, originally 
' 

written in Spanish some time afte r 1967 and transla ted by John Inderwick 

Palmer in 1972. This volume , which covers t he histo ry of the sepbardim 

from the Visigothic period to the Si x Day War contain• no bibliography 

and precious few footnotes. The chapter on the expulsion, which is 
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rather short and non- detailed, makes r efe r ence only to the work of 

Andreas Bernaldez . 

Like that sixteenth century clergyman's account, The i panish Jews 

attempts to just ify the edict of 1492 a t the expense of the exiles. 

Torroba insists that they had never assimilated into the mainstream of 

Spanish culture and s ~ciety, and in failing t o do so aroused t he 

animosity of their neighbors. This intensified after 1391, when the 

mass conversions led to the Marrano problem. Suddenly the Church seemed 

suspect of corruption and heresy from within, and this could no t be 

rooted out without t he remova l of those aiding the New Christians in 

their treachery: 7 the Jews. As the pressu r e app lied by both the 

Christian populace and the clergy grew ever more intense, Ferdinand and 

Isabella ( who we r e not by nature unfavorably disposed toward t he Jews) 

r esponded t o t he ur gent pr oblem in the only manner which seemed feasible 

t o them: 

The ent i re people was clamouri ng for the disappearance of the 
race that had installed itself so firmly in Spanish territory , 
like a cyst in the body of the nation. There remained no o ther 
formu la than expulsion to put an end to the ''Jewish peril," for 
the pogroms had shown clearly t hat the Israelites could not be 
drowned in blood • ••• As for the conversions, when it was 
realised that they were hardly ever sincere,

8
they were a 

dangerous ferment leading to disintegration . 

Torroba's argument he ~e is essentially the same one offered by 

Madariaga: popular opposition t o a threat to Church puri t y pushed the 

Catholic monarchs t o take action. Yet Torroba 's account contains a 

baraher anti-Jewish t one. Even while defending the edict as inevitable, 

Madariaga speaks with a meaaure of s ympathy for its victims. This is 

not true of Torroba, who refer• to the Jews as a "race , " a dangeroua 
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cys t in the body-politic , and a "per il . " He 1.>ants to leave the reader 

with the general feeling that it was no great sin t o expel this 

troublesome people from t he Spanish nation. Torroba seeks to uphold the 

integrity of his native l and. It is a shame that l ike many of his 

countr ymen, he used the Jews as a scapegoat once again in his effort t o 

achieve this goal . 

2, Valeriu Marcu and William Thomas Walsh 

Or iginal ly written 1n German as Die Vertre ibung der Juden aus 

Spanien in 1934, Va leriu Harcu's book appeared 1n English the following 

year as The Expulsio n of the Jews f r om Spa in . It is somewhat of an 

enigma, translated by Moray Fi rtb under the pseudonym of William Rose , 

and containing nei t her f oo t notes no r bibliography. Its general 

orientation is also somewhat odd and ambivalent, some times appearing 

rather sympathetic t o the Spanish Jews, and a t other times quite 

critical of them. Thus he ca n point to the importance of t he aljamas to 

Spain's e conomic well-being, then a few paragraphs later claim that the 

Jews "thoroughly approved of the 'cutting out o f the tongues ' of Arabic 

and Greek blasphemers of the Mosaic tradition ." He makes this 

outrageous statement in an effort to prove that Spanish Jews shut 

themselves off from the rest of Spain and lived in a world of "arid 

Talmudism." He derides them for this supposed tendency, but he also 

criticizes tbe restrictive anti-Jewish laws enacted by Spanish 

Christians which only served to exacerbate the isolationism of the 

Jews. 9 
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Like Madariaga and Torroba, Marcu notes that the mass conversions 

of 1391 c reated a whole new class of Christians, most o f whom continued 

to covertly carry out Jewish practices. As these conversos began to 

climb through the ranks o f s oc iety and enter inLo the aristocracy, their 
• 

heresy became especially bothe r some t o the Old Christians. Here Marcu 

adds an economic facto r which is not found in the accounts of the 

Spanish historians. Cha rges of Judaizing become a pretext fo r the 

underlying envy and animosit y t oward a s oc ial and economic rival, in 

this case the powerful and resourceful New Christians. lO 

The old aristocracy was not alone in its condemnation of Jews and 

converses. Marcu believes that in fact the r oots of antisemitism lie in 

the hatred of the Christian masses. This enmity tended to become 

particularly incense during periods o f economic depression. Frustrated 

by their poverty and goaded on by the cle rgy, the populace took their 

anger ou t on the Jews. Those in power saw the advantage of harnessing 

the anti - Jewish sentiment which came f rom below and exploited it to 

h . 1 · . l d ll t eir own po 1t1ca ens. 

The third source of opposition to the Jews, according to Harcu, was 

the Spanish Catholic Church. He describes Spanish Catholicism as 

militant and nationalistic, far removed from t~e pope in Rome and his 

universality. Papal authority carried little clout in the Spain of 

Ferdinand and Isabella. Church and state were inseparable there, each 

one serving t he other, patticularly in the religious/national battles of 

the Reconquista , which finally ended with the fall of Granada in 1492. 

The domestic equivalent of that war was the conve r so/Jewis~ problem. 

The Cross and the Crown combined to establish the Inquisition to fight 
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the conversos, and eventually decided upon expulsion as the only way t o 

12 defeat the Jews. 

All o1 this mounting antagonism toward the Jews came to a head in 

the reign of the Catholic monarchs. They viewed their primary goal--the 

unification of Spain ~nder an absolute monarchy-- in both a nationalistic 

and a religious light . Experts in the art of statecraft, they moved 

quickly to achieve th is desired end. They enlisted the support of the 

aristocracy in the romantic war against the Moors. They smiled upon the 

rampant rumors of ritual murder which roused the anger of the masses. 

Finally, they impressed the clergy with their piety, which was "not in 

faith alone, but also in State policy." As soon as Granada was 

vanquished, the convergence of religious and nationalistic interests 

must have seemed to them a fulfillment of destiny. The next step was 

obvious. The Jews were doomed. Thus Marcu conc ludes that "unity of 

faith could be surmounted without delay: the expulsion of the Jews was 

agreed upon by a 11. " 13 

Marcu goes on to describe the suffering of the exiles in a highly 

sympathetic fashion; he even states that the expulsion damaged the 

Spanish economy . Yet, in bis epilogue, Marcu insists that it cannot be 

shown that the expulsion or · the Inquisition really hurt Spain. Here he 

returns to a somewhat apologetic tone, maintaining that while the loss 

of merchants and financie r s wrought negative repercussions, the taak of 

. f . h S . b . h. d 14 un1 y1ng t e pan1s nation was ac 1eve • He refrains from passing 

j udgment on the Spaniards, leaving t he reader to form his/ber own 

impressions. Thu• he concludes bis book much as he started it, with an 

odd mixture of aympathy and criticism of the Jews. Given the fact that 
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The Expulsion of the Jews from Spain was first published 10 Germany 

under Hitler, perhaps we might have expected worse. 
\ 

Grim expectations are met in William Thomas Walsh's blatantly 

antisemitic book, Isabella of Spain, The Last Crusade ( 1930), The text 

of the work is even more one -s i ded than the title portends. Like the 

nineteenth-century Spaniard, Manuel Perez Villamil, Walsh presents his 

readers with a highly romantic and fiercely pro- Catholic history of 

Spain which idealizes the Catholic monarchs and their era at the expense 

of the Jews. This is appare nt even from t he s ources which he cites. 

Although he refers briefly t o the accounts o f Prescott, Lea, Amador de 

l os Rios, and Bernaldez, he bases most of his chapter on the expulsion 

on the Boletin de la real academie, volume XI, a record of the La 

Guardia trial which he accepts uncritically . 

From the opening pages of Isabella o~ Spain, it is clear that the 
< 

author will not accept even an iota of criticism leveled at his subject, 

He condemns Prescott, who dared to occasionally question the queen's 

actions. Walsh describes Isabella's primary goa l as the unification of 

Spain under Christendom, and be lauds her for pursuing it with an 

undistracted passion. He speaks in superlatives o f ber piety, strength, 

and devotion to her people and even refers to her as the Spanish Joan of 

15 Arc. 

Wherever there is a saint, there must also be sinners. For Walsh, 

theae are tbe Jews and Moors, Isabella's adversaries in the battle for 

the soul of the Iberian Peninsula. He portrays this st(uggle aa a holy 

war of epic proportions and draws upon the common antisemitic myth of a 
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worldwide Jewish conspiracy t o enlarge its scope. In sett ing the stage 

for the series of events leading to the general expulsion, he insis t s: 

In Medieval Spain the Jews came nearer to building a New 
Je rusalem than at any ot her time o r place since their 
dispersion after the Crucifixion. Had they succeeded--and 
several times they came perilously near success--they might 
conceivably have managed, with Mohammedan aid, to destroy the 
Christian civilization of Europe. Their u t 6imate failure was 
caused chiefly by the life work of Isabel. 

This is not the only antisemitic diatribe that Walsh offers his 

readers. After a brief section on the 1391 riots and the converso 

pr oblem which came in its wake, and a few pages on the victory over 

Granada, he proceeds to a detailed discussion of what he cons i ders to be 

t he true cause underlying the expulsion edict: the charges of host 

desecration and ritual murder, and especially the La Gua rdia affair. 

Walsh admits that numerous lies were spread concerning the Jews , but he 

hastens to add that the charges cannot be dismissed out of hand, for 

"the fact is that from time to time Jews were actually convicted of such 

crimes.'' When he describes the infamous case of the ''Roly Child of La 

Guardia," it is obvious that he gives credence to such outlandish 

. 17 accusations . 

This affair began in June of 1490 when the New Christ ian Benito 

Garcia was arrested and accused of stealing the host from a church. 

Under torture he admitted to secretly practicing Judaism with the aid of 

. / . tw~ unconverted Jews, f a Franco and his son Yuce. These two were 10 

turn arrested and tortured until Yue~ confessed to killing a Chris t ian 
I 

child. When the tria l began in December, Yuce named several Jews and 

converaos who he cla i med part icipated with him in t he crucifixion of a 

Christian boy on Good Friday in the town of La Guardia . Almost a year 
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later a jury of twelve men found the accused guilty. Two Jews and six 

converses were burned at an auto-da-fe on November 16, 1491 . The 

supposed "Child of La Guardia" became known as saintly miracle worker. 18 

Needless to say, the trial and the accusations were farcical. The 

alleged victim's body was never found; to fact, it was not even sought. 

All of the "confessions" were inade under torture. Yet Walsh accepts the 

verdict as proof that Spanish Jews actuatly committed these sorts of 

crimes and therefore constituted a danger to Iberian society. He never 

/ 
questions the validity of the "evidence" offered by Garcia, Yuce and 

others under extreme duress. He derides Henry Charles Lea for 

dismissing the c~se as an inflammatory fraud staged by the Inquisition 

and insists, "It is no longer possible to pretend successfully that it 

was a popular myth or a bit of anti-Jewish propaganda released by the 

Inquisitor General to justify the edict of March 31. 1119 

Walsh declares that the atrocities which this case brought to light 

proved t o be the downfall of the Spanish Jews, a circumstance which he 

delights in. After the trial, a series of antisemitic riots spread 

across the countryside. With the guilt of the Jews exposed and the 

public outrage against them at a fever pitch, Torquemada approached the 

king and queen and advocated the course of expulsion. Themselves 

appalled by the crucifixion, the monarchs (especially the pious 

Isabella ) gladly agreed to banish the Spanish Jews, who made a few 

fruitless efforts to have the edict rescinded then resigned themselves 

to their fate and left the country. Walsh concludes the chapter by 

debunking the notion that the expulsion led to Spain's economic decline, 

asserting that the number of exiles was considerably lower than is 
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commonly estimated and that the small loss of population was therefore 

.. " f " 20 ins1gn1 1cant. This claim, like much else in Walsh's bt>ok, seem to be 

founded more on the author's own antisemitism than convincing historical 

evide~ce 1 which is almost completely absent from the account. 

It is perhaps unfair t o categor ize Walsh's book with that of Marcu 

or even t he works of Madariaga and Torroba. Isabella of Spain is much 

more blatantly anti-Jewisb in its defense of the queen thao these other 

accounts . Nonetheless, all offe r what is at least to some degree an 

apology fo r the expulsion edict. Marcu's history is the most balanced, 

maintaining a definite sympathy for the Jews even while denying that the 

_ expulsion was necessarily bad for Spain. Madaria~a and Torroba speak as 

Spanish national ists, viewing the edict as a small sacrifice which was 

necessary in order to achieve the highe r good of national and religious 

unity. Walsh points to the same goal of unification, differing only 

insofar as his disdain for the Jews prevents him from viewing their 

banishment with any sense of sympathy. 

All of the writers discussed in this section express the view that 

there were major benefits to be gleaned by the state in creating and 

enforcing re l igious homogene~ t y. For Marcu, the drive for unity of 

faith was part and parcel of an emerging national solidarity. Walsh 

rails against an imaginary Jewish conspiracy to undermine Spanish 

civilization, and Madariaga and Torroba refer specifically to the 

converso problem, which they maintain could have been solved only by 

purging Spain of its Jewish element, thereby discouraging the efforts of 

the Judaizing converaos. 
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These Christian apologists were not the only historians to 

attribute the expulsion to primarily re ligious conce r ns. As we have 

seen i o previous chapters, in both the sixteenth and nineteenth 

centuries most Jewish historians (l ike the Spaniards Madariaga and 

Torroba) tended to accept the edict's own claim that the Jews were 

expelled in order to put an end to Judaizing among New Christians . They 

agreed that the Jews had aided their conve r se brethren in their effort 

to subvert the Church and covertly maintain their Jewish faith. The 

Jewish chroniclers differed from their Gentile counterparts in one 

important way: they viewed their people's tenacity as a virtue rather 

than a vice. For many of the non-Jewish writers, pers is tent Judaizing 

provided the valid justification for a commendable edict. For Joseph 

ha- Kohen, Jost, Graetz and their ilk, obstinate zeal for the faith was a 

meritorious course of action which a fanatical Spanish regime 

unfortunately could not tolerate. This traditional Jewish 

interpretation of the expulsion did not fall out of favor in the 

twentieth century. Many modern historians have continued to offer some 

variation of this view. Their works are the subject of the next 

section. 

B, The Expulsion as a Response to Judaizing and the Need for Catholic 
~ 

Unity 

All of the sixteenth-century Jewish historians and the vast 

majority of their nineteenth-century successors who held religious 

factors to be the principal causes of the expulsion were themselves 

religiously obeervant in some sense of the term, However, this should 
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not imply that this ou tlook in histo r iography necessarily derives from 

personal religiosity. We have seen several cases of obse r vant Jews who 

held Ferdinand's avarice to be the primary reason for t hei r -people's 

tragic fate in Spain. 

