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ABSTRACT 

 

At the beginning of the sixteenth century, the Muslims of the newly conquered territory 

of Granada rebelled against their Catholic Castilian and Aragonese masters. The Muslims 

of Granada were subsequently given the choice of expulsion or conversion, with many 

choosing to remain and convert to Catholicism. Beginning with these initial conversions, 

the question of Morisco Muslim-ness is one that has historians for years. For many 

scholars, Morisco religiosity represents a form of syncretic religion that blends both the 

Catholic and the Muslim in specific instantiations of religious practice. For others, the 

Moriscos represent a crypto-Islamic community that practiced a form of taqiyya, or the 

Islamic practice allowing Muslims to conceal their religious affiliation under duress or 

the threat of death. What these analyses fail to take into account is the performative 

aspects of Morisco religious practice at the boundaries of Catholicism and Islam. This 

dissertation intends to look at Moriscos as a suspect community from the perspective of 

the Spanish state, but also from the vantage point of the Moriscos themselves, who 

attempted to navigate the boundaries of Catholicism as articulated in legislation, 

polemical texts, and inquisitorial trials, while framing their religious practice in terms of 

cultural preservation. Similarly, this dissertation will examine the methods employed by 

the Moriscos in their performance of an oppositional Muslim identity set in direct 

contrast to a developing Spanish nationalism. Performance here is being employed to 

investigate how Moriscos, who represented a “fifth column” for the nascent Spanish 

state, constructed fluid identities that fluctuated in response to the socio-cultural and/or 

political context. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The Problem of Morisco Religious Identity 
 

The image of the Moor is a compilation of both fact and fiction. The Moor is an 

abstract Other; the Barbary corsair; the tragic Othello; the fictionalized savior of the 

Robin Hood movie portrayed by Morgan Freeman; the inhabitant of the Moroccan souks 

and exotic bazaars; but in all cases something Other – i.e. the uncivilized Muslim. The 

Moor is part of the “old world,” thus he becomes a mythologized being that is at all times 

foreign and belonging to a world where he is to be feared and never trusted. 

I am here referencing the concept of the “Other” as it has been used to theorize 

the beginnings of individual and group identities. In the same way that even in child 

development, the self is conceived of in relation to the identification of others outside of 

the self, as Ayla Gol writes regarding the imagining of the Turkish nation through 

‘Othering’ Armenians, stating that “national identities are socially constructed and 

inherently relational, such that collective imagination depends on a dialectical opposition 

to another identity. The ontology of Otherness becomes the necessary basis of social 

imagination.” The “Other” can take the shape of an immigrant community – namely 

Latinos in the case of the United States, as Anour Majid argues in We are All Moors, or 

in the case of Europe – Muslims, as Salman Sayyid argues in Recalling the Caliphate. 
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The Moriscos of sixteenth century Spain faced the daunting task of countering 

some of these ethno-religious stereotypes, while navigating increasingly complex 

ideations of Spanish national identity. Moorish-ness alongside of forced conversion 

marked the Morisco population as undesirables for the majority of the sixteenth century 

by delegitimizing their Christian practice in the eyes of their coreligionists, ecclesiastical 

authorities and the nascent Spanish State.  In a society divided between Old Christians 

(those without the taint of Moorish or Jewish blood) and New Christians (those coerced 

into converting from Judaism and Islam to Christianity), Moriscos were not Christian 

enough nor were they able to assuage the fears of Spanish Monarchical authorities. The 

sincerity of their conversions was continually called into question because they were the 

product of coercion. Moriscos were effectively considered a Muslim fifth column for the 

greater part of the sixteenth century in Spain and treated as a suspect community until 

their expulsion from 1609 to 1614 CE.1 As a fifth column, Moriscos were treated as a 

suspect community who were presumably waiting and perpetually ready to strike at a 

moments notice against the state and their neighbors.2 Likewise, Moriscos represented a 

permanent stain on Spanish history, since as their very name denotes - they were the little 

Moors and were a constant reminder that Islam once dominated Iberia. 

