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Jews and Muslims in Medieval Christian Spain

by Atsushi OKUDA

It appears that those who believe in different religions find it difficult
to live together and enjoy their freedom of worship. The series of bloodshed
over the religious struggle in the past and present may well support this
statement. How to establish a basis for peaceful coexistence among differ-
ent religions is, therefore, one of the most important, and perhaps the most
difficult, questions we are required to answer.

With this view in mind, this paper will examine two titles in Les Siete
Partidas (S.P.) compiled by Alfonso X, the Wise, King of Leon-Castilien
(1254—1284); namely, “On the Jews” (S.P. 7,24) which contains eleven sta-
tutes, and “On the Moros” (S.P. 7,25) which contains ten statutes. On the
Iberian Peninsula, in the days of the reign of Alfonso X, a considerable
number of Jews and Muslims as well as Christians lived. How did Alfonso
X, as the Head of Spanish Christian Kingdom, treat the followers of differ-
ent religions?

A glance at the preambles to these two titles reveals a certain resem-
blance to the subject matter dealt with therein. That is to say, both contain
the origin of the name of the two religions (i.e., Jews and Moros), their way
of life among Christians, the prohibited matters, and apostate (conversion
from Christianity). This does not necessarily mean, however, that the two
groups were treated equally. When we closely examine the substance of the
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statutes contained in each title, it becomes obvious that the provisions
applicable to Jews were, at least in matters of their major concern, very
different from those prescribed for Moros. That is, while Title 24 consisted
mainly of provisions regarding the way of life and the prohibited matters,
especially those in the social relations with Christians, well over half of
Title 25 is assigned to provisions concerning the conversion from
Chrisianity.

Among those provisions dealing with the way of life in Christian
neighbourhoods, those concerning (a) the religious activities and (b) the
social relations with Christians will be examined in this paper. The former,
in turn, is divided into two subcategories: the activities by non-Christians
toward Christians and non-Christian activities among Christians them-
selves. As far as the first subcategory is concerned, both Jews and Moros
were seemingly treated equally in the sense that they were equally forbid-
den to blaspheme Christianity or proselytize any Christian. But the rules
in the second subcategory stipulate different treatment of Jews and Moros.
Only Jews were allowed, under certain restrictions, to enjoy the free exer-
cise on their belief. A typical example can be seen by the fact that Jews
could maintain their synagogue within the Christian township, while a
mosque, should it be built in a Christian township, was forbidden by the
king. In addition, there are explicit provisions in Title 24 to allow religious
practices of Jews such as the sabbath, where as nothing is provided in Title
25 with regard to the Moros’ religious practices, not even rules forbidding
them.

Provisions regulating social relations with Christians can be seen only
in Title 24, which was applied to Jews but not Moros. These regulations
prescribed various restrictions in a detailed manner. To name a few, Jews

were forbidden to employ Christians as domestic servants, to eat or bathe
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with Christians, while Christians were prohibited from inviting Jews to eat
with them, accepting invitations to partake of food prepared by Jews, drink-
ing wine produced by Jews, and receiving medicines or cathartics prepared
by Jews. These detailed restrictions could be seen as evidence of the close
interactions between Christians and Jews at that time. However, S.P.
7,24,1, while allowing Jews to reside among Christians, also provided that
the Jews were to serve as a perpetual reminder of their ancestries, the
crucifiers of Jesus Christ. In other words, despite the fact that they could
live side by side with Christians, they were in a sense captives who were
forced to wear a distinctive mark on their head, thereby reinforcing the
Christian identity for Christians.

Conversion from Christianity is the main theme of Title 25. In princi-
ple, all who converted from Christianity were to be put to death. The only
exception were those who converted to Islam and successfully escaped into
the Moros’ territory, these converters were allowed to live. It is interesting
to note that old, harsher rules were modified under Title 24. According to
the old rules, the re-converters were not only forced to live a poorer life
economically, but they were also forced to live in disgrace. Under the
revised rule, they were free from being accused of their re-conversion dur-
ing their lifetime, though such an accusation could be brought within a
five-year-period after their death. Furthermore, re-converters whose contri-
bution greatly benefited the Christian territory might be exempted from
any accusation or penalty. The underlying policy of this rule was probably
that it could promote the transition of wealth from the Moros’ territory to
the Christian territory. This, in turn, suggests that Moros, unlike Jews,
were given no room to live within the Christian territory.

The basic policy of the titles in Las Siete Partidas toward the two

groups of non-Christians can be summarized as follows: Jews were
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regarded as an integral part of the Christian society but at the same time
were discriminated against in various aspects of their social activities,
while Moros were merely a source of wealth for Christians and their living
places were restricted to their own territory. In other words, as far as we
can see, peaceful coexistence of different religious was not the main con-
cern of the two titles of Las Siete Partidas. This explains the misfortunes
which fell upon these doomed people in the subsequent centuries. Jews in
the Castilien Kingdom were persecuted from the end of the fourteenth cen-
tury and Moros were virtually banished from the Iberian Peninsula in
1492.
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