The other side of this equa tion 1s also true: not all historians 

who consider religion to be a vital force in histor y are themselves 

r eligious. A recognition of religion's power in the past may compel 

belief , it may repel it, or it may have no pe rsonal impact on the 

histor ian whatsoeve r . As we turn to the works of t wentieth- century 

historians who emphasize the converso problem and the quest for Catholic 

unity as the main factors underlying the expulsion, we find a full 

spectrum in terms of personal observance, from pious Or thodoxy t o 

staunch secularism. Many of these men would probably take diametrica l ly 

opposed posi tions on the various religious issues of our own day. But 

our concern her e is with how they view the past . On this question they 

form a br oad consensus , though differing on the part icula r s: at least 

in regard to events surr ounding the edict of 1492, they consider 

religious facto rs to ha ve been of the utmos t importance. 

l. Simon Dubnow 

Simon Dubnow was the first Jew to write a fully secular, extensive 

history of his people . He was born in Belorussia i n 1860 and given a 

traditional Jewish education. Like many of his generation, however, 

Dubnow broke with religious Judaism as a youth. He taught himaelf tbe 

claaaica of Weatern tbougbt and formed an especially atrong attraction 
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to the works of Auguste Comt e and John Stuart Mill. Their i nf luence 

stayed with him all of his life , and led him to attack with special 

vehemence those parts of J uda ism which he felt ran contrary t o 

. d ' 'd l . h d . 'f ' h h 21 1n 1v1 ua rig ts an sclentt t c t oug t. 

Despite his loss of faith, Dubnow maintained strong e thnic ties t o 

the Jewish people . He believed that a sociologi cal histor y of the Jews 

could provide a key to their past and a guide f or the present and the 

futu r e . Thus he spent his ca ree r teaching Jewi sh h is tory , fi rs t in St. 

Petersburg, then in Berlin, and finally in Latvia, whe re he was killed 

by t he Ges tapo in 1941 . He was also a prolific wr iter. His works 

i ncl ude a Russian translation and introduc tion t o Graetz 's history, a 

study of Hasidism ( 1888- 93 ) , History of the Jews in Russia and Poland 

( 1916- 20) , and his magnum opus, the multi-volume World History of the 

Jewish People (German 1925-29; Hebrew 1923-38; English 1969). 22 

All of Dubnow's writ ings show a definite rationalist bent . He 

glorifies Jewish philosophers and critic izes the Kabbalists. Long term 

socio-economic tendencies are stressed over powerfu l and charismatic 

per sonalities . Unlike Graetz, Dubnow does not give his readers detai l ed 

biographical information on rabbis and scholars. la fact, he bel ieved 

t hat after Emancipation, J he religious component of Judaism was neither 

needed nor desirable. Instead, Dubnow advocated a nationalistic Judaism 

grounded not in Palestine, but in autonomous r egimes within the 

boundaries of modern European nation-states. This view both emerges 

from and shape• his historiography, which bolds the diaspora to be the 

preordained fate of the Jewish people, and concentrate• on a 0W11ber of 

ebi iting center• of diaepora life ( hegemoniee) •• the focal point• of 
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Jewish culture and civilization . This position earned Simon Dubnow the 

. . f h Z . . . . l · · 23 oppos1t1on o bot 1on1sts and ass1m1 at1on1sts . 

The English translation o f the World History of the Jewisb People 

contains few footnote s list ing sources . Most of the notes are the 

author's own scholarly excursuses . There is, however, a fairly detailed 

bibliography. It is c lear from it that in obtaining material on the 

expulsion, Dubnow relied primari ly upon his Jewish predecessors. He 

refers to the works of lbn Verga, Joseph ha-Kohen, Graetz, and 

Kayserliog, among o thers, whi le citing only one major Spanish 

history--that o f Jose Amado r de los Ri os. Duboow essentia lly consulted 

the same sources whi ch had been available t o Graetz and o ther Jewish 

historians of the late nineteenth century. In thts sense his work has 

more in common with theirs than with that of his successors. This 

should not be surprising. Dubnow was already sixty-five years old when 

the first volume of his history was published , and therefore more a 

product of the nineteenth century than the twentieth. 

Dubnow traces the roots o f tbe expulsion back t o the antisemitism 

rampant in late fourteenth-century Castile, Here he does not hesitate 

to lay much of the blame for the hostility on the Jews themselves, 

particularly those wealthy dignitaries who lived extravagantly and 

aroused the hatred of the Chris~jan population by their 

ostentatiousnesa. He is highly critical of the Jewish upper class, 

whose enrichment through often dishonorable means brought suffering upon 

the rest of their people. This claim that the Jews provoked the 

Christians with their arrogant displays of wealth and power is not a new 

one; among Jewiab biatoriana it goes back aa far as the Shevet Yebudab. 
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Yet Dubnow's emphasis on the damage which the Jewish aristocracy 

inflicted on their working-class kinsmen is fairly novel. Perhaps it 

reflects the socialist ideology which was extremely influenti.al among 

the Russian Jews of Dubnow's generation, even though he was not himself 

. 
1

. 24 
a soc1.a 1.st . 

While envy may have moved the masses against the Jews, Dubnow 

considers the Spanish clergy their primary adversary. He blames the 

clerics for the demise of the religious tolerance which characterized 

much of Spanish histo ry, lambasting them for their desire to eliminate 

everything that was alien to them in the name of church-state unity. 

They were responsible for the hundred year "holy war" which ended with 

the defeat o f the Moors at Gr anada and the ouster of the Jews. 25 

Dubnow dates the beginning of this "crusade" to free Spain of 

non-Catholic elements to the anti-Jew ish riots of 1391. This 

catastrophe and the restrictive laws, violence, and religious 

disputation which followed between 1412 and 1415 led to an unprecedented 

flood of conversions and the creation of a new class: the conversos, 

most of whom continued to practice Judaism in secret. Unconverted Jews 

would aid their troubled brethren, supplying them with religious items 

and instruction to help them in their covert observance . This naturally 

upset the church, which saw u~ flock of New Christians reverting to 

Jewish heresy. Some efforts were made to solve the problem by 

separating the Jews from the conversos, but these largely failed. 26 

This is where the situation stood when Ferdinand of Aragon and 

Isabella of Castile united the two most powerful kingdoms on the Iberian 

Peninsula. Dubnow notes that at first the Jews were pleased with the 
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union of the two young sovereigns, for it seemed to portend the strict 

enforcement of law and orde r throughout their realm. Yet for all their 

renowned piety, Ferdinand and Isabella were harsh and unyielding rulers. 

Oubnow dispenses with the nineteenth-century idealization of the queen, 

which does not occur again in any of the twentieth- century accounts 

composed by Jews which 1 have examined . Instead he describes both 

monarchs as "entirely dominated by the priests" with their pernicious 

intolerance and hostility . This did not bode well for the Jews .
27 

Ferdinand and lsabeila believed their nation's "Jewish problem" to 

be made up of two interrelated components. The fi rst was the conversos, 

whom they wished to secure firmly for the church . For this purpose they 

brought the Inquisition to Castile and Aragon, and used it as a tool to 

distinguish the sincere Christians from the Judaizers. The second 

component was the community of unconverted Jews. Without their aid , t he 

New Christians would find it much more difficult t o continue in their 

Judaizing. Therefore the monarchs began to restrict the Jews to their 

own segregated quarters and even tried to expel them from the Andalusian 

districts of Seville and Cordoba between 1480 and 1482. When these 

measures failed to produce the desired results, Ferdinand and Isabella 

r ecognized the only solution which remained untried . As Oubnow states , 

"In order to transform bad Chri~tians into good Catho lics, they had to 

be isolated from their brethren; and since that was impossible, the Jews 

28 
had to be expel led from the country forever . " 

The Catholic sovereigns knew that the timing of the expulsion would 

be crucial. They could take no action before Granada fell, for the Jews 

were needed as wartime financiers and tax collectors. Tbey made their 
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decision, then waited until the moment was ripe. The Reconquista 

finally came t o a successful conclusion in January 1492, and on March 31 

they issued the edict. Oubnow reiterates his assertion that the 

sovereigns and their chief advisor on this matter, Torquemada, were 

motivated first and foremost by religious concerns when he describes the 

edict as their act of thanksgiving t o God for the triumph over the 

Moors. Thus the staunchly secular Dubnow identifies religion as the 

h . f l f f h l · 29 c 1e causa actor or t e expu s1on. 

In summarizing the consequences of that act for the Spaniards, the 

historian notes: 

With the merciless expulsion of three hundred thousand educated 
and industrious citizens, Spain achieved uniformity of religion 
within its borders, but at the cos t of its decline as a 
European power. With the Jews there passed out of the kingdom 
a hardworking and enlightened element which had gr eatly 
contributed towards the development of its resources. Militant 
knights and fanatical monks became masters of the situation, 
and in the course of 3&me their activities brought the country 
to the verge of ruin. 

In its concluding paragraph, Dubnow is highly critical of the religious 

zeal which led Spain t o expel i ts Jews. His bias here is quite clear: 

any time "fanatical monks" exercise a great deal of power, ruin will 

inevitably follow . This attitude is typical of the Eastern European 

haskalah with its roots in rationalism and its scorn for intolerance. 

This section of Dubnow's work bears an interesting comparison witb 

the corresponding passages in the histories of Graetz and other 

nineteenth-century Jewish writers. Like his predecessors, Dubnow 

establishea a direct connection between the expulsion of the Jews and 

the decline of Spain aa a dominant power. In doing so, he shows a 

strong sen1e of pride in bis people's accompliahment1, and he seema to 

191 



revel in the misfortune which befell Spain after she gave her soul t o 

the forces of fanaticism. It was only later in the twentieth century 

that historians would begin t o point out that in fact Spain's decline 

did not begin until the early seventeenth century, over one hundred 

years after the expulsion. 

Yet Dubnow's account differs from those of the nineteenth century 

insofar as it does not refer to Spain ' s fall from world power as 

evidence of vengeance or a spirit of retributive justice in history . He 

does not seem to hold--either explicitly or implicitly--that this 

sequence of historical events demonstrates the operation of the 

principle, II iliC,u:n,,c He states only that the loss of a 

productive middle class severely crippled the Spanish economy . This 

secular, non-providential view constituted a rather sharp break with 

earlier, more traditional modes of Jewish historiography. It set the 

~~urse for the decades to come, as others would follow upon his path, 

2. Henry Charles Lea 

Like Simon Dubnow, Henry Charles Lea was really a nineteenth­

century historian. Born in 1825 , this Philadelphia publisher and 

historian devoted himaelf to the study of the Catholic church and its 

influence in medieval Europe. His works are well-researched and 

even-handed, aad his books on the Inquisition remain authoritative in 

many areas even today. This is particularly true of his four volume set 

A Ristory of the Inquisition in Spain, published in 1906, just three 

years before bis death. A product of the author'• old age, this history 
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is quite modern, reflecting a great deal of original research and 

independent thought. It is also very sympathetic t o the Spanish Jews 

and convers os . 

Lea was familiar with the work of Jewish historians, whose books he 

cites in the section on the Spanish expuls ion. He re fe rs especially 

favorably to Lindo and Graetz and uses thei r accounts to supplement that 

which he has gleaned from Amador de los Rios and a ple thora of Spanish 

manuscript s . 

He begins by noting in some de tail the antisemitic tendencies of 

the Ca tholic church th r oughout medieval Europe. This anti-Jewish 

sentiment developed later in Spain t han in other areas, but under t he 

influence of t he fanati cal Dominican clergy it began to spread first 

through Aragon and t hen Castile . Lea is highly critical of the Church 1 s 

. . . f h . 31 ha tred and bigotry, branding it the wor st sort o ypocr i sy . 

Lea does not hold the Jews completely blameless fo r the disdain 

directed t oward them. Like Dubnow , lbn Ve rga, and many o thers, he 

believes that "the Church, in its effort s to arouse popular hatred , was 

powerfully aided by the odium which the Jews them.selves excited through 

their osten t ation, their usur y, and their funct ions as pub l ic 

officials." The lavishly extravagant garments which the Jewish women 

wore aroused the envy and wrath of the impoverished Christian masses. 

This took little provocation, for the populace was already ill-disposed 

toward that people whom they knew primarily as tax collectors for the 

Crown and l enders of money at exorbitant rates . It is clear, however, 

that Lea does not make these charges out of any personal antisemitic 

feeling, for be haateos to add that usurious interest ratee actually 
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re flec ted the extraordinarily high risk of most loans and the scarcity 

f . h d . f J . f . . 32 o ~01nage--not t e gree o r avar1ce o ew1sh 1nanc1e rs. 

According to Lea, the mounting antisemitism reached a cr~tical 

point in 1391, as vio lent riots against the Jews spread across Castile 

and Aragon . Over the course o f the next century Spanish Jewr y dec lined 

in terms of bo t h wealth and numbers, so that by 1492 the aljamas were 

obviously considered expendable by those in powe r . Meanwhile, the 

unp recedented numbers of Jews who apostatized either i n 1391-2 o r 

1412-15 grew powerful and pr osperous . They began t o marry into the most 

prestigious aristocratic families in Spain. Yet many rem.ained secretly 

steadfast in their Judaism, covertly following as many o f the mitzvot as 

they could. Neither the Church nor the Crown could t olerate t his sort 

of underg r ound heresy, so they brought the Inquisition in to identify 

and punish those New Christians who r efused t o relinquish the true faith 

h . 33 
ot t e1r ancestors. 

At this point Lea makes his most o r i ginal contribution to the 

literature on the expulsion. He of fers the rather obvious, yet 

previously unnoted observation that the Inquisition, which was 

established to mitigate the converso problem, al so served to exacerbate 

the "Jewish question." As long as the Jews could be vi ewed as potential 

Christiana , their continued pres~nce could be e ndured by the clergy and 

the sovereigns, who felt a mi s s ion to bring them into the Church. Once 

the Inqui•ition launched its inquiries and autos-da- fe, however, the 

Jews could no longer be expected t o convert. u Jews they stood outside 

the sphere of the inquisitors ' power, and therefore remained better off 

then their apostate brethren. The Spanish ~oo&rch• recognized tbi• 
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irony and prepared to follow the only viable policy option available for 

l . J 34 dea 1ng with the ews. 

Lea attributes some of the incentive behind the expulsion edict to 

Torquemada, whom be describes as a religious fanatic with a powerful 

sway over the queen . Nonetheless, the historian places the primary 

responsibility for the expulsion on the shoulders of Ferdinand and 

Isabella. He rejects the "exaggerated encomiums'' which previously 

ideal1zed Isabella and calls he r "a woman exactly adapted to her 

environment," combining tough self-reliance, c rafty duplicity, and true 

piety, He also denies the commonly-held view that Ferdinand acted out 

of avarice, . insisting that the king was a superb statesman and true 

Christian who believed that his sincere religious convictions were bound 

up with the good of the entire Spanish nation. In this case, that 

common good seemed to entail the expulsion of the Jews. Blood libel 

stories were spread in order to further inflame the common people 

against the Jewish communities. The tactic worked . Public opinion 

reached a fever pitch with the La Guardia trial . Short ly thereafter, 

the final obstacle disappeared with the capitulation of Granada, A few 

months later Ferdinand and Isabella issued the edict. 35 

Lea does not discuss the impact of the expulsion on the Spanish 

culture or economy. Providence plays no role whatsoever, then, in his 
J .... 

account of events surrounding the exile. Yet he shares Simon Dubnow 's 

assl,llDption that religious rather than economic fac tor.s we.re to blame for 

the unfortunate decree. In summar izing the causes of the expulsion, he 

reiterates one last time his assertion that the edict was not a product 

of greed: 
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The popular fanaticism required constant repression to keep the 
peace; the operations of the Inquisition destroyed the hope 
that gradua l conversion would bring about tbe desired unity of 
faith and the only alternative was the removal of those who 
could not , without a miracu l ous change of heart be expected to 
encount er the t errible risks attendant upon baptism. It is -
easy thus to understand the mo tives leading to the measure, 
without attri~gting it, as has been, to greed for the victims' 
wealth •.•• 

It would, perhaps, make things easier for the historian if all 

antisemitism could be tied t o material causes . Lea, like Dubnow, argues 

that this is not the case . He continues to hold tha t ideologies--both 

good and bad--make a ve r y r eal difference in history. This position is 

also reflected in the work o f Cecil Roth , a completely twentieth-century 

Jewish his t orian. 