                                                
1 On the idea of the Moriscos as a fifth column see “The Moriscos: An Ottoman Fifth Column in 
Sixteenth-Century Spain,” by Andrew C. Hess in The American Historical Review 74, No. 1 
(Oct., 1968), pp. 1-25. 
2 “Because now, as in the decades and centuries following 1492, the Moors-all all Moors-are 
suspected of being potential fifth columnists, members of sleeping cells, or secret agents of 
nebulous organizations in the rocky and rugged mountains of central Asia.” As found in – Anouar 
Majid. We Are All Moors: Ending Centuries of Crusades against Muslims and Other Minorities 
(p. 2). 
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The Moriscos were by and large the prototypical Spanish campesinos, or 

peasants, and urban poor with extensive ties to the lands of Granada, Valencia, Aragon 

and countless cities throughout Southern Spain along with the mountainous countryside.3 

A long tradition of hard work and enterprise made the Morisco community’s prosperity a 

target of the dominant Christian society and their forced conversion and expulsion were 

the penultimate and ultimate results of that targetting, which was expressed through 

religious persecution by the Spanish Catholic Church and state. Moriscos participated in 

every aspect of the economic life of Granada, where they formed the majority and were 

also skilled laborers in the silk trade and were involved with textile manufacturing in 

other parts of Spain, where they formed the minority.4 They were also shop owners, 

tailors, shoemakers, and skilled artisans. In cities in central and northern Spain where 

they lived as Mudejars, most Muslims lived in specific Moorish quarters in larger cities 

similar to eastern European Jewish ghettos. They ate a Mediterranean diet consisting of 

dried fruit, legumes, breads and grains, very little meat, which was considered odd and 

unhealthy by the Old Christian population.5 The vast majority of Moriscos were peasants 

who worked the land for large landowners, where they were vassals of many of the most 

powerful men in Spain and worked their fields as laborers. One old Spanish saying goes 

“el que tiene Moro, tiene oro,” or the one who has Muslims working for him has gold in 

his pocket. Essentially, the Muslim population at the beginning of the sixteenth century 

                                                
3 Matthew Carr, Blood and Faith: The purging of Muslim Spain (New York: The New Press, 
2011), 41. 
4 Carr, Blood and Faith, 3. 
5 Carr, Blood and Faith, 187. 
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was the backbone of Spanish agriculture and was involved in all aspects of the greater 

Spanish economy as well. 

For the most part, Moriscos are portrayed as the quintessential example of 

Crypto-Islam in academic works, but the movement of Moriscos from a state of Muslim-

ness to a state of crypto-Islam is often too teological an argument.6 This trajectory should 

be questioned beyond offering up hybridity and syncretism as the solution to the problem 

of Morisco religious variety, vibrancy and heterodoxy from both Christian and Islamic 

notions of orthodoxy. One purpose of this dissertation is to problematize the way scholars 

and researchers in Morisco Studies have reified the notion that Moriscos were Muslims in 

hiding when there is plenty of evidence to suggest that they were more than just crypto-

Muslims and/or a Muslim 5th column. I argue that their crypto-Muslim-ness should not 

be taken as a given and Islam at the turn of the sixteenth century should not be similarly 

viewed as a monolith devoid of deviation and variety in its quotidian sense in Iberia 

before and after the Christian conquest of Granada. 

The questions central to this dissertation are: Where do Moriscos fit between a 

Christian and/or Muslim identity?; how complete was their conversion to Catholicism?; 

and how orthodox was their crypto-Islamic belief and practice? The common sense 

Islamophobic logic of our time, and in many ways also that of sixteenth century Iberia, 

would have it that being Muslim and a Spaniard were incongruous - or Muslim & 

European for that matter.7 The Moriscos inhabited an in-between space at the boundaries 

                                                
6 Vincent Barletta. Covert Gestures: Crypto-Islamic Literature as Cultural Practice in Early 
Modern Spain (Kindle Edition.) 
7 As L. P. Harvey notes in his monumental work - Muslims in Spain, "it is difficult for some to 
accept that the Moriscos were not only Muslims but they were also European." Harvey points to 
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of an enforced Christian identity and Muslim cultural expression/performance that 

requires further examination. Their collective performance of lived religion highlights the 

variety of religious experience in sixteenth century Iberia, but also be speaks the 

differences encountered in Islamic practice even in today’s world. 