3. Cecil Roth 

Cecil Rot h was born in London in 1899. He was raised in a 

traditional Jewish household and remained an observant Orthodox Jew 

throughout his lifetime. He was trained as a general historian at 

Oxford , where he received his doc tora te, but he soon turned his 

attention t o Judaica . He was a reader in Jewish studies at his a l ma 

mater from 1939 t o 1964, when he settled in Jerusalem and spent some 

time as a visiting professor at Bar Ilan Unive r sity. In the las t years 
~ 

of his life he served as the general editor of t he Encyclopedia Judaica, 

dividing his days between Israe l and New Yor k. He died i n 1970, leaving 

behind an enormous literary legacy which i ncluded hundreds of a rticles, 

and full-length histories of the Jews of Eng land and Italy as wel l as of 

the Marranos a.nd t he Spanish Inquisition. The t wo main works containing 
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chapters on the expulsion are A History of the Marranos ( 1941 ) and The 

Spanish Inquisition ( 1937). There is a great deal of overlap between 

the two accounts, which draw upon sources as diverse as Henry Lea, 

William Thomas Walsh, !bn Verga, Graetz, Llorente, Amador de los Rios, 

and Y, F, Baer's collection of primary materials gleaned from Spanish 

. 37 a r chives. 

Like most of the historians we have discussed earlier, Roth dates 

the beginning of the chain of catastrophes foreshadowing the expulsion 

to the mass conversions of 1391 and those which followed in the wake of 

the Tortosa dispute between 1413 and 1415. He, too, believes that the 

majority of New Christians remained Jews in all but name, and that this 

unprecedented class of secret Judaizers eventually made life exceedingly 

difficult for both themselves and their unconverted brethren. At first 

the converses rose rapidly through the ranks of Spanish society, finally 

freed of those restrictions which shackled Jewish commerce. As it 

turned out, their rise was too meteoric, They provoked the envy of the 

poor Catholic masses and threatened the Old Christian nobles who 

resisted any challenge to their age- old hold on the aristocracy. Worst 

of all, they aroused the animosity and suspicion of the Church, which 

saw its ranks facing heresy and corruption from within. The clergy 

responded through their virulently antisemitic spokesman Tomas 

Torquemada, the queen's confessor, who helped the monarchs set up the 

Inquisition in 1480. This powerful body did its best to quash the 

38 Jewish heresy. 

As time went on, however , it became apparent that ''it was hopeless 

to attempt to extirpate the Judaiziog heresy from the land while Jews 
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were left in it to teach their kinsmen, by precept and by example , the 

. f h . 1 1 · . 39 
practices o t e1r ances tra r e 1g1on . Non religious fac t o rs also 

played a seconda r y role in bringing o n the downfall of the Jews . 

Spanish nat i onalism was intensifying, and as it developed, the emerging 

nation g rew increasingly intolerant towards those in ternal elemen ts 

which wor ked against social homogeneity. Furthermore, the declining 

economic status o f the Jews nega t ed the material advantages which had 

earlier made their presence indispensable . Once the war with the Moors 

was successfully completed, the Jews became completely expendable and 

40 the Catholic monarchs signed the edict t o expel them. Bols t ered by 

s uch socio-political and economic movements , religious fanaticism 

triumphed in Spain . 

Despite all of its emphasis on the religious motives fo r the 

e xpul sion, Roth's account actually illustrates the dramatic rise of 

secular ism in the first half of the twentie th century. Neither A 

His t ory of the Marranos nor The Spanish Inquisition makes any mention o f 

a decline in Spanish fo rtunes following the expulsion . Roth's works 

lack even the last vestiges of providence wh ich taci t ly linger in the 

nineteenth- century histories. Just fifty yea rs ear lier even the l east 

religious thinkers had been unable to completely detach themse lves from 

the influence of providential history. By 1940, Cecil Roth, who was 

,-
traditionally observant, had managed to do so. Almost his e ntire 

generation followed a similar course, maintaining that t he histo r y of 

the Jewa waa aubject to the same lawa and standards as that of any o t her 

people or nation. Thus with only a few notable exceptions, we shall aee 
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that providence disappeared from modern Jewish historiography before the 

Holocaust. 

Yet Cecil Roth's books still retain one hint of their autho r 's 

sympathy for religious piety. Unlike many of the o~her historians who 

trace the origins of the expulsion back t o the 1391 riots, Ro t h offers 

an explanation for why so many Spanish Jews chose convers1on over 

martyrdom, He blames rationalistic philosophy and social assimilation 

for the widespread apostasy, c laiming that these factors had "minimized 

the cleavage between the various faiths" and "made t he step of 

conversion seem less drastic." The implications here are quite clear: 

if the Jews had not spurned the simple piety of their ancestors, ther e 

would have been no converso problem and therefo r e no expuls i on,41 

This approach is somewhat reminiscent of Joseph Jabe~ •s 

anti- r ationalist polemics. Cecil Roth, however , was no mys t ic o r 

rPactionary . His Orthodoxy was of the ful l y modern variety, and he was 

at least as guilty of " philosophical interests and rationalising 

tendencies" as t he Spanish Jews whose history he documents. Pe r ha ps for 

this r eason he r efrains from passing judgment on them and their 

communities .
42 

Not eve r y histo r ian would be so tolerant. The strongest 

c r i t ic of Ibe r ian Jewish rationalism in our own century was an historian 

who was Roth' s elder , Yitzhak Fritz Baer, 

4. Yi t zhak Fr i t z Bae r 

Born in Germany in 1888 , I s aac (Yi t zhak) Fritz Bae r r eceived a 

t hor ough education i n bo th J ewish and secu lar subjec t s. He a ttended t he 
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universities of Berlin, Strasbourg, and Freiburg, studying history and 

philosophy. Io 1919 he took a post as a research assistant at t he 

Akademie fur die Wissenschaft des Judentums, which sent him on two trips 

to Spain to gather new archival materials. These junkets were very 

fruitful. Baer published his fin~ings in two volumes of sources, Die 

Juden im christlichen Spanien (1927, 1936) , which made a monumental 

contribution to Spanish-Jewish history.43 

In 1928, Baer accepted a position as a lecturer at the Hebrew 

Unive rsity in Jerusalem, where he became a professor in 1930 and taught 

until his retirement in 1959. He also served as a founder and editor of 

Zion, the first modern Hebrew historical review, While he was at the 

university, he wrote several important works. Foremost among these is 

The Jews in Christian Spain, based largely on his own earlier archival 

work and first published in Hebrew 1n 1945 . This detailed study is 

impressive in its accuracy and its synthesis of enormous quantities of 

historical data. Baer demonstrates a broad knowledge of both general 

history and the internal forces shaping Jewish life , 1t is in the 

second volume of this work, and in an earlier article entitled 11 11,,•1 

Til:JODC""Tl:i":i 11 (1932) that he presents his account of the Spanish 

l . 44 expu s1on. 

Baer follows Dubnow and Roth in identifying the mass conversions o f 

1391 and 1412-15 as the beginning of the end of Spanish Jewry. He 

argues tbat the anti-Jewish riots took place against the wishes of the 

Crown and spread across Castile and Aragon because of the general social 

disorder and poverty of the time. Nonetheless, he asserts that the 
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primary motive fo r the disturbances was religious hostility, since they 

d . b . d 4 5 came to an en once numerous conversions were o ta1ne • 

The peace proved to be short-lived, for Baer believes that the 

great bulk of the conversos remained unconvinced of the truth of 

Christianity and began t o undermine the purity of the Church by sec retly 

Judaizing. He insists again and aga i n that "the story o f the conversos 

is not one of racial 'remnants ' which had lost their Jewish 

characteristics but o f a large population- group, the majority of whose 

members adhered, consc i ously and by convic tion, to the Living Jewish 

d
. . .,46 

tra 1t1on. The percentage of those who cove r tly observed dietary 

laws, sabbaths, and festivals grew even higher after a messianic flurry 

which moved through the Jewish and New Christian communities in the wake 

of the fall o f Constantinople to the Turks in 1453. 47 This situation 

aroused the ire of many Old Christ ian·s, who began to urge the 

seg regation of the Jews from their converted kin. 

Upon assuming the monarchy of Castile and Aragon, Ferdinand and 

Isabella r esponded to the g r owing "Jewish problem." At firs t they 

sought to prot ect the unconverted Jews while punishing those New 

Christians who were caught Judaizing. Thus they established the Spanish 

Inquisition as a tool for identifying the true sources of heresy. Under 

Torquemada's leadership, however, the Inquisition began to work 

expeditiously for the destruction of Spanish Jewry. The Inquisitor 

General and bis clerical associates urged the forced movement of Jews 

into separate neighborhoods and their expulsion f r om Andalusia. When 

tbeae measures failed t o stem the tide of Judaizing, the sovereigns 

b . d l l . 48 egan to cons1 er a genera expu s1on. 
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Other factors also boded ill for the Jews. Ferdinand and Isabella 

sought to overcome the feudal forces which had long divided the Iberian 

Peninsula . Their task was to unify Spanish Christendom under a strict 

absolutist regime. This would be considerably easier to achieve. with a 

relatively homogeneous population than with a land full of Jews and 

Moors, Furthermore, the promin~nce o f Jewish financiers and tax farmers 

had ha rdly earned the aljamas the good will of the common people. 

Therefore it became increasingly clear that once Granada fell, the Jews 

would be doomed . 49 

The Catholic sovereigns triumphantly entered that long-embattled 

city on January 2, 1492, and issued the fateful edict a few mont hs 

later. Baer accepts the explanation offered in the decree itself, 

st rongly asserting that ultimately the aforementioned political and 

economic considera tions had no bearing on the final decision ; the Jews 

wer e expelled because all other means of securing the conversos fo r the 

Church had been tried and found wanting. In summing up the Catholic 

sove reigns' proclamation he concludes: 

1·K, .rn,n,n:, ,,J'IC ai•ii 0•11,,· unnc11 a·~it:m nk r,, C1"0''1'0 :i,ir,D:i •,:ii 
an,', a,r,a l>C l">t ,m~ .IJM'l'? 10i11> n,in>< n'Oo ·,me nn, Clio c,., 
~ 1a'?1111 a·im"i1 moc ',17 a•111m a•'l~10:, i>e11 en, .111•~',::, J1'0'0 •,me 

><" m .-u~ Cl'll"'i2li'1 '110 '110 i"i1 >t', 12,r,11 10::1 rca·,n •::r., c:i"J'l1i,n 
J1-i0i1 • ·» nn,c i'101K c•-naor, lD n111ll., n~·,'11:1 iiD">CIJ . . 1)(::1 rm•:, 

il)tll y,,ni ll'lli, . . Cl""fffl"i1 '" ir., ~JC',)(:, 
50 . '!DTi'1 n1,c 

The words of the edict constitute the only documented facts we 
know of today, and there is no reason whatever to seek out 
other causes for the expulsion, In particular, there ia no 
need to search for economic causes. Aa f or all the other 
varied motives for hatred of the Jewa which prevailed in Spain 
in their moat virulent forms , as we have seen, in the end they 
did not determine the matter. There was also no political 
aspirati oa here which •ought to form the Spaniard• i nto a 
single nation through the removal of tbe foreign element o f tb.e 
Jews--& concept very diataot from the spirit of the age . 
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This statement shows Baer to be the most single- minded among those who 

attribute the expulsion to the drive fo r Chris t i an unity and zeal for 

the faith . Othe rs such as Dubnow, Lea , and Roth view political, social, 

and economic motives as importan t bu t seconda r y . For Baer such factors 

a re fo r all La tents and purposes negligible. 

Yitzhak Baer's cont inued emphasis on the powe r of religious 

cons iderations to move history does not collllllit him to a fully 

trad itional account o f the expulsion. In several ways his work is quite 

secular and modern. He demythologize s the l egend that the Jews all 

depar ted from Spain on Tisha B'Av, ca lling it 11a fable i nvented in the 

bright light o f history." He also dismisses with a degree of scorn the 

popular nine teenth-century notion tha t the Jews could have launched a 

rebellion which would have t r uly threatened Spanish nationa l security. 

He believes that once the i r appeals were rejected, the aljamas had no 

choice other than to accept the edict's provis ions and either convert or 

leave the country. Re hastens to add that most J ews had no need fo r 

anothe r course o f action because they were bolstered by t he st re ngth of 

h . f . h 51 t e1r a1.t • 

Yet for all of his rationalism and modern methodology, Baer becomes 

oddly pietistic in those sec tions of his history which add r ess the 

question of why so many Jews in Spain deviated from the tradition of 

Kiddusb ha-Shem and accepted baptism. Like Cecil Roth, he attributes 

the apostasy to the widespread Aver~oist philos ophy which denied divine 

providence and lowered the barriers between one faith and another. 

While Roth advances this view rather cautiously and non-judgmentally, 

however, Baer aounds like Joseph Jabez burling c ritical barbs at the . 
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philosophers. They must bear the ultimate responsibility fo r the 

expulsion , since their teaching led t o the conversions , which in turn 

brought about the covert Judaizing and the Spaniards ' ultimate turn to 

the measure of ban i shment . The pious Jewish masses suffered on accoun~ 

of their intellectual and assimilated leaders. Baer's words sound as if 

they could have been taken right out of Jabez's Cl"ni1 iiK . ------- when he 

states that "Jewish rel i gious zealots rightly sought the cause of 

apostasy in the philosophical views of the conver ts, and contrasted 

these people with humble men and women whose simple faith stood the 

test. 1152 

lsa iah Sonne discusses the roots of such statements in an art icle 

entitled "On Baer and his Phil osophy of Jewish History." Re shows that 

under the influence o f colleagues at the Hebrew Uni versity such as Hart in 

Buber and Gershom Scholem, Baer developed a theory of historiography which 

posited the Jews as bearers of a mythic-religious order, with a dest iny to 

preserve it in a hos tile Weste r n world of rational thinking. Pious men of 

faith stand as heroes, while mani fes tations of Jewish rationalism represent 

a ss imilation, abandonment of the people's true mission , and even tually 

national suicide. Sonne concisely sums up the whole of Baer 's analysis of 

the expulsion in a paragraph: 

The final judgment Bae r passes upon the Jews in Spain may be 
defin.ed as follows: in try ing t o adopt the rationa l way of 
thinking, the Jews in Spain negJ,ected their own heritage, the 
mythical religious way of life assigned to them, and invaded 
a foreign spiritual domain. Consequently they were unable to 
resist external pressure, t o bring the extreme sacrifice and 
to face martyrdom, as did the Loyal German Jews. It was the 
rational strain that led the Spanish Jews to desertion, and 
paved the way to the tragedy of the "Anusim," fatal to the 
whole of Spanish Jewry. It was the legitimate nemesis fo~

3 their i llegitimate invasion of an alien spiritual domain. 
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When Joseph Jabe~ fumed against philosophy fou r centuries ago, it 

pr obably str uck no one as particularly notable. He was, after all, a 

t r adi t iona l rabb i who followed a long line of piet 1st crit ~cisms of 

rationalism. In the work of an eminent modern historian , however, the 

c l aim that "Averroism" was the chief cause of the Spanish expulsion is 

somewhat more striking. In Baer ' s c a se , it also leaves the reader with a 

major inconsistency to ponder . The problem is obvious: if, as the 

historian repeatedly insists, the conversos had been Averroistic, 

nonobservant Jews who scorned traditional religion in gener&l , why would 

they have risked their lives to practice Judaism clandestinely after they 

had been bapt i zed? Perhaps Baer would have us believe that the apostates 

became baalei t eshuvah after their conversion, but this seems a rather 

unlikely scenario t o have occurred en masse . At any ra t e , Baer says 

nothing about this paradox; he is either unaware of it, o r chooses 

consciously to ignore it. 