Although modern conceptions of individual religious practice have made religious 

conversion a very personal matter, during the sixteenth century in Spain – orthodoxy and 

orthopraxy were determined by the church, which was closely aligned with the Spanish 

monarchy.  The state and church apparatus were virtually one and the same, and so 

Christian religious practice could be viewed as something akin to a civil religion tied 

directly to a nascent nationalism.  In the eyes of the church, the Moriscos lacked the 

requisite “practical and knowledgeable mastery” to be considered true members of the 

religious community and by extension the state.  From the very beginning of their mass 

conversions (often performed with thousands of people amassed in a public square 

without their consent and in a foreign language), there was a national discussion among 

the Castilian elite as to whether or not Morisco conversions could be considered valid, 

because they were enacted under extreme duress.  While the Catholic leadership initially 

sanctioned these conversions as valid, the sincerity of the community’s religious 

                                                                                                                                            
the example of the vernacularization of Muslim scripture during the 15th century and the large 
corpus of Aljamiado literature as examples of what was occurring throughout Europe at this time, 
as different language groups were translating and acquiring vernacular religious texts to assist in 
their religious practice. Moriscos participated in this phenomenon of translating texts from Arabic 
into their regional Iberian vernaculars. As with all processes of translation, it is not too far fetched 
to suppose that Moriscos would have turned to equivalencies that aided in understanding when 
they encountered difficult words in Arabic to translate. Idiomatic turns of phrase would have also 
been used to convey specific exegetical messages outside of the translation of scriptural texts and 
the surviving Aljamiado literature suggests that the Moriscos were very much concerned with 
retaining not just their religious heritage but also the maintenance of cultural norms. 
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convictions was deemed dubious at best.  Countless attempts were made by the Spanish 

church and state to inculcate the Christian “corpus of norms and knowledges” among the 

Moriscos, but in the eyes of these same authorities – they seemingly failed.  The layers of 

this convoluted self-legitimating structure were never geared in the Moriscos’ favor.  The 

very same authoritative structures that sought to exclude them were concomitantly being 

deployed to include them to no avail.  Notwithstanding the fact that there were many 

within the Catholic hierarchy that clearly saw the hypocrisy of it all and did deeply wish 

for the community to be included as full members of the church and state, Moriscos were 

ultimately excluded and expelled.  After all the work and struggle suffered by the 

community and its allies for over one hundred years, they were found deficient in 

Hispanicity, blood purity, and Christianity. 

Along the same vein, the Morisco case is reminiscent of Robert Orsi's 

conceptualization of Southern Europeans as “In-between” people and how In-between-

ness is used in David Roediger's Working Toward Whiteness.  Both authors write about 

the space “in between” racialized immigrant Other-ness and full white citizenship in the 

United States.  The “inbetween” identity occupied by marginalized European immigrants 

to the United States during the latter parts of the 19th and early 20th centuries was in 

response to the desire of pre-existing American white communities to police the 

boundaries of whiteness. If we were to examine the example of enslaved Muslims in 

America - who themselves occupied a sort of Inbetween-ness as Moors, the policing of 

the space between whiteness and blackness is similarly evident. For instance, some 

enslaved Muslims were able to enter into white only spaces because they retained a 

Moorish identity that often distinguished them from other enslaved African peoples and 
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similarly elevated their status due to Islam's position as a historically rival religion and 

civilizational project vis-à-vis Christianity. The use of Arabic, the ability to write, 

separation from other slaves, cultural refinement, and possible former status as slave 

owners - all helped to craft an image of exceptionality for enslaved Muslims in America 

that was deeply associated with a Moorish identity.8 

As Kambiz GhaneaBassiri elucidates, through the repurposing of Michael 

Gomez's pioneering working on the early African Muslim presence in the Americas, 

Muslims occupied a type of Inbetween-ness both as tools within the slave system and 

also as complicit agents seeking their own ends.9 All of these distinctions craft a narrative 

that marks difference and exception in the case of enslaved Muslims, while reifying the 

distinctions of inferiority leveled against enslaved Africans by American racists and 

slaveholders. Although these instances of subversion of the dominant racial paradigm are 

useful in providing examples of those who made it out so-to-speak, the exceptional nature 

of these instantiations, as described by GhaneaBassiri, highlight the persistent nature of 

racialized discourses within the perpetuation of slavery and racial distinctions in this 

country. They also foreshadow the way in which in the United States both the Moorish 

                                                
8 Richard Brent Turner explains: "Although Europeans had finally surpassed global Islam in 
terms of technology and military power by the time of the antebellum period in America, the 
image of the `Moor' or the Muslim enemy was still a powerful signification for people of 
European descent everywhere. It explained the awe and respect that some African Muslim slaves 
received from some white Americans, as well as the repeated attempts on the part of whites to 
facilitate their return back to Africa, in order to rid America of Islam." Turner, Islam in the 
African American Experience, 44-45.  
9 Kambiz GhaneaBassiri, A History of Islam in America: From the New World to the New World 
Order, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010). For a larger conversation on the early 
Muslims presence in the Americas please see also Michael Gomez’s Black Crescent: The 
Experience and Legacy of African Muslims in the Americas, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2005). 
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Science Temple and the Nation of Islam would formulate a strategy of racial distinction 

by deploying similar narratives of Muslim exceptionality by emphasizing North African, 

Asiatic and Moorish roots. 

Correspondingly, Morisco religious identity is important not only because of the 

ambiguity and accusations associated with their communal performance of religion, but 

also because the Moriscos represent a Muslim religious minority deployed by the Spanish 

state to juxtapose their own developing national identity, or Hispanicity. To understand 

the importance of the Morisco communal and religious identity in defining Spanish 

identity, the performative nature of the term Morisco should be briefly examined. For 

instance, one dictionary’s definition for the Spanish word Morisco is Moorish, which also 

includes all aspects of Spanish Muslim cultural production including inanimate objects, 

art, clothing, music and architecture.10 Although the term was not initially used 

disparagingly, it was not a name chosen by the community but it does represent the name 

given to the population of Muslims who were forcibly converted by the Spanish crown 

and the Catholic Church. It would come to be used alongside other derogatory references 

to Islam, Muslims and all vestigial facets of Muslim culture found on the Iberian 

Peninsula. The term Moro, from which Morisco is derived, was used on the Iberian 

Peninsula to designate not only North Africans, but also all Muslims. As such, Moro was 

a universal term used by those outside the community as well as within to refer to 

Muslims. Morisco, on the other hand, was meant to signal that the population was no 

longer Muslim but a converted population, yet still related to their former status as a 

separate religious community.  Consequently, the term Morisco was used to concretize 
                                                
10 Real dictionario de la Academia Española. 
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the community’s distinction and social location outside of normative Spanish and 

Catholic identity. 

 

On Morisco Studies 
 

This dissertation seeks to address the delineation of the boundaries between Islam 

and Christianity, the articulation of the boundaries between Hispanicity and Moorish-

ness, and how Morisco religious performance fits into the broader equation of identity 

formation. What did this look like for Moriscos at the very beginning of the sixteenth 

century? How were they Muslim on the ground? And, while it is difficult to reconstruct 

their religiosity whether in public or behind closed doors, Moriscos were asked to 

perform religion in public to demonstrate the sincerity of their conversions both to 

Spanish authorities, who linked Christian-ness with loyalty to the state, and the Catholic 

clerical hierarchy, whose job it was to bring Moriscos into the fold of Christianity. 

Morisco performance of religion was subsequently always on display and represented 

more than just their religious affiliation, since it was tied to suspicions regarding their 

loyalty to the Spanish state and Catholic church. 

Recent historical treatment of the Moriscos has focused on early Spanish histories 

written during and after the sixteenth century, inquisitorial records, Spanish archival 

material, and the writings of Moriscos themselves either in Romance dialects or in 

Aljamiado, which is one of the many Iberian Romance dialects written in Arabic. 

Although Morisco Studies attempts to look at the lives of these crypto-Muslims in Iberia 

during the sixteenth century, the community was in no way a monolith. Perhaps the most 

widely quoted and most expansive historical overviews of the Moriscos can be found in 
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L. P. Harvey’s Muslims in Spain, 1500 to 1614.  Harvey tackles the entire history of the 

Moriscos from 1492 to the end of the expulsion in 1614.  Harvey’s text is fundamental to 

the study of the Moriscos because it synthesizes the extant historical arguments that have 

arisen among scholars in a way that is approachable, but it is also indicative of the 

silences.11  One of the arguments Harvey explores is the power of labeling subjects.12 As 

he points out, there were no clear ways of determining ancestral lineage during the 

sixteenth century because of inter-faith intermarriage amongst Muslims and Christians in 

previous centuries along with conversion to Islam among many indigenous people 

throughout Iberia: 

Even if we were to posit two genetic stocks that started out as quite distinct, one, 
that of the "native" inhabitants of the Iberian Peninsula, and the other, that of the 
invaders of 711, it has to be borne in mind that by the time the final expulsion 
came, the two groups would have had nine centuries to intermingle. If the two 
groups had remained totally "uncontaminated," the one by the other, over such a 
long time span, that would itself have been a most remarkable biological 
phenomenon.13 