Ther e is one other issue which may be raised in relation to Baer 1s 

notion of the Jews as a people with a unique destiny . Since that destiny 

entai l s the propagation of a mystic-religious order in t he mi dst of an 

antagonistic society, i t follows that as long as the Jews continue t o 

strive to fulfill that mission in the diaspo r a, they wi l l be doomed to 

failure and exile. Yi tzhak Baer escaped from Nazi Germany in the final 

hour, a nd his experience could not have been far f rom his heart when he 

wrote f rom his r efuge in Jerusalem: 

In Spain we ~ee recapi tu l ated, a s it we re, what took place-­
albeit against a wider historical backdrop--on two o t he r 
occasions in tbe history of the Jews: once in the course of 
the drawn out struggle with the united powers o f Craeco-Roman 
civilization and early Christianity , and again in our own 
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time, that began with the call to assimilate among the nations 
of Europe and whose continuation may be seen in all that has 
happene~ to

5
~he Jewish people since , down to our own 

generation. 

Not surprisingly, Baer's position here is in accord with the · 

classical political Zionist view of galut: no matter how hard diaspora 

Jews try to assimilat e into the mainstream of society they will always 

eventually meet with failure and end up as exiles defeated by the 

inevitable forces of antisemitism. Baer had seen this happen with his 

own eyes 1n Germany, and undoubtedly he found much support for this 

damning attitude toward the diaspora when he arrived in Palestine. 

Indeed, this conception that outside the homeland all Jewish life 1s 

doomed became a widespread doctrine among Israeli historians. We shall 

see it at wo rk in several other accounts of the Spanish expulsion, 

thouih not in that of Haim Hillel Ben- Sasson . 

5. Raim Hillel Ben-Sasson 

Haim Hillel Ben-Sasson was born and raised in Lithuania. Like 

Yit~hak Baer, he later moved to Palestine and took a position on the 

history faculty of the Hebrew University. He also joined his elder 

colleague as an editor of the quarterly Zion, which printed a number of 

his articles on the history of tbe Jews in the Middle Ages. Of his 

published works, at least two contain accounts of the Spanish Expulsion. 

These, to be considered here, are the article" 'ID!ll',lfi""IIJl:JJ'l1"1-,n " 

( 1960) and the aection which he wrote on the medieval period for! 

History of the Jewish People (Hebrew 1969; translation 1976). The 
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sources which he cites tn these accounts include the histories of 

Graetz, Dubnow, Roth, Baer, and Salo W. Baron. 55 

Ben-Sasson gives a fairly detailed explanation of th~ events 

leading up to the expulsion ln the large general history which he edited 

and partially wrote . His narrative closely follows Baer's 

interpretation, He, too, begins with the anti-Jewish riots and 

massacres of 1391 which resulted 10 mass baptisms and created the 

converso problem. The New Christians were justly held in suspicion as 

Judaizers while the Church groped for ways to deal with the 

unprecedented internal heresy. First the Inquisition was int r oduced to 

distinguish the sincere Christians from the clandestine Jews. When this 

f ailed to solve the problem, the Catholic monarchs intensified their 

efforts to segregate the Jews through a se r ies of restrictive policies. 

Then Granada fell and Ferdinand and Isabella zealously resolved to 

ensure the purity of the faith io the newly unified Christian nation. 

Encouraged by Torquemada and the clergy, they agreed to lssue the 

expulsion edict. Ben-Sasson notes that the last exiles departed on July 

31 ( Av 7) but adds that "legend has recorded the date as the Ninth of 

Av II Here, t oo , he follows Baer in contrasting the myth with the 

1 . 56 rea 1ty. 

Yet Ben-Sasson brea)ts with Baer on the all-important question of 

why so many Jews chose conversion over martyrdom in 1391 and the decades 

that followed. Baer had argued that the roots of apostasy (and 

ultimately of the expulsion as well) lay in the "Averroiem" of the 

Spanish Jewish leaders, Ben-Sasson takes issue with his colleague's 

poaition in the final portion of " 'l0ll1 ',11 T"D:I n,"1-,n ." He inaists 
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that the writings of the exiles themselves show that the dominan t 

ideology among Spanish Jews in the late fifteenth centu ry was mystical 

rather than rationalistic, A f ew Jews in the royal court may have been 

lax i n observing the mitzvot, but their impiety was due to the influence 

of an extravagant and cor rupt l~festyle, not an Averroistic 

philosophy. 57 

According to Ben-Sasson, a mystic religious fervor swept over all 

o f Spain about one hundred years before the expuls ion. The movement 

began among Christians, then spread to the Jewish communities . It 

brought in its wake new doctrines of Torah and galut which reflected 

some Christian elements. This shift made it easier for Jews to accept 

the Catholic church's mystical symbols and sacraments . The gap dividing 

the two faiths was bridged by the shared mys ticism, As evidence for 

this, Ben-Sasson points to such famous apostates as Shlomo ha-Levi 

(Pablo de Santa Maria) and Joshua ha- Lork i (Geronimo de Santa Fe), both 

of whom arrived at their apostasy out of an anti-rationalist, 

eschatological form of Judaism. He is careful t o avoid over­

generalizations. He r efuses to blame one group for the entire crisis in 

Spain, but he r ejects Baer's thesis by asserting that the predominant 

religious out look among Spanish Jews at the time was mystical rather 

h . 1 · . 58 tan rat1ona 1st1c. Thus he ~sserts: 
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During the period of the crisis, the mystical, eschato l og i ca l 
tendency was t he dynamic force th r oughou t Spain, i n 
Christianity and Judaism. The voice of rationalism was weak 
and lowly in the Israelite camp from the fourteenth ~entury 
onward •.. while the voice of mysticism grew stronger. 

The dispute between Baer and Ben- Sasson illustrates t he range of 

diversity among those histo rLans who agree that the expulsion edict was 

issued primarily as a response to Judaizing and the quest for religious 

unity. Under the broad banne r o f this general approach we have met 

Gentiles, Secular and Orthodox Jews, diaspora dwellers and Israelis, 

historians favorably inc lined toward mysticism, and ardent rationalists. 

Their differences are at l east as great as their similarities. Yet all 

o f these men largely accept the reasoning presented in the edict at face 

value : the Jews were expe lled primarily out of a desire to put an end 

to he resy among t he New Christians. 

In the second half o f the twentieth century, historians began to 

question t he assumption that the infamous edic t gave the true reasons 

for t he expulsion. A numbe r of thinkers started to search for 

sociopoli t ical explanations for t he event. They put special stress on 

the heigbtened desire for na tional (as opposed to religious) unity, and 

on the rise o f the absolute monarchy--both of which received their 

impetus from the union of Fe rd inand and Isabella. These historians also 

form a fairly eclectic group. They differ considerably in what they 

i denti fy as secondary causes of the expulsion even while sharing a broad 

agreement wi th regard to t he primary causal factors. We t~rn now to 

their works, beginning with that of the Israeli scholar Ephraim Shmueli. 



C. Sociopolitical Explanati.oos:National Uni ty and the Rise of 
Absolute Monarchy 

l. Ephraim Shmueli and Victor Eppstein 

Born in Lodz, Poland in 1908,- Ephraim Shmueli emigrated to 

Palestine in 1933. He received his academic training the re, and 

eventually he becarne an educator and historian. He held several 

positions at American universities, among them a professor ship io 

philosophy and religion at Cleveland State . Re also wrote a history of 

Zion ism, two Hebrew textbooks on Jewish history, and __ ',)(_Jl_"UM _ __..p_nI~•-J~"-­

"T.,D0 'DM'l1 ( 1963) . 60 

The book on Abrabanel actually contains a wealth of interes t ing 

informat i on in a whole variety of areas somehow connected with the life 

of the great scholar and statesman. It t ouches on fifteen t h- cent ur y 

social and political trends, Jewish philosophy, the status of the 

conve rsos, the image of the Jews in Western Europe, and an ove r view of 

Jewisb historiography. Shmueli draws on a wide range of sources 

inc l uding all of the Jewisb chr onic l ers of the sixteenth century, 

Kayserling, Graetz , Oubnow, Baer, Baron, Ben- Sasson, and Gershom 

Scholem. He also refers t o the work of t he Spaniard Andreas Bernaldez. 

Even more i mportant for him is A. A. Neumann 's two volume h is t ory , The 

Jews in Spain: Their Social, Pol i t ical, and Cultural Life during the 

Middle Ages. The latte r s tudy ia still an inva luable guide to 

understanding medieval Jewish civilization on the Iberian Peninsula ; it 
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is not taken up in t his chapter, however, since it does not give an 

account of the expulsion. 

In a section on Jewish historiography, Shmueli claims that Graetz 

and Dubnow misunderstood the causes of the Spanish expulsion because 

they lacked archival materials and were bound by the limitations of 

their age , which t ended to overlook the social and political relations 

between the Jews and their hos t nations. They, therefore, accepted the 

edict ' s claims at face value and viewed the event as the culminat ion of 

a one hundred year " holy war" spearheaded by fanatical clerics. Shmueli 

concedes t hat one motive behind the expulsion was the strengthening of 

the Catholic church, but he conside rs this only a secondary factor. 61 

Shmueli believes that the expuls ion was an act of stat ecraft 

masterfully c loaked in the guise of religiosity by Ferdinand and 

Isabe lla. He re he follows in the footsteps of Basnage and Llorent e who 

also adopted t he Machiavellian view identifying the Catho l ic mona rchs 

(especial l y Ferdinand) as cunni ng practitioners of the art of 

realpolitik. First the king enlisted the support o f the urban 

patriciate. They helped him muster the local militias (Ho l y 

Brotherhoods) which enabled him to s uppress the power of t he Old 

Christian aristocracy. Then be es tabli~hed t he Inquisition , the tool he 

used to c rush the New Christians who dared to chal l enge h is aut hority. 

After the victory over the Moors at Granada in 1492, only t he 

independent-minded Jews stood between t he sovereigns and absolute 

monarchy. Their ous t er promised t o yield clear and immediate profits, 

and it would also se t the devious king in good grace• with the church. 

Therefore i o March of 1492, Ferdinand and Isabella iaaued the edic t 
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which had become almost inevitable, and the Jews prepared to face the 

. l f ·1 62 tria so exi e. 

Shmueli makes no explicit statements about the future of diaspora 

life in his account. However his i nterpretation of the expulsion is in 

tacit agreement with Baer's insofar as it subtly implies that in galut 

even the mightiest Jewish civilizations are doomed to extinction. By 

attributing t he downfall of Span ish Jewry to impersonal and 

uncontrollable forces rather than the antisemitism of either the 

sovereigns or the clergy, Shmueli emphasizes the helplessness of all 

Jews in the diaspora. The implicat ions of his cla im that the sephardim 

were victimized by Ferdinand's amoral statecraft are quite clear: Jews 

can find security on ly when they possess the power to determine their 

own destiny. The Jewish people will never escape from the threat of 

future expulsions (and even more tragic disasters) except in the shelter 

of their own homeland, where they themselves s teer the ship of state . 

All of this Zionist doctrine lies just beneath the surface in Shmueli's 

narrative. 

In the September 1964 issue of Midst ream, Victo r Eppstein (who the 

magazine identifies as the Hillel director at the University of 

Oklahoma) offers some cogent criticism of Shmueli's book in a review 

essay, He takes note of Shmueli's claim ~hat the rise of monarchical 

absolutism was the fundamental cause of the expulsion, then proceeds to 

argue that while he is in agreement with the general tenor of this view, 

it is simplistic. 

Unlike Shmueli, Eppstein points to a l ong history of antisemitism 

in Spain and seeks to identify its origins. He asks why the Jews were 
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so despised in medieval Europe, then responds with the same ans wers 

which had been corumon ly offered since Ibo Verga's time: Jewish economi c 

success aroused the envy and anger of the impoverished Christ ian masses, 

and fanat ical pr iests played on that wra th with a barrage of anti-Jewish 

propaganda. These fac tors isolated t he aljamas from the r ~st of Spanish 

. d d h f l · d · 63 society an pave t e way or the expu stone 1ct . 

At this point Ferdinand and Isabella entered upon the scene. Their 

greatest desire was to crush the power o f the feudal nobility and 

establish an absolute mona r chy, Yet they could not achieve this goal 

without considerable support. The monarchs won the populace to thei r 

side by exploiting the al~ost universal disdain for the Jews . As 

Eppsteio states, " .•• lo the contest for power between king and 

nobles, the hatred of the people f o r the Jews was employed as a 

64 lever." 

In other words, while Shmueli describes the expulsion as a purely 

political move ref l ecting no real animosity towards the Jews, Epps tein 

believes t hat the use of such a tactic to achieve absolute monarchy 

could never have succeeded without the long legacy of anti-Jewish 

sentiment among the Christian masses . This distinction is subtle but 

important . S~ue li perceives the dr ive for monarchical absolutism as 

the final cause underlying the infamous dec ree. For Eppstein this was 

1 h 
. . 65 

me r e y t e prec1p1tant. 

Yet Eppstein s hares Shmueli' a conception of J ewish l ife in the 

diaspora aa fated t o failure . He, ~oo, asserts that the Spanish Jews 

were overcome by circumstances which they were powerless t o combat. 

213 



Indeed, he explicitly voices the concern which remains implicit i n 

Shmueli's book, claiming that the banishment from Spain was a part of 

the " historical pr ocess which had written into the evolution of Europe~n 

civilization the inescapable decree of destruction against the Dias pora 

66 
of Israel." The obvious though unstated corolla r y to this position is 

that in order to survive as a people , the Jews must rebuild a nd resettle 

their own sovereign state, Once again we see the tangib l e impac t of 

political Zionism on historiography. 