The myth of Liempieza de Sangre, or blood purity, was vital to how Old Christians 

understood themselves in relation to the Moriscos.  Purity of blood was an obsession the 

                                                
11 By silences I am here referring to the work of Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: 
Power and the Production of History, (Boston: Beacon Press, 2012). As exemplified in the 
following selection (p. 25), “(t)he search for the nature of history has led us to deny ambiguity 
and either to demarcate precisely and at all times the dividing line between historical process and 
historical knowledge or to conflate at all times historical process and historical narrative. Thus 
between the mechanically “realist” and naively “constructivist” extremes, there is the more 
serious task of determining not what history is— a hopeless goal if phrased in essentialist terms— 
but how history works. For what history is changes with time and place or, better said, history 
reveals itself only through the production of specific narratives. What matters most are the 
process and conditions of production of such narratives. Only a focus on that process can uncover 
the ways in which the two sides of historicity intertwine in a particular context. Only through that 
overlap can we discover the differential exercise of power that makes some narratives possible 
and silences others.” 
12 Harvey, Muslims in Spain, 6-7. 
13 Ibid., 7-8. 
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Spanish would carry to their New World territories along with the Inquisition.14  Because 

of centuries of Muslim rule and incessant wars to expand the borders of Christianity 

southward, the fledgling Spanish national identity was founded on ideas of self that were 

in relation to this internal Muslim Other and enforced through violence.15 

Among the authors who have added to the Morisco discourse, Anwar Chejne is 

one the few authors who have attempted to contribute a Muslim perspective on the 

subject.  Chejne’s Islam in the West: The Moriscos, a Cultural and Social History is 

primarily concerned with the preservation of Islam within the clandestine practice of the 

Moriscos and the community’s relationship and resistance to their Catholic oppressors.  

The subject is treated as an uncomplicated case of oppression and resistance, since the 

history of the Moriscos was indeed framed as such even by those who saw their 

conversion and the suppression of Islam in Iberia as necessary evils.  The problem that 

arises with this particular text is in Chejne’s characterization of Catholic clergy as an 

inflexible oppressive force without nuance: 

As a powerless minority, the Moriscos were exploited and deprived of elementary 
rights and opportunities, developing intense hatred for their oppressors and all 

                                                
14 Stanley M. Hordes, To the End of the Earth: A History of the Crypto-Jews of New Mexico 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 21. 
15 David Nirenburg in his several works on the issue of late Medieval and early modern violence 
against religious minorities in Spain offers up a different take on how to view pre-modern 
articulations of what could possibly be labeled racism or proto-racism.  He states that “premodern 
people sought to make their own cultural classifications appear natural, (and) (a)mong modernists 
it has reinforced a tendency to think of modern ideologies as radically discontinuous from those 
of the distant past.”15  Nirenburg though does not go as far as labeling the history of Moriscos – a 
racist history.  What he instead seeks to accomplish is the bridging of the gap between what he 
terms pre-modern “strategies of naturalization” and modern racialized ideologies in a 
decentered/non-evolutionary history of race and racism by juxtaposing and comparing the 
discourse itself. 
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they stood for – including Christianity, which was associated with unscrupulous 
bishops and greedy, ignorant clerics.16 

Where Islam and the West proves to be most useful is in its description of the subtle ways 

in which the Moriscos were able to perpetuate their Islamic practice in the face of 

extreme violence, oppression, suppression of religious beliefs and culture, and the 

destruction and pillaging of Islam’s religious infrastructure.17 As such, Chejne is able to 

focus on religious notions of final deliverance through millenarianism informed by both 

Islam and Christianity.18 Chejne’s work speaks directly to the question of Muslim 

agency. His work is one of the few that attempts to address suffering as part of the lived 

realities of the Moriscos. This suffering is expressed not merely as a historian’s attempt 

to make the reader emphathic, but as a genuine articulation of the longing expressed by 

communities whose agency has been taken away by colonization and occupation. 

Chejne's work captures that fine line between a silenced Muslim past and the celebrated 

Christian conquest and the continued negotiation between the two. 

On the opposite side of the spectrum is Mary Elizabeth Perry’s The Handless 

Maiden, which focuses on the lives of Moriscas and in many ways adds specificity to the 

subject of women within Morisco communities in Iberia.  Perry describes Moriscas as 

“disempowered” members of a “marginalized” ethnic group and their “lives reveal the 

complexities of cultural accommodation and resistance to oppression that traditional 

historical interpretations often overlook.”19  Perry challenges her readers to look beyond 

                                                
16 Chejne, Islam in the West The Moriscos: A Cultural and Social History (Albany: SUNY Press, 
1983), 169-170. 
17 Ibid., 20. 
18 Ibid., 18. 
19 Perry, The Handless Maiden, 5. 
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the “superficial assumptions” regarding Moriscos and recongize more complex narratives 

regarding power and gender.20  In view of the fact that traditional modes of replicating 

Islamic religious knowledge and practice were completely suppressed, the task of 

educating children on the fundamentals of Islam, even if clandestinely, fell on the 

Moriscas, and women became the primary religious instructors in the absence of formal 

educational networks.  Even within this more specific focus on gender, Perry clearly 

stresses the fact that not all Moriscas were the same and the realities of a peasant woman 

in comparison to the wife of a rich landlord were two very distinct worlds that may have 

overlapped, but can in no way be neatly subsumed under a single unified framework.21  

Perry’s approach attempts to position the study of Moriscos within a framework that 

actively challenges preexisting assumptions of powerlessness, homogeneity, and 

simplicity in the face of presumed oppression.22  To this end, Perry has been influenced 

by feminist scholars such as bell hooks and Trinh Minh-ha who warn scholars “to 

recognize differences among and within minority people, within (them)selves.”23 

Moreover, Perry's work helps to muddle the field a bit. Her work on gender 

disrupts the straightforward narrative of presenting Moriscos as a monolith to be studied, 

or as a community without differentiation.  At the same time, her work is very much 

informed by the issue of women as a minority within a minority. Perry’s work sheds light 

on the issue of locating the Morisco voice and providing a space for silences to exist 

within the extant literature, because her work asks questions regarding silences both 

                                                
20 Ibid., 10. 
21 Ibid., 11. 
22 Ibid., 15. 
23 Ibid., 14. 
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intentional and inadvertent.  While Harvey seeks to provide large overview histories that 

serve as a springboard for further study, Perry's scholarship wishes to push what we know 

further than what could be provided by historical overviews.  She is interested in where 

the gaps lie and where conjecture as to purposes and motives might inform historical 

inquiry. 

 
 
Morisco Religion as Identity Performance 
  
  Outlined above is a brief sketch of Morisco Studies in English, but identity and 

ideas concerning the performance of Hispanicity continue to be tied to an Islamic past 

that many nationalistic Spanish would sooner ignore. So, the issue of Spanish roots and 

perceived cultural ties to an Islamic past has specific implications in contemporary 

identity studies. This dissertation illustrates the ties between Morisco religious 

performance and their communal identity in opposition to their characterization as either 

crypto-Muslims or as a Muslim 5th column. It also examines the ways in which Moriscos 

purposefully maintained an identity in-between the boundaries of Hispanicity set forth by 

the state; the delimitations of proper Christian action by the clergy; and a culturally 

remembered Islam tied to ideations of communal dignity, hope and defiance. 

  To that end, identity in this dissertation will be discussed in terms of performance, 

not unlike the theatrical roots described in early performance theory. Like historian, 

Susan Crane, in her text The Performance of Self: Ritual, Clothing, and Identity During 

the Hundred Years War, “(b)y ‘performances’ I mean heightened and deliberately 

communicative behaviors, public displays that use visual as well as rhetorical 
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resources.”24 Crane uses performance studies to tease out the interplay between self and 

community and/or between individual agency and the enforcement of hegemonic 

normativities: 

Performance studies take this troubling of agency as a productive link between 
individuals and their social situation: reiterative behavior recreates social identity, 
alters social relations, even reshapes beliefs and institutions. “Performance” 
emerges in postmodern scholarship as an immensely compelling act at the 
intersection of agency and prescription, innovation and memory, self and social 
group.25 

It was incumbent upon Moriscos to perform Christianity in public and relegate any secret 

Islamic practice to the realm of the private, but it is the unmasking of the private sphere 

that is most interesting in the tactics used by the Spanish to determine the veracity of 