It should be noted t hat not eve r y sociopolitically inclined Jewish 

historian considers the expulsion in l igh t of the negation of the galut . 

One would expect to find a somewhat different pe r spective tn the work of 

most life- long residents of the diaspora. This proves to be the case 10 

Salo Baron's comprehensive history. He points to some irres istible 

fo r ces endangering Jew i sh co-existence among the nations, but he tends 

to emphasize the role of the dispersion as a "maj or vehic le of progress 

. h . f E d J . . · l · · " 6 7 tn t e history o urope an ew1sh ctvt 1zat1on. 

We shall now examine his work io mo re detail. 

2. Salo W. Baron 

The elderly Jewish historian Salo W. Baron was born in Galicia in 

1895. During World War I he came t o Vienna, where he attended the 

university and received graduate degrees in phi losophy , political 

science, and law. Re was also ordained by the J ewish Theological 

Seminary of Austria in 1920 . In 1927 he accepted Stephen S. Wise's 

invitation to come to America and teach his tory at the Jewish Institute 
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of Religion. Three years later he left to take a position at Columbia, 

thereby becoming the first full professor of Jewis h his t ory at any 

secular American university. He remained there until his retirement 1n 

1963, since which he has devoted his time almost exclusively to research 

d 
. . 68 an wr1t1ng. 

Over the cou r se o f his long lifetime, Baron has written hundreds of 

books and articles. His outstanding erudition is particularl y evident 

in the unfinished Social and Religious History of the Jews. This 

enormous multi-volume work stresses the interaction of Jewish 

communities with the general envi ronment. Baron's interdisciplinary 

training and his fluency in most European languages make bim uniquely 

qualified to examine the Jewish past in light of wider historical 

trends. His narrative is arranged topically rather than 

chr onulogically, as he moves from one region to another, drawing 

parallels and analyzing differences. 69 

Baron discusses the chain of events leading up to and including the 

Spanish expulsion in the tenth and eleventh volumes of his history, 

published in 1965 and 1967 respectively . Re draws on an extraordinary 

range of sources, including all of the Jewish chroniclers of the 

sixteenth century, Machiavelli and other Italian Renaissance historians, 

Bernaldez, Amador de los Rios, Graetz, Kayserling, Roth, Baer, Shmueli, 

and various modern Spanish historians. His account of the catastrophe 

is quite complex, attributing the edict to a number of factors which 

made the Jews anathema in Spain. Indeed, Baron's narrative could be 

reasonably subsumed under several of the sections in thi~ chapter. 

Nevertbeleas, 1 believe that he places a special emphasis on the effects 
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of nationalism and the desire fo r demographic homogeneity; on this basis 

his history is considered here. 

Baron begins with a broad overview of the status of the Jews in the 

medieval world of Western Europe. He describes the late Middle Ages as 

a difficult time, culminating WLth general expulsions from England, 

France, and Spain. While most historians have pointed t o rel i gious 

fanaticism as the root of such anti-Jewish actions, Baron finds this 

explanation inadequate. He notes that rulers such as Ferdinand and 

Isabella were cert, in ly no more zealous for t he f aith than Charlemagne 

or Louis the Pious , both of whom granted special privileges to the Jews 

of their realm. The refore he determines to look elsewhere for the 

. . f h d. b ]O origins o t e istur ances. 

First he examines the decline of feudalism and the ensuing rise of 

a middle class with a strong aversion for the Jews. As the old order 

fell apart, thi s new and largely urban c lass found it self in direct 

competi tion with established Jewish economic interests. They began t o 

pressure their kings and queens to enact restrict ions on the Jews. Many 

rulers ag reed to do so and used the opportunity for their own 

. . 1 · . 7l imperia 1stic purposes. 

Foremost among the sovereigns' concerns were the strengthening of 

state power and ul timately the d;sire to establish absolute monarchies. 

Western European rulers slowly started to consolidate their dominance 

over the feudal aristocracy, calling for national unity and 

centrali~ation. This late medieval nationalism did not bode well for 

tbe Jews, for it encouraged a patriotic fervor grounded on ethnic and 

religious homogeneity. Aa monarchical power increased and newl y-found 
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national pride reached a fever pitch , the Jews could no longer count on 

the protec tion t raditionally afforded t o them by the nobles o r the 

Cr own, Without their former benefactors' support they were easily 

b . h d f . f E 1 d h F d f " 11 f S . 72 anise , 1rs t rom ng an, t en ranee , an 1na y r om pain. 

Afte r sett i ng forth these genera lizations about the status of the 

Jews throughout late ~edieval Eur ope, Baron presents the histor ies of 

eacrr na tional region. The sec tion on Spanish Jewry begins, like many 

accounts we have seen prev iously , wit h t he disastrous pogroms of 1391 . 

Ba r on believes that Jewish usury and os tentatiousness he l ped arouse the 

anger of the Christ ian populace which , goaded on by fanatical c leric s, 

e rupted 10 a series o f murderous antisemitic riots. Many Jews chose 

baptism ove r martyrdom, turning to the Church in an unprecedented rush 

o f forced conversions. At first the Chur ch may have basked io a sense 

o f mission and accomplishment . Not much l ate r, however , the Spanish 

cler gy and lay peop l e alike came t o recognize t ha t the Je ws converted en 

masse could no t be easily ass imilated into the majority. Many continued 

t o uphold the i r ancient faith c landestinely , aided by their unconverted 

bre thren. 73 Thus t he "converso pr oblem" was born. 

By the time that Ferdinand and Isabella established thei r 

sovereignty ove r the Kingdoms of Castile and Aragon, this problem had 

grown t o c ritical pr oportions . The Ca t holic mona r chs r esponded by 

bringing the Inquisition t o Spain as an i nstrument to separ a te the 

sincere new Christians from the Judaizers. It had no author i t y ove r 

unconverted Jews, and fo r a short while Ferdinand and Isabella seemed t o 

offer the aljamas some relief and security. They r elied heavily on 

their Jewish public o fficials and fis cal agents. Even mor e t mportantly, 
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their strict insistence on taw and order promised an end to the anarchic 

state of affairs which left the Jews helpless victims of ant ' semitic 

rioters. By l483, however, the sovereigns recognized that the 

Inquisition could not achieve its goal as long as the Jews and conversos 

were permitted to maintain a steady stream of intercourse. Therefore 

they moved to expel the Jews from Andalusia. Shortly thereafter they 

issued a series of decrees designed to isolate Spanish Jewry from their 

New Christian kin. When even these measures failed t o put an end to the 

Judaizing, Ferdinand and Isabella began to consider the possibility of 

. 1 1 . 74 orderlng a genera expu SLon. 

Yet Salo Baron maintains that the sovereigns had a number of other 

reasons for taking this particula r course of action. They stood to gain 

a great deal financially by exiling the Jews and expropriating the butk 

of their possessions and property. The opportunity to ally themselves 

with t~e Chu rch and f il l the r oyal coffe r s at the same time must have 

7S been virtually impossible to pass up. 

The momentum building for expulsion became comple tely irresistib l e 

when the king and queen recognized this policy's potential for 

"consolidating monarchical rule a11d in tegrat ing the disparate elements 

in the population. 1176 Baron deems this the most important motive of 

all, for like Shmuel i he bel ieves that Ferdinand was first aod foremost 

a statesman. As the Reconquista came to a successful conclusion, this 

calculating ruler leapt at the chance to assert his power over the 

nobl es and expel that people which simply could not be assimilated into 

the mainstream of Spanish society. The Jews had become an obstac le in 

the path to national unification and homogenization, bo th pre requisites 
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for the consolidat ion of absolute monarchical power, Shortly after the 

Moors capitulated, the Ca t holic monarchs decided they could wait no 

longer. On March 31, 1492 they issued the expulsion edict. 77 

lo a brief recapitulation of the roots of the catastrophe, Baron 

states that Spanish Jewry "tumbled under the combined assaults of 

religious intolerance , economic rivalry, folkloristic prejudice, and 

inner Jewish weakness--all climaxed by the effects of national 

.f. . .,78 un1 1cat1.on. In other words, he proffers a multi-causal 

interpretation with a slight stress on the primacy of political factors. 

In both his broad overview of the tragic fate of all medieval European 

Jewries and his detailed analysis of the situation in Spain, Baron 

considers the quest for national unity and monarchical authority t o be 

the catalyst for the array of other determinative factors, a sort of 

primus inter pares, 

This interpretation of the expulsion is comple t e ly secular, Baron 

does not launch into a d iscourse connecting Spain's decline with her 

mistreatment of the Jews; in fact, he does not touch upon the effects o f 

the measure on the Spanish economy at all, He makes no reference to the 

"retributive justice of history," ei£'her explicitly or implicitly 

through a scheme of reward and punishment, Re also follows Baer and 

Sbmueli in debunking t he myth that the last contingent of Jews left 

Spain on Tisha B' Av , He refers to this as a pious legend, then 

identifies the true date of departure as July 31, the aeve~th of Av. 

lt is interestiQ& to recall that the author of this secular account 

is an ordained rabbi. Despite his background and hia person.al 

religiosity, Baron write• ae a profeeeionally-trained historian and bis 
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work reflects the cri ticalt empi r ical spirit of the twentieth century~ 

He never forgets that he is discussing history rather than homiletics or 

theology . In this respect he differs f r om another rabb i and ch ronic l e r 

of the events surrounding the Spanish expulsion , the amateur historian 

Jacob S. Minkin. 

3. J acob S. Mi nkin 

Born in Poland in 1885, Jacob Minkin attended several yeshivot 

before emigrating to the Uni t ed States in 1904, In America thi s Old 

World Talmud schola r received his bachelor's and master ' s degrees from 

Columbia, and was ordained by the Jewish Theological Seminary in 1910 . 

He worked as a congregational rabbi in Ontar io aod Roches t er, New York 

until 1933, when he decided to devote his time t o writing, particularly 

as a f . b J . h . . l 79 requent contr1 utor t o ew1s per1od1ca s. 

His best known book, Abarbanel and the Expulsion of the Jews from 

Spain, was published in 1938. It is clearly intended for the lay reader 

rathe r than the s cholar, fo r it is writ ten in romantict almost 

nove l-like prose and contains no footnotes. The bibliography does not 

include any Spanish texts or lllAnusc ripts, and one can surmise from it 

that this history is based almost entirely on secondary sources . In 

some respects t he t ext is also rath~ r dated, reflecting t he 
" 

historiography of the nineteenth century more than that of the 

twentieth. The combination of modern and traditional assumptions in 

Abarbanel and the Expulsion of the Jews from Spain is probably somewhat 
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related to the author's own varied background as a talmudically-trained 

congregational rabbi with a graduate degree from Columbia. 

Minkin follows Ibn Verga and othe r critical Jewi sh historians in 

plac ing some of the blame for Spanish antisemitism on the Jews 

themselves. He notes that their success as tax-collectors and 

money-lenders fostered resentment among impoverished Christians. 

Wealthy Jews made the situation even worse by basking in their luxury 

and splendor in the presence of envious Christian countrymen. Minkin 

comments that "Jewish moralists thundered agaioiit the expensively 

attired women but to oo avait. 1180 

While the Jews must bear s ome responsibility for the mal ice of the 

Spanish populace, the primary onus r ests on the c lergy. Fanatic priests 

roused the people against the Jews, pressing for their conversion tn 

rabidly antisemit ic sermons. The tension came to a head io 1391, wheo 

thousands were forcibly baptized in the wake of murderous ant i -Jewish 

riots. Like many historians whose works we have examined in previous 

sections, Minkin describes this catastrophe as a turning point, the 

origin of the cooverso problem. He accepts the col!llllonly-held conviction 

that most of the New Christians clandestinely carried on Jewish 

practices . Ibis Judaizing eventually led to the establishment of the 

Inquisition, a vicious body governed by t he cruel and despotic Father 

Tomas Torquemada. Neither he nor ~9e body over which he presided had 

any official authori ty over the unconverted Jewish population. 

Nonetheless, Torquemada believed that the only way to uproot the heresy 

from the Church was to isolate the aljamaa from Spanish Christendom. 
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Eventually, he resqlved that Spain could not purify herself without 

expelling all of her Jews .
81 

Yet Minkin knows that on his own Torquemada cou l d no t have enacted 

such a measur e. Ultimately, only the Crown had the power to sanction 

this act . The r efore he questions what might have moved th~ Catholic 

sovereigns to issue the infamous decree . He describes the queen ' s role 

as secondary . This is not to say that he idealizes he r in the manner of 

his nineteenth- centur y counterpar ts; indeed, he calls her "severe and 

callous and utterly indifferent to human agony." Stil l, he insists tha t 

while she may have eagerly concurred, the directive came almost 

l . l f . 82 exc ustve y rom the ktng . 

Minkin attributes Ferdinand's motivat ion to cupidi ty and an intense 

lust for absolute authority. He portrays the monarch as a master of 

deceit who eagerly used rel i gion t o mask his avarice and ambition. As 

the f i fteenth century drew to a close , this "veritable Machiavellian 

model" laid plans t o emulate his royal counte rparts in England and 

France. He would expel the Jews from his nation and appropriate their 

property, thereby asserting his personal power, enlarging his treasury, 

and earning the Church's favor. 83 

Once he set his mind on this ~ourse of action, Ferdinand could 

afford to wait patient ly until the moment was right. Durin3--the war 

with the Moors, the Crown could not have done without the services of 

Jewish merchants and financiers . After Granada f e ll, however, the Jews 

became expendable. Sy spring of 1492 many had already left the Iberian 

Peninsula. Others had lost t heir wealth and atatua to heavy taxation 

and a century of persecution. When the king sensed the patriotic fervor 
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following the military tr iumph, he knew the. proper time had come. On 

March 31, the edict was decreed throughout Castile and Aragon . Three 

months later, not a single mao, woman, or child lived openly as a Jew in 

h k . d 84 t ose two ~ng oms. 

Thi s account presents a rathe r unique mixture of old and new 

histo r iogr aphical features . Insofar as it reflects an awareness of 

economic factors and emphasizes Ferdinand's cunhiog pursuit of absolute 

politica l powe r , it is typical of the twentieth century . As we have 

seen in the work of Dubnow, Roth, Baer, and others, Minkin also has 

ample modern precedent f or reading the edict at face value and accept ing 

at least partially the view t hat the expulsion constituted a r es ponse to 

the al j ama s ' continued corrupting influence on the New Chr is t ians. 