Morisco conversion and the enforcement of orthodoxy. For example, Moriscos were 

asked to keep the doors to their homes open on Friday, ensuring that they were not 

secretly praying on the Muslim holy day. Similarly, the number of baths they were 

allowed to take during the week was scrutinized to make sure they were not secretly 

performing ablutions in preparation for daily prayers. The Morisco community also took 

it upon themselves to eat pork in large gatherings in order to show their Old Christian 

neighbors that they too enjoyed dining on the flesh of pigs, which had previously been 

forbidden to them. On the other hand, Moriscos were able to perform Islam in subversive 

and private opposition to the forced implementation of Catholicism. For instance, the 

corpus of Aljamiado texts of Romance written in Arabic script hints towards the Morisco 

maintenance of the Islamic veneration of Arabic – as the language of prophetic revelation 
                                                
24 Crane, Susan (2012-10-09). The Performance of Self: Ritual, Clothing, and Identity During the 
Hundred Years War (The Middle Ages Series) (p. 3). University of Pennsylvania Press. Kindle 
Edition. 
25 Ibid., 3. 
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– even though the possession of Arabic manuscripts was forbidden by the Spanish state. 

Similarly, we can also garner evidence of the Morisco practice of performative Islam in 

the laws banning the performance of folk music during weddings and celebrations, use of 

bathhouses, and – perhaps most remarkably – the continued face veiling by Morisco 

women well into the sixteenth century.26 All of these are examples of lived religion and 

they speak to the enforcement of a public Catholic/Spanish identity, which were imposed 

by state discourses of Morisco exclusion via legislation. In the end, it was designed to 

help Moriscos be less Morisco, less Muslim, less foreign and ultimately less Other. 

Performance of identity in this historical case also speaks to the navigation of the 

treacherous waters associated with the creation of a Spanish national identity, or 

Hispanicity. Martin-Marquez in Disorientations: Spanish Colonialism in Africa and the 

Performance of Identity, describes how at times "cultural expression becomes more 

homogenous as it gravitates toward a singular conceptualization of the nation." While she 

complicates this in her work, Martin-Marquez goes on to state that performance theory 

"enrich(es) our understanding of the embodiment of multiple forms of identity," and "has 

expanded from the analysis of staged dramas or ritualized interactions within a given 

community to the myriad ways in which human actions and articulation a are 'framed' 

and/or reiterated." Theorization of identity in her work is grounded in the belief that the 

analysis of the performative nature of identity leads to a more nuanced description of 

what she terms the "complex fabrications of self." This dissertation is similarly interested 

in the fabrication of Morisco self-identification via their performance of religious 
                                                
26 All of these practices by the Morisco community of Granada are related and defended by 
Francisco Núñez Muley in his text from 1566, Memorial en defensa de las costumbres moriscas 
(Barcelona: Red Ediciones S.L., 2011), Kindle Edition. 
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practice. It is within the shifts of identity expression, allowed by situational 

circumstances and intra-communal spaces, where Moriscos were able to perform 

ideations of their cultural identity far from the gaze of the Spanish state and clerical 

authorities. These private performances of Morisco religion can be found both in the 

inquisitorial archive and in the literary production of the community itself like the 

Aljamiado literature. 

In the end, this research project on Morisco performance is an example of 

historical anthropology or a cultural history that seeks to reconstruct the culture of the 

past. By focusing on Morisco performative identity on its own terms, I seek to provide a 

better understanding of the lived religious experience of Moriscos. By looking at the fluid 

nature of Morisco performative identity, Moriscos religious practice can be located 

squarely as a product of Iberia and as a manifestation of communal need versus a 

byproduct of political exigencies as a Muslim 5th column informed by purely external 

forces. Focusing on performative identity also allows for the focus to remain on how 

“people understand and perform themselves differently from place to place and time to 

time,” which allows for the creative performance of religious identities under differing 

circumstances, increasing our understanding of religion more broadly.27 

 Moreover, Morisco practice can be understood as a form of performative identity 

that drew its practitioners closer to an imagined and remembered past that provided hope 

for a liberated future. Moriscos looked towards their internal methods of transmitting 

religious practice in the form of Aljamiado texts and the interactions with said texts in 

order to perpetuate community on the margins of the public sphere. Clandestine religious 
                                                
27 Crane, The Performance of Self, 1. 
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practice was less crypto-Islam and perhaps more a rearticulating of orthodoxy in light of 

their oppressed situation and the forced conversions imposed on their community. As 

highlighted above – religious conversion to Christianity took many forms throughout 

Iberia and the types of public religious performance that were necessary to maintain 

peace, while the status quo changed from situation to situation and depended not only on 

the multiple geographies where Morisco populations existed in Iberia, but also on the 

specific histories of Muslim and Christian interaction. Morisco religious performance 

could not adhere publicly to the normative Malikite Sunnism that prevailed previously in 

al-Andalus, but it was less of a hybrid identity than what has been previously attributed to 

their religious practices, since said religious practices were not truly a perfect blend of 