When Minkin discusses the aftershocks of the expulsion, however, he 

sound~ mor e like Graetz than Baer or Baron. He insists that Abr abane l 

ob t ained a two- day extension of the edict's July 31 deadline, enabl ing 

the Jews to depar t on the second day of August--Tisha B'Av. 85 He also 

returns to t he nine t eenth-century view of providence as the ''ret r ibutive 

justice in his t or y ." Re r eve l s in Spain's decline, which he t akes as a 

sort of vengeance, II mc,n::i:i,c ." Thus he concludes: 

The chi ldren of the mar tyr ed race once more trudged on. They 
wer e a people horrib l y wronged; but in t he centur ies to come they 
were t o be avenged a thousand fo l d fo r the pain and suffe ring they 
had endured. Wi t h the departing Jews went all that had made Spain 
great. They left behi nd i mpoverished cities and depopulated 
pr ovinces . The country, once a fairyland of culture and §iches , 
now became a l and of 111iser y , i gnorance and s uper stiti on. '' 

Thi s pa rt of Minkin' a account of the expulsion r eveal s a aide of 

the author that seldom surfaces e l sewhe r e in Aba rbanel and the Expulaion 

of the J ew• from Spain. Throughout mos t of the book, he mainta ins some 
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sense of detachment, writing as a fairly critical, albeit amateur, 

histo r ian. Here, oa the other hand, the reader meets Jacob S. Minkin 

the rabbi, speaking of the Jewish people and divine providence in rich 

sermoaic tones . This impassioned voice rises for a moment, rings with 

the c larity of a more assured and faithful age , then settles back into 

the cooler and more dis tant i diom of the secular twentieth century. 

Neither Baron's nor Hinkin's books present strictly sociopoliti cal 

accounts of the expulsion. Ac tually, each of these historians offers a 

multi-causal interpretation o f that event, viewing it as the 

intersection of a number of diverse tendencies i n medieval Spanish and 

Jewish life . Only because I believe they attribute a degree of primacy 

to sociopolitical factors have I categorized them together within this 

chapter. 

The dividing line between them and the "economic historians" whose 

works I shall take up in the aext section is thin indeed. Here too, 

classification is strictly a matter of emphasis. Marcus Arkin, Henry 

Kamen, Ferdnand Braudel , AIDerico Castro, B. Netanyahu, and Stephen 

Haliczer all point to a complex array of motivations and processes 

behind the expulsion edict. Furthermore, only Arkin is by his training 

first and foremost an economist ; the o ther men a re professional 

historians who look to the teaching• of the "di smal science" to help 

them to better understand the past. Nonetheless, I have pl•ced their 

accounts together in this section, for they all stress the importance of 

material (particularly monetary) factors in the decision to expel the 

Jewe. They also tend to view the whole of Spanish Jewry aa one of many 
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factions or c lasses oo the Iberian Peninsula competing fo r scarce 

resources. These historians may disagree over which side won ~he c lass 

st ruggl e . They may even debate t he identity and nature of its 

participants, but they all concur on one most important and obvious 

point: the Jews, insofar as they were exiled , clearly stand among t he 

losers of the economic battle, at least tn the short run. 

o. Economic Interpretations 

l . Marcus Arkin 

A South Afric3n pro fe sso r and economic historian, Harcus Arkin is 

the author o f "The Economic Background to the Expulsion o f Spanish 

Jewry, " a ~hort a r ticle published in the Sep tember 1957 issue of the 

Johannesburg monthly, Jewish Affairs. He probably wrote the piece with a 

lay readership in mind, but i t also contains mate rial of value for the 

profess ional historian. The text 's few footnotes cite the works of 

Prescott, Grae t z, Lea, and Neumann; Arkin is part icularly fond of 

Prescott, whom he considers an early precursor of his own economic 

approach to Iberian-Jewish history. 

Arkin opens the article by suggesting that many of the Ca tholic 

monarchs' policy decisions that are commonly viewed as purely 

"religious" were in fact "almost always backed, consciously or 

unconsciously, by other considerations--especially economic ones." Be 

maintains that while the converso problem weakened the aljam.aa, 

Ferdinand and leabella did not consider expelling the Jews until they 
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determined that new political concerns and colonia l expansion demanded a 

national economic policy incompatible with continued toleration of the 

Jewish population. Spanish Christians had gradually begun to recog?ize 

new economic opportunities as small craftsmen and merchants. 

Consequently the Jews, who had previously been the only people 

cons istently interested in these occupations, found themselves engaged 

in a bitter competi ti~n which they could not win. The guilds closed 

their doors to non-Christians, and the Cast ilian merchants on the Cortes 

(parliaments) pressured the government t o force the Jews out of the 

market. Jewish fortunes went into a tailspin, and only the Jewish 

elite--the powerful tax fa rmers and money-lenders --maintained a good 

. f h . l 87 portion o t etr wea th. 

Yet even these mighty Jews eventually met their match. By 

collecting the taxes levied on the sheepowner's guild ( the Mesta), they 

aroused the resentment of a group with enormous influence in r oya l 

circles. Arkin cites a history of the Mesta which claims that its 

organizers were "never far from the royal presence (and) had not a 

88 little to do with the edict for expulsion o f the Jews." There ia, 

however, at least one major flaw in this argument: it seems unlikely 

that the monarchs would have responded to the Mesta's anti-Jewish 

request when the guild's main compµint was that the Jews had dared t o 

farm the taxes which Ferdinand and Isabella had themselves imposed. 

Arkin presents a more logical economic ground for the expulsion 

when he argues that the Catholic sovereigns invoked the decree in order 

to allay a chronic shortage of liquid funds c reated by the drawn out 

conquest of Granada. The expulsion enabled Ferdinand and Isabella to 
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avoid repaying the war debts owed to affluent Jews; indeed, it allowed 

for royal appropriation of a large part of the exiles' fortunes. Banned 

from taking gold or silver out of the land, Jews left with almost 

nothing . Their property flowed into the royal treasury, reeding the 

d f dl . 89 gree o the suppose y pious monar chs . 

Yet Arkin believes t~at over the long run, Spain lost more than she 

gained. Re notes that the persecutions and expulsion destroyed an 

important, productive class and led to a rather severe shortage of 

skilled labor. These deficiencies soon offset the immediate financial 

benefits. ln other words, the measure was "an occasion of 

impoverishment rather than prosperity for Spain. 1190 

This discussion may leave the impression that Arkin's nar rative 

endorses the implicitly providential belief in the "retributive justice 

in history.'' This is not the case. lndeed 1 Marcus Arkin criticizes 

this tendency, "once fashionable among historians, to ascribe to the 

religious expulsions all the economic misfortunes which increasingly 

beset Spain after the middle of the sixteenth century." However he also 

rejects the view of those more contemporary writers who deny that the 

expulsion had any injurious effect on the Spanish economy. Ris 

intention is to present a balanced, secular suimnary of the measure's 

impact which expressly rejects tacit theological polemics without 

overreacting and throwing tb~ baby out with the bath water. 91 His 

analysis of this long-standing issue is quite convincing. Over the past 

thirty years a number of other historians bave joined him in advocating 

similar positions. One such scholar is Henry Kamen. 
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2, Henry Kamen 

Born to a British family in Burma in 1936, Henry A. Kamen, a 

Catholic, received his bachelor's degree and his doctorate from Oxford 

Unive r sity. He has taught history at Edinburgh, SUNY Binghamton, and 

the University of Califor nia at San Diego. He is also the author o f 

many works on medieval Spain. One of these, The Spanish Inquisition 

(1965 ) , contains an ac count of events leading up the expulsion. It 

draws on the histories of Berna l dez, Prescott, Amador de los Rios, Lea , 

Baer, and Neumann. Kamen emphasizes economic facto rs, gleaning most of 

his material in this area from Ja i me Vicens Vives's Historia Economics 

92 de Espana. 

In the introduction to his book, Hen r y Kamen rev iews some of the 

possible causes o f the expulsion. Like Marcus Arkin and others before 

him going back as far as Ibo Verga, he cites the bad will genera ted by 

Jewish tax-collecting and money-lending. Such financial ac tivities 

alienated the Jews from the Christian popu lace. Kamen also refers to 

the Church's fanaticism and the problem posed by the converso si tuation, 

but he strongly denies that the edit was issued to foster either 

religious or national unity. To those who o ffer such an interpretation, 

he responds that if this had been the sovereigns' desired goal, they 

would have expelled the Moors with the Jews rather than offering them 

generous terms of surrender at Granada . Thus he insists that ~hile the 

expulsions of Jews from England and France may have been due 

or religious extremism, this was not the case in Castile and 
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identify Spain's precipitous fall from power as a punishment for the 

mistreatment of her Jews. Yet while he rejects this sort of 

providential reading of the past, he does not adopt the opposite extreme 

which would deny that the expulsion had any real effect on Casti\e and 

Aragon. Re merely makes the cauti~us observation that ''the 

disappearance of the Jews and the persecution of conversos created a 

void in the world of capital which was never satisfactorily filled by 

Spaniards.
1196 

In other words, he describes the edict's debilitating 

after effects Ln a detached and neutral manner, without a feeling of 

vengeance. This view of the expulsion's impact on Spanish socie t y 

represents, as Arkin's does, a moderate position. 

3. Fernand Braudel and Americo Castro 

Born in 1902 1 the French historian Fernaod Braudel i s best known 

for his two volume work The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in 

the Age of Philip II, originally published in his native tongue in 1949. 

This detailed study has been very influential for subsequent generations 

of historians, many of whose own books have tended to share Braudel's 

emphasis on l ong-term economic, geographic, demographic, and climatic 

factors over the thoughts and acts of individual men and women. This 

methodological slant gives Braud~'s history a strongly deterministic 

tone. Even the most renowned people, such as the rulers of great 

nations, appear as slaves of history rather than its masters or makers. 

Civilization• are borne onward by their own force and tDOinentum, leaving 

precious little room for human free will along the way. 
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ln a brief section on t he expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 1492, 

Braudet cites the works of Ibn Ve r ga , Joseph ha- Kohen , and Madariaga. 

His account, however , is very different from theirs. He r elieves 

Ferdinand and Isabella (and all peop l e , fo r that matter) o f all 

r esponsibility for the event, then goes on to point to what he considers 

t o be its two chief " causes, 1197 

The first of these was the tendency of the Jews to maintain 

themselves as a unique civilization , insisting that they had a special 

destiny among the nations. By refusing to relinquish their identity in 

all their long years of exis tence without a state, they insured their 

survival as a people but also brought on their own demise in a Spain 

that was rapidly moving towards national consolidation . In other words, 

notes Braudel, like every civilization, Israel's destiny was its own 

98 heaven and hell . 

Yet even as he speaks in a somewhat romantic and abstract manner of 

conflicting national destinies, Braudel also offers a more concrete, 

iamediate explanation of antisemitism in general and the expulsion in 

particular. Bere he holds economic factors to be primary. In short, he 

argues that all anti-Jewish actions are ultimately provoked by economic 

decline and stagnation, In Spain, as was the case elsewhere in the 

Mediterranean, the grim economic climate of the late fifteenth century 

led to a severe scarcity of resources and turned the Christian masses 

. h J h h d . d . l 99 agaLnst t e ewa, w om t ey espLse as rLva s. When the Iberian 

peninsula' s dwindling resources could no longer sustain its expanding 

population. something had t o be done . Braudel concludes that the 
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expulsions of Jews throughout the reg ion were intended as a response t o 

the looming economic/demographic crisis: 

Proof of the overpopulation of Mediterranean Europe after the end 
of the fif teenth cen tury is the frequent expulsion of the Jews . 
. . • In countries whose population was too great for their 
resources, as the Iberian peninsula roay already have bee~

00
religion 

was as much the pretext as the cause of the persecution. 

America Cast ro criticizes Br~udel's account of the expulsion in his 

books, The Structure of Spanish History ( 1954, Spanish 1948) and The 

Spaniards (1971 , based on a revised version of the same Spanish text). 

Born in Brazil to Spanish parents in 1885, Castro first taught Spanish 

literature and history in Madrid, then held posts at various Latin 

American universities, the University of California at San Diego, and 

Princeton. His studies emphasize the role of the interaction of 

medieval Christian, Islamic, and Jewish culture in the formation of 

modern Spanish society. His discussion of the Jews is based on Spanish 

manusc ripts as well as works by Y. Baer, F. Fita, A. A. Neumann, and 

Isaac Abrabanel. 

Castro argues that in focusing s o intensely on long-term trends 

affecting the entire Mediterranean r egion, Braudel fails to pay 

sufficient heed to the uniquely Spanish features of the 1492 expulsion. 

Castro maintains that this event can only be understood within the 

context of the particular contours of Spanish history. Be also o ffers a 

sharp crit ique of Braudel's claim Cbat the expulsion constitutes an 

effort to deal with the problem of scarce resources and overpopul ation. 

Thus be asserts: 

The situation of the Jews in Spain had nothing to do with the 
Mediterranean but with the very innards of Spanish history. For 
Braudel, religion is as good a preteit as any other, since be ia 
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convinced that the decisive factor was the extrahumaa law of 
numbers, which in fact had nothing to do with the number of 
unbaptized Jews. If Fe rdinand and lsabells had wished to reduce 
the population of their realms, they would no t have allowed even 
those Jews who15~nverted to Christianity to remain there, as 
thousands did. 

Castro's own understanding of the expulsion is more a 

sociopolitical than an economic on~ . Like many of his predecessors , he 

maintains that as tax-co llector s and fiscal agents, the Jews aroused the 

scorn of the Ch r istian masses . They were enraged by the fact that the 

supposedly hated, lowly ''Christ-killers" were in realty their superiors 

in wealth and power . Castro refers to tbis topsy-turvy state of affairs 

as the "supremacy of the despised," a phenomena whicb would lead to tbe 

downfall o f the Jews. They had managed to survive for centuries because 

they enjoyed the protection of the monarchy and the upper classes. As 

Ferdinand and Isabella asserted their control ove r the newly-unified 

Spanish nation, however, the monarchs found they needed the support of 

the Christian masses more than that of the Jews. They also knew that 

the populace would not cooperate with them as long as they continued t o 

favor the despised Jews with royal privileges. Therefore Ferdinand and 

Isabella went against their own preference and the dominant pattern of 

Spanish history and allied themselves with the anti-Jewish hermandades 

(the holy brotherhoods, paramilitary groups formed by commoners and 

headed by municipal officials). They harmonized the formerly divergent 

interests of the Crown and the populace by setting up the aljamas ae a 

common enemy. Thus Castro notes that this alliance between the 

sovereign• and the commoners ''had as a condition and a result the exile. 

of the Jews • • 11102 
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lt was, Cas tro believes, only under intense pressure and with gr eat 

rel~ctance that t he Catholic monarchs turned against the Jews, whom they 

had relied upon heavily in fiscal ma t ters . Other his t orians echo this 

claim that Ferdinand and Isabella were not eager to expe l such an 

important segment o f the populat i~n. We find this to be the case 1n the 

accounts of bo t h B. Netanyahu and Stephen Haliczer. 

4. B. Netanyahu 

Benzion Netanyahu was born in Warsaw in 1910 1 and moved with his 

family to Tel Aviv ten years later. ln Palestine , he became an active 

membe r of the Zionist Revisionist Party, serving on its executive 

collllllittee from 1932 t o 1935. In 1940 he went to the United States wi t h 

J abot insky and a delegation of the New Zionis t Organization; 1n the 

following year he became the director of that group's press campaign and 

d . l . . . •- . 103 1p omat1c unit 1n tuner1ca. 

After 1948, Netanyahu shift ed his a ttention to scholarly pursuits. 