Christianity and Islam. It should also be noted that the purity of the parental religions, in 

this case Christianity and Islam, is similarly problematic, because both religions were not 

monolithic entities without deviation in practice on the ground as well. And so, part of 

what is being examined in this dissertation is the complexity of Morisco religious 

practice and its lack of uniformity. Moriscos have been too often represented as a 

monolithic group without variation and with the perceived collective intention of 

returning to true Islamic practice. While this dissertation contends that the articulation of 

Morisco identity was indeed formulated in opposition to state ideations of a nationalistic 

identity, it was not simply one thing to be reified and studied as a singular object. It is 

within the diversity of Morisco religious practice that their retention of a shared 

communal identity was an expressed mechanism of survival, remembrance of their 

Muslim past, and an act of hope in the face of persistent persecution. 



 19 

Similarly, we can also garner evidence of the Morisco practice of Islam in the 

laws banning the performance of folk music during weddings and celebrations, use of 

bathhouses, and – perhaps most remarkably – the continued face veiling by Morisco 

women well into the sixteenth century.28 All of these are examples of lived religion and 

they speak to the enforcement of a public Catholic/Spanish identity imposed by state for  

Morisco exclusion via legislation designed to help Moriscos be less Morisco, less 

Muslim, less foreign and ultimately less Other. If the question is really about 

understanding identity in the Morisco context, then many of the extant sources we have at 

our disposal are dedicated to the unmasking of Moriscos as secret Muslims. The 

inquisitorial record, as an archive, is geared towards the “outing” of Moriscos.29 The 

processes involved in this outing were terrifying for those who were subjected to the 

inquisition, which included torture as an effective means of securing presumed 

confessions. It should be remembered though that the Moriscos of Granada were allowed 

                                                
28 All of these practices by the Morisco community of Granada are related to and defended by 
Francisco Núñez Muley in his text from 1566, Memorial en defensa de las costumbres moriscas 
(Barcelona: Red Ediciones S.L., 2011), Kindle Edition. 
29 I am here choosing to use an anachronistic term that is used in common parlance to reveal 
practices which being kept secret in relation to sexuality in contemporary times. The term is 
useful because like the outing of a “closet” homosexual, the repercussions could’ve been 
catastrophic for those Moriscos and their families along various lines. Since homosexuality was 
equally a punishable offense that sometimes accompanied accusations against Moriscos, the 
annchoniztic use of the term remains helpful in understanding the protective performance of 
Christinaity in public and private by Moriscos. As Rafael G. Peinado Santaella explains in Los 
Inicios de la Resistencia Musulmana: “Sodomy was considered a transgression against the natural 
order imposed by God, and as an especially scandalous sin/crime was subject to a royal decree 
issued by the Catholic Monarchs on August 22, 1497, where it was decreed that a person caught 
committing this crime would be ‘burned at the stake’ and have his lands and wealth confiscated” 
(p. 60). La sodomia, al ser considerada como una transgression del orden natural impuesto por 
Dios, era el pecado-delito que mas horrorizaba y escandalizaba y por eso una pragmatic de los 
Reyes Catolicos de 22 de Agosto de 1497 dispuso que ‘el que cometiere el delito nefiando contra 
natura… sea quemado en llamas de fuego,’ condenando tambien a le perdida y confiscacion de 
todos sus bienes.” 
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a grace period where they were not subject to the inquisition, and it was during that time, 

from 1526 to 1568, when Morisco religious identity was being shaped since they were 

under the supervision of the church but were not subject to the inquisitorial scrutiny. 

What this meant was that their collective practices were given time to gestate and 

transition from purely Islamic practices as Muslims into something different yet similar. 

That is, Morisco Christianity could be outwardly considered to be a complicated set of 

borrowings from traditional Christian practice with an equal but perhaps even more 

subtle incorporation of Muslim religious practices. 
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CHAPTER 2 

MUSLIM IDENTITY AND THE STATE IN IBERIA 

 

While identity in sixteenth century Spain is imbricated with the dual processes of 

the development of Spanish nationalism and the cleansing of religious difference, 

Morisco identity was also a remembrance of the Muslim past. To fully understand 

Morisco religious identity and its relationship to Islam