He ed ited several important Jewish reference wo r ks, including the 

Encyclopedia Hebraica, the uncomple t ed World History of the Jewish 

People, and the collected works of He r zl, Nordau, and Pinsker. As a 

professor at Dropsie College, the Unive r sity of Denver, and Cornell, he 

taught a variety of Judaic studies courses. He also published a number 

of books and articles. 
104 

The most r enowned of these, Don Isaac 

Abravanel: Statesman and Philoeopher ( 1953; revis ed 1968) illustrates 

the author's fine command of the sources of Iberian Jewish his t ory . lt 

drawn from a vaet array of medieval and modern texts and manuecripts in 
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Hebrew, Spanish, and German. This work also contains a fascinating 

account of the Spanish expulsion, which owes a great deal to Ignaz 

Schipper's study of the relationship between burghers aAd Jews, Anfaenge 

des Kapitalismus bei den abendlaendisched Juden. 

Netanyahu identifies two groups as the primary anti-Jewish elements 

in late medieval Spain. Not surprisingly, the firs t is the clergy. He 

r efers to them as the ''spearhead of: the drive against the Jews ." They 

were the aljamas' most ancient adversaries , the latest in a long line of 

Catholic cler ics throughout Europe who would stop at nothing t o comple te 

their task of baptizing every Israelite, if not by persuasion then by 

force. Their behavior was motivated by zealous faith and intolerant 

d 
. 105 octr1ne, 

The second sou rce of antisemitic sentiment was the burgher class, 

residents of Spain's growing towns and cities. Like Marcus Arkin , 

Netanyahu believes that these middle class urbanites were the main 

menace to the Jewish communities. They viewed the Jews as intruders, 

competitor s planted within their c i ties by insensitive kings or nobles. 

While the Church's ultimate goal was conversion, the burghers would 

settle for nothing less than exile or annihilat ion. Only then would the 

h . . l f 106 Jews cease t o be a threat tot e 1r economic we a r e . 

Despite these difference s in motivation, the burghers and c l ergy 

worked together in 1391 to foster the wave of antisemitic riots which 

swept the country . Netanyahu c laims tha t the burghers joined the 

c lerics in calling fo r death or convers ion because they fully expected 

the Jewe to choose martyrdom as they had in the Rhi neland a few 

centuries earlier. The unprecedented decision of most of the Jewish 
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community to undergo baptism left the burghers dumbfounded. their 

tactics had comp letely backfired: instead of eliminating their economic 

rivals, they had encouraged them to join the newly-created converso 

class, which lost none of its Jewish know-how, but now operated free of 

anti-Jewish commerc i al r estrictions . 107 

The burghers searched long and hard for a way t o strike at these 

New Christians until eventually they came upon a brilliant scheme: the 

Inquisition. To most fifteenth- century Spaniards and the majority of 

historians t o this day, the tribunal was a Church-inspired body with a 

mandate to root out heresy. Netanyahu, however, believes that this 

commonly- held view is nothing more than propaganda. He insists that the 

charges of Judaizing were almost invariably fict itious and claims tha_t 

the vast majority of conversos felt no attachment to their former faith. 

The Inquisition attacked them because it was the brainchild and 

instrument of the burghers, who hid behind its veil of piety, all the 

· l · · · l · . . 108 wh1 e using 1t to c r1 pp e their econom1c competitors. 

Yet the Inquisi tion had no authority over the unconverted Jews. 

Therefore, as the fifteenth century wore on, the burghers recognized 

that in order to wipe out all competition from the aljamas they would 

need the support of t he Crown. Fortunately for them, the time was ripe 

for such an alliance. A cunning statesman himself, Ferdinand of Aragon 

longed to crush the o ld feudal aristocracy but could not do so on his 

own. The burghers proposed to help him in exchange for his promise to 

meet their demands on the Jewish question. He agread to their 

109 proposal. 
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At fi rst Ferdinand moved reluctantly. He felt bound to his 

concession to the urban middle c lass, but he was not enthusiastic about 

it, He merely pushed through a few additional restrictions on the Jews, 

and in 1483 he agreed to oust them from Andalusia. As time passed, 

however, he began to recognize opportunities to exploit the anti-Jewish 

policy for his own personal gain. He realized that by using the 

Inquisition to suppress Spanish liberties he could bolster his 

absolutist regime, He also started to expropriate Jewish and converso 

property. Consumed by avarice and lust for power, he intensified his 

antisemitic program. Finally, as his troops marched triumphantly into 

Granada, he took advantage o f the nationa list spirit of the day and 

expelled the Jews from Spain. In doing so, he fu lfilled his obligation 

to the burghers, asserted his political authority, and enlarged the 

royal treasury, The mark of his incredible cunning is that he did all 

of this without arousing any doubts over his personal piety and 

integrity. Hiding his ruthlessness behind a mask of virtue , he led even 

Jews such as Abrabanel to blame others (especially Isabe Lla ) for his own 

h d . k llO an 1.wor. 

This novel account is not without at least one rather obvious 

discrepancy. Netanyahu makes a fairly good case in explaining why the 

burghers cooperated with the c lergy in 1391 1 arguing <hat they expected 

the Jews to accept death before apostasy. Yet if these burghers really 

exercised such potent political power in Spain, why would they have 

encouraged or even allowed another wave of forced conversions between 

1412 and 1415? After failing ao di•~ally the first time, it is highly 

unlikely that they would have chosen to exacerbate the converao problem 
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two decades later. Perhaps the Church had more clout t~an Netanyahu 

gives it credit for. 

Whatever other minor shortcomings it may have, Netanyahu 1 s 

narrative is never dull. He is clearly an historian who delights in 

tangled webs of deception and realpolitik. Re 1s also a completely 

secular thinker. Early in hi s own career as a statesman and diplomat he 

must have developed an interest in political int rigue which remained 

with him in his scholarly investigations. Providence is of no concern 

to him; he is fascinated by the often complex human motivations 

underlying historical events . 

Netaoyahu 1 s strong Zionist background is also eviden t in his 

narrative. His historiography--like Baer 1 s and Shmueli's--reflects the 

assumption that i n galut even the grandest Jewish communities and 

cul tures are mortally vulnerab le. Indeed, Netanyahu is more explicit 

than his co lleagues tn exposing the inevitable flaws of life in exile. 

He concludes his account of the expulsion with an explanation of why the 

Jews were so unprepa red for the edict despite years of persecution and 

several obvious forewarnings. Here he offera a biting critique of 

diaspora existence in every age, drawing open parallels between the 

situation in Spain and more recent events in Nazi Germany: 

The blindness manifested by Jews of the Diaspora for developments 
laden with mortal danger is notbing short of proverbial. Its 
sources are a weakened political sensitivity and man's natural 
reluctance to draw radical conclusions which imply uprooting 
oneself from a comfortable spot. But whatever the c4use, the 
phenomenon is there Just aa the Jews of Germany failed to foresee 
Hitler•• rise to power at any time during the period preceding that 
riee, so tbe Jews of Spain failed to notice, even a few years 
before the expulyion, the mountainous wave which was approaching to 
overwhelm them. 
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5. Stephen Haliczer 

A professor of history at Northern Illinois Univers ity with a 

•pec:ul interest 1n the politics an~ economics of medieval Spain, 

Stepbeo Baliczer presents a rather unique and cont r oversial analysis of 

tbe expulsion in his article, "The Castilian Urban Patriciate and the 

Jewi•b Expulsions of 1480- 92.'' He draws on works by Amador de l os Rios, 

Baer, ~n, and various con temporary Spanish historians. Like 

tletaoyahu and Arkin, he maintains that the rising municipal authorities 

tlHd their newfound economic leverage to pressure the king to expel the 

Jan. Baliczer, however, adds a distinctive twist to this now-standard 

explanation: he asserts that the majority of the prominent urban 

leader• vociferous ly demanding the ouster of the Jews were either 

eoa.erso• themselves or children of conversos. 

S..liczer views the mass conversion of Jews in 1391 as a turning 

poiat io Spanish history. Released from age-old restrictions limiting 

Jewish coaaerce, the ambitious conversos rose quickly through Spain's 

•ocioecoaoaic hierarchy. Especially in Castile, they began to 

iafiltrate the upper class; some even ma rried into families of the elite 

Cbri•tiao nobility. Hore importantly, they were extraordinarily 

f l b . . . . . l 112 socces• u at o ta1nLng power 10 mun1cLpa governments. 

Thia often sparked resentment . Many floundering Spanish Catholics 

~•ed their exasperation at the meteoric rise of the conversos by 

ac.ca.iJI& these former Jew• of heresy and questioning the sincerity of 

Uaeir cooweraions. Between 1465 and 1475, this dispute threatened to 

cae.tro:, all aemblance of order in Castile and Aragon. Therefore, a few 
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years after assuming the thrones of these two kingdoms. Ferdinand and 

Isabella es tab lished the Inquisition. Its purpose was not to condemn 

all New Christians ( as some resentful Old Chris tians desired, and as 

Netanyahu argues); instead it was intended to protect the majority of 

loyal Catho l ic conversos by sorting out the few heretics. 113 

Despite these good intentions, the tribunal quickly became a threat 

t o all of the conversos, faithful Christians and Judaizers alike. Its 

policy of anonymous accusations and secret procedures made it highly 

untrustworthy. The conversos, th~refore, applied their considerable 

energies t o the development of a response that would protect their 

status in Castilian society. Eventually, argues Haliczer, they 

succeeded through t he formulation of a stance that "involved the 

acceptance of a certain anti-Semitism by the conversos themselves." 

They countered the Inquisition's accusations by first defending the 

unity of all true Catholics regardless of their origins and then 

pointing to the unconver ted Jews as the true danger to both Old and New 

Ch . . 114 r1st1ans. 

Whenever the conversos found themselves under attack, they would 

shift the focus to the Jews. Here they found their aforementioned power 

in municipal government useful. Haliczer, like Arkin and Netanyahu, 

asserts that by the late fifteenth century the Crown found it necessary 

to turn to the rising urban oligarchies for support. The towns 

responded by providing the bulk of the soldiers and contributions for 

the Granadao war effort. In return, they made several demands of their 

own. One of the conceaaiona which the converso-influenced city councils 

exacted from Ferdinand was his reluctant C(?nsent t o a three stage 
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anti-Jewish program consisting of segregation, isolation from the 

economic mainst r eam, and expulsion, first from cities and regions, and 

115 finally from the ent ire country. 

rlhile Haliczer concurs with Netanyahu's assertion that most of the 

conversos were not Judaizers, he disagrees with his claim that 

eventual l y Ferdinand ove r came his reluctance an~ found good reason to 

enthusias t ica lly suppor t a policy he had in i tially consented to on ly out 

of obligation. He insists that Ferdinand remained personally opposed to 

the anti-Jewish policy to the end , even as he signed the edict of 

expulsion in 1492. Haliczer offers as evidence for his view t he sudden 

nature of that measure, which came shortly after the Cr own had extended 

Jewish tax farming contracts to 1494. Thus he concludes: 

The climax of this process came when the Crown itself, under the 
pressur e of events and fearing further deteriorat ion of its 
relations with the urban oligarchies, o r dered a hastily prepared , 
poor~y timed . expuls~on tha~ did not _correspony

1
~o either its 

previous Jewish policy or its true interests. 

Haliczer leaves several important questions unanswered. For 

example, he does not explain how the cooversos obtained such power on 

the municipal level without alienating the well-to-do urban Chris t i a ns. 

On th is issue, t he Arkin-Netanyahu claim that the burghers expressed 

enmity toward Jewish and New Chris tian competitors seems to make mo r e 

sense. Furthermore , by Haliczer ' s premises , the Jews should have been 

expelled earlier, I f Ferdinand needed the urban a l1garchies most 

intensely during the war with Granada (to provide men and money), then 

why would he wait until its conclusion befor e issuing the edict which 

tbey so badly desired? Perhaps Haliczer would respond that the mea sure 

was f ully set out during the conflict and only its enactment had to wait 



until later . Finally, Haliczer pays too little attention to the 

important fact that there were obviously a number of strong ly 

anti - Jewish elements in Spain besides the New Christians; after all, it 

was the antisemitic pogroms of 1391 and 1412- 15 which created this 

converso c lass . He tells us nothing about the identity of these groups 

· l · . l . 117 and their roe in the events surrounding the expu s1on. 

Yet Haliczer 1 s claim that the conversos forced the king to expel 

the Jews against his will pr ovides us with a sense of the distance we 

have covered in this chapter. We began with the apologists for Spain, 

then continued with Simon Dubnow and other historians who a rgue that the 

edict's own explanation of the expulsion is essentially a true one: the 

Jews were banished because they encouraged the New Christians in their 

Judaizing . We are now f aced with Stephen Haliczer, who turns that 

explanation on its head and offers the ultimate revisionist asser t ion. 

The converso is transfor med into the instigator. 

Having thus made such a one hundred and eighty degree shift, we 

move oo to the last account which we shall consider here--that of Rabbi 

Leo Baeck. Baeck was oot an historian. He was a theologian, and his 

narrative speaks to us in an explicitly theistic, even providential 

manner. ln a sense he takes us another one hundred and eighty degrees, 

bringing us back--full c ircle--to a his t oriogra phy which predat es that 

of Oubnow and even Graetz and his cont empora~ies. Baeck reconnects the 

bond between history and ~heology , and in doing so, recalls the work of 

sixteenth- century Jewish chroniclers. 
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E. Providence Regained: The View of Leo Baeck 

Born in Germany in 1873, Leo Baeck grew up to become the leader of 

that country's movement for progressive J udaism. He studied history and 

philosophy at the University of Berlin, and attended both the 

conservative seminary in Breslau and the liberal Hochschule in Berlin. 

In 1912 he accepted two positions, one as lecturer in midrash and 

homiletics at the Hochschule, and the other as a congregational rabbi. 

His work in both earned him the respect and affection of the entirety of 

German Jewry. Baeck returned his people's love in the most trying 

circumstances imaginable. As the Nazis launched their insidious scheme 

of hatred and murder, he repeatedly turned down opportunities to go 

abroad. Determined to stay until the last minyan left Germany, Baeck 

was deported to Theresienstadt in 1943. He remained there until the end 

of the war, continuing t o teach, counsel, and console. Miraculously he 

survived, and in 1945 he moved to London where be served as chairman of 

the World Union for Progressive Judaism. He also taught intermittently 

at the Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati until his death in 1956. 118 

Baeck wrote the core of This People Israel at Theresienstadt, wher e 

he was forced to conceal his manuscript on countless occasions . It is a 

unique book; Baeck's English translator Albert Friedlander calls it 

d . d h 119 mo ern mi ras . I believe it is best described as theology through 

history. Baeck refers to it as toldot (as opposed to historia). He 

rejects the prevailing notion of our century that Jewish history like 

any other should be empirical and aecular. He insists, "This people's 

history ie a history of encounters with God. It has this history for 
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its own sake and for the sake of humanity. It bears i t and is bo r ne by 

i t .
11120 

In This People Israel Baeck looks at many o f those "encounters 

with Cod ." One brief sec t ion is devoted to the expulsion of the Jews 

from Spaio. In it he writes: 

The fourth millenium aroused in this people hope after hope, in one 
century after another, now here, now there But it began with that 
darkness of the expulsion of the Sephardim f r om Sepharad, out of 
the land in which their congregations had l i ved from the days of 
the Roman Republic. Despots , in the hou r of the edict of ev i ction, 
thought that they had pronounced judgement upon this

1
~Iople. In 

reali ty , they had uttered a ve rdict upon themselves. 

Baeck speaks of a darkness here, but not without a f irm belief i n 

an even greate r power of light, He mocks the despots of medieval Spain 

along with those o f every other land and era . They cannot prevail, fo r 

although they believe that ultimate power and dominion are theirs, they 

a re in tu r n subject to a grea t er force which turns t heir verdicts back 

upon themselves . A few pages later Baeck refe rs to the potent me ssianic 

vision of the Safed Kabba l i sts, and adds that they a r e "a consequence of 

inner tremors caused by the expulsion of the Sephardim" 122 Providence , 

he seems to be telling us, may work in mysterious ways, but it does 

work, spinning a school of mystical visionaries out of a previous 

generation's catastrophe, illuminating the darkness and making it 

bearable . 

Leo Baeck speaks as one who has been acqu~nted wi th the night. He 

stands as proof that it is not impossible for a modern Jew t o write a 

providential account of his or her people 's pas t , even after the 

Holocaust. Indeed, it i s surely significant that the only 

twentieth-century work to express a consis tent ly t heis tic unde rstanding 
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of the Spanish expulsion was born inside the hellish world of 

Theresienstadt. 

There is more than a bit of i r ony in this fact. Yet it is not 

entirely surprising that only a survivor o f a catastrophe as 

unprecedented and horrible as the Shoah could speak of God's presence in 

the expulsion from Spain. Perhaps having lived through the maelstrom 

sustained by the strength of his hope and his spirit, he felt compelled 

to proclaim to the world that without God, history is ultimately vain. 

Like those few Iberian exiles of old who searched for the meaning of 

their experience and in doing so revived Jewish historiography in the 

sixteenth century, Leo Baec k looked t o the past and found hope to face 

the future. What could be more fitting than to conclude with this 

ancient vision which he restored again in our own age? 
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Chapter IV 

Summary and Epilogue 

The broad range of accounts of the Spanish e~pulsion which we have 

considered in the previous chapters provides ample evidence of the truth 

of Salo Baron ' s claim that every generation writes its own history of 

past generations. Indeed, the diversity among even contemporaneous 

narratives makes this aphorism appear too limiting. We have seen that 

no matter how sophisticated the means of gathering raw historical data 

have become, all students of history still must ultimately interpret the 

facts for themselves, deciding which are more important and which less 

so. Reconstructing the past necessarily entails using knowledge and 

imagination to f i ll io inevitable gaps and establish causal connections 

between seemingly unconnected events, lf any one lesson emerges from 

our encounter with dozens of narratives, it is that his t o ry is no t an 

exact s~ience yielding objective, demonstrable conclusions. The vast 

differences between the accounts of men like Joseph ha-Kohen, E. H. 

Lindo, Heinrich Graetz, Salo Baron, and Benzion Netanyahu, for example, 

show that much of history is still "s tory ," the produc t of each 

individual author's creative reading of past events . 

Nonetheless, as in the cases of music, art, and literature, so too 

in historiography upon c lose examination one can discover certain broad 

tendencies which typify most of the output of any par ticular period. 

There are, of course, always exceptions, but whe n people of not 
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completely dissimilar backgrounds labor in the same general realm, one 

would expect to find some common bonds between their works as a result 

of the influence of the Zeitgeist. 

This, as we have seen, is also true of accounts of the expulsion. 

Therefore, we can speak of a few characteristics which distinguish late 

fifteenth and sixteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth-century views ~f that 

event and its causes. The contemporary chronicles and sixteenth-century 

accounts tend t o cast Isabella as at least Ferdinand's equal in 

treachery, and they attribute the expulsion edict to the Catholic 

monarchs' religious fana ticism . They also praise the Jews foe their 

passive compliance with the hated decree. 

A few hundred years later, in the nineteen th century, the attitude 

t oward the queen changed dramatically. Probably under the influence of 

the Victorian "Cul.t of True Womanhood," Jewish and Gentile writers 

idealized Isabella, and put the blame for the expulsion on either the 

priests' intolerance or Ferdinand's avarice. Most accepted the edict's 

own cl aim that the measure was taken in orde r to put an end to the 

Judaizing heresy among conversos by eliminating their contact with Jews . 

Many also wondered f or the first time ( rather unrealistically) ~hether 

the Spanish Jews might not have been better off if they had actively 

resisted complying with tbe degree and launched a civil war against the 

regime. 

Io twentieth-century accounts, this talk of armed rebellion 

disappears, as does the idealized portrait of the queen. lo the 

majority of narratives, the role of both sovereigns in the drama 

surrounding the expulsion is greatly reduced. Quite a few historians 
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have cont inued to view the edict as a response to Judaizing . Others, 

however, prefer to trace its origins to sociopolitical or economic 

factors. The result has been an array of views considerably more 

diverse than that of previous ~ras. 

My primary concern throughout this work has been the question of 

what role, if any, the many thinkers writing on the Spanish expu lsion 

have attributed to divine providence. In considering the plethora o f 

explanations of fered for thi s unfortunate event over the past five 

hundred years, I have firs t and fo remost sought to unde rstand how their 

authors perceived God's presence (o r absence) in the history of the 

Jewis h people . The pattern which l have discerned is one o f gradual but 

steady diminution of the role of the deity. With the pr ominent 

exception of Solomon Ibn Verga's Shevet Yehudah, nearly every 

sixteenth-century account stresses some sense of divine , messianic 

purpose underlying the seemingly catastrophic decree . By the nineteenth 

century, God's mighty hand was reduced to a finger, a spirit of 

retribution or justice inherent in the historical process. Finally, as 

historiography entered the twentieth century, even this dim view of 

deity disappeared almost completely from the stage of history; now 

secular assumptions shaped the methodology of even traditionally­

observant Jewish historians. 

Some Jews have undoubtedly applauded the demise of this sort of 

"sac red history." They would claim that it had imposed a heavy burden 

insofar as it blinded Israel to the harsh realities o f life in a profane 

and often hostile world. In making this argument they, to some degree, 

255 



follow the precedent of Ibn Verga, who hoped that the Jews would take 

note of the natural, non-theistic reasons for their suffering, and use 

this knowledge to ameliorate their situation. 

But perhaps it is not yet time to sound the death knell for 

providential views of the Jewish pas t. In 1982, Professor Yosef Hayim 

Yerushalmi published a small but influential book which he called 

Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory. In it, he distinguishes 

between the specialized discipline of history and the people 's 

collective memory. While he himself is a highly-respected professional 

Jewish historian at a secular university, Yerushalmi speaks o f the need 

for memory, an understanding of the past which infuses it with meaning 

and which can spring only from a kind of shared religious, commu nal 

iden t ity. 

The quest i on then arises: Does the Spanish expulsion still remain 

a part of Jewish memor y? I believe that it does and that at least fo r 

some Jews, it lives on t he re in a providential fashion . I learned th is 

firsthand on ly a few months ago, when speaking to a group of Jewish 

lay people about the causes of the expulsion. At the end of my talk, I 

entertained questions. At first, no one said a word. Then , slowly, a 

middle-aged man stood up, raised his hand and asked, "Don 't you know 

that in the same year that Ferdinand and Isabella expelled the Jews, 

Columbus discovered America? This is why Jewish history is such a 

miracle. When God c l oses one door, he opens another! And that , my 

friends, is why we're here in America celebrating Shabbat tonight," 
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With that, the lone questioner t ook his seat, and others in the 

congregation around him began to nod in silent consent aod endorsement. 

Fo r a moment I pondered possible rejoinders . But I did not respond , 

opting instead to add my silence to the powerful, wordless show of 

support for this insistence on the presence o f providence in the Jewish 

past. After all , I thought , who am I to argue with this sort of memor y? 
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Edict of Ferdinand and I,ahJ/4 /or tlu Equwm of t!N Jno,, 
dated Granatla, 30ti MtlrOA, 1492. 

Whereas., having been informed that in t.heae our kingdom,, 
there were eome bad Christiana who j11dair,ed and apoat.atited 
from our holy catholic faith, the chief C&Ule or which WU the 
communication of Jews with Chriltian1; at t.he Cortea we held 
in the city of Toledo in the year 1480, we ordered the aaid 
J ewe in all the cities, toWill, and places in our kingdom• and 
dominion.a, to eeparat.e into J ewriea and placea apart, where 
they ahould live and reside, hoping by their aeparation alone to 
remedy the evil. Furthermore, we baTe 10ught and giftll 
orden, that inquisition ahould be made m our Mid Jr:ingdom,, 
which, u ia known, for upward.a of twelYe yean hu been, and 
is done. whereby many gulley pe?10n.a have been ~ered, u 
is notorious. And aa we are informed· by the inquisitora, and 
many other religious, ecclesiastic.al, and eecular penom, that 
great injury has resulted, and doe1 result, and it ia stated, and 
appears to be, from the participation, IOCiety, and ~mmuni­
cation they held and do hold with Jewa, who it appears always 
endeavour in every way they can to rubvm our holy catliolio 
faith, and to make faithful ChriJtiana withdraw and eeparate 
themeelvea therefrom, and attract and pervert them to their 
injurious opinions and belief, instructing them ·in the cere. 
monies and observances of their religion, holding meetinga 
where they read and teach them what they t.re to beli~e and 
observe according to their religion; eeeking to circumciae them 
and their children; ,giving them book.a from which they may 
read their prayers; and explaining to them the futa they are 
to obaerve; assembling with t.hem to read and to teach t.hem 
the histories . of their law; notifying to them t.he r.tinla pre­
vioua to their occurring, and inatnu.,a.ng t.hem wbai t.hey are 
to do and observe thereon ; giving and carrying to them from 
their bou1C1 unleavened bread, and m•l alaughtered with 
ceremonies; ina&.ructing them what they are to refrain from, 



EDICT OF J!ERDlNAND AND ISABELLA. (1492. 

aa well in food as in other matters, for the due obeervance of 
their religion, and persuading them all they can to profet111 and 
keep the law of Mosea; giving them to understand, that except 
that, there js no other law or truth, which ia proved by many 
declarations and confessions, aa well of Jew1 themaelves II of 
tboae who have been perverted and deceived by them, which 
haa greatly redounded to the injury, detriment, and opprobrium 
of our holy catholic faith. 

Notwithstanding we were informed of the major part of 
thia before, and we knew the certain remedy for all these 
injuries and inconveniences wu to separate the aaid Jewa from 
all communication with Chriatiana, and banish them from all 
our kingdom~, yet,.w:e were desiroua to content o~rselves by 
ordering them to q~t\u the cities, towu, and places of Anda• 
lusia, where, it appean, ~ey had done the great.eat mischief, 
considering that would suffice, and that thoae of other cities, 
town, and places would cease to do ud commit the same. 

But as we are informed that neither that, nor the execution 
of some of the said Jewa, who have been guilty of the aaid 
crimes and offences against our holy Catholic &itb, baa been 
aufficient for a complete remedy to obviate and arrest 10 great 
an opprobrium and offence to the Catholic faith and religion. 

And as it is found and appears, that the said Jews, wherever 
they live and congregate, daily increase in continuing their 
wicked and injurioua purposes; to afford them no further o~ 
portunity for iDBulting our holy Catholic &ith, and thoae whom 
until now God haa been pleaaed to preserve, aa well aa those 
who had fallen, but hav~ amended and are brought back to 
our holy mother church, which; according to the wealme11 of 
our human nature and the diabolical suggestion that continually 
wagea war with ua, may euily occur, unleil die principal cauae 
of it be removed, which ia to bauiah the aid Jen from our 
kingdoms. 

And when any eerioua and det.eatable crime ia committed by 
10me peraona of a college or univenity, it i, right that ,uoh 
oollege or university abould be diaolved and annihilated, and 
the 1eaer au1fer for the greater, and one be puniahed for the 



1492.] EDICT OF FERDINAND AND ISABELLA. 

other; o.nd those that disturb the welfare and proper living of 
cities and towns, that by contagion may injure othen, should 
be expelled therefrom, and even for lighter caw.ea that might 
be injurious to the state, how much more then for the greatest, 
most dangerous, and contagious of crimes like thia. 

Therefore we, by and with the coun.eel and advice of 10me 
prelates and high noblemen of our kingdoms, e.nd other lea.med 
persons of our council, having maturely deliberated thereon, 
resolve to order all the said J ewa and J ewesae.a to quit our king• 
dome, and never to return or come back to them, or any of them. 
Therefore we commaud thia our edict to be issued, whereby 
we command all Jewa and Jewea888, of whatever age they may 
be, that live, reside, and dwell in our said kingdoma and 
dominions, aa well nativee u thoee who are not., who in any 
manner or for any cauae may have come to dwell therein, that 
by the end of the mouth of July next, of the preeent year 
1492, they depart from all our said kingdoms and dominiom, 
with their sons, daughters, man-eervanta, maid-eervanta, and 
J ewi.sh attend.anti, both great e.nd small, of whatever age they 
may be; and they shall not presume to retum to, nor reside 
therein, or in any part of them, · either aa residen~ tn.vellen, 
or in any other manner whatever, under pain that if they do 
not perform and execute the same, and are found to reaide in 
our said kingdoms and dominions, or should in any manner 
live therein, they incur the penalty of death, and oon.fi.ecation 
of all their property to our treasury, which penalty they 
incur by the act itself, without further proceaa, declara~on, or 
sentence. 

And we command and forbid any pel'IOn or penona of our 
said kingdom.a, of whataoever rank, station, or condition they 
may be, that they do not preaume publicly or 1eCret.ly to 
receive, shelter, protect, or defend any Je'J, or Jeweee, after 
the said term of the end of July, in their land, or houaea, 
or in any other part of our aid kingdoms and dominiona, 
hencefo~ard for ever and ever, under pain of losing all ~eir 
property, n.-la, cutie,, and other poaaelliona ; and funber• 
more forfeit to our treuu.ry any 1wm they have, or receive 
from ua. 
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And that the said Jews and Jewesses during the said time, 
until the end of the said month of July, may be the better 
able to dispose of themselves, their property, and eat&tel, we 
hereby take and receive them under our eecurity, protection, 
and royal safeguard; and insure to them and their properties, 
that during the said period, until the eaid day, the end of the 
said month of July, they may travel in aafety, and may enter, 
sell, barter, and alienate all their moveable and immoveable 
property, and freely dispose thereof at their pleasure. 

And that during the ea.id time, no harm, injury, or wrong 
w:hatever shall be done to their penona or propertiea contrary 
to justice, under the pain.a those peraona incur and a.re liable lo, 

that violate our royal safeguard. 
We likewise grant permiaa:ion and authority to ibe aaid J ewe 

and Jewesses, to export their wealth and property, by aea or 
land, from our said kingdoms and dominion,, provided they do 
not take away gold, silver, money, or other llrticlea prohibited 
by the laws of our kingdoms, but in mcrchandiae e.nd goods 
that are not prohibited. 

And we command all the justices of our kingdom,, that they 
c-ause the ~hole of the above herein contained to be obeerved 
and fulfilled, and that they do not act contrary hereto ; and 
that they afford nll neceua.ry favour, under pain of being 
deprived of office, and the confiscation of all their property to 

our exchequer. 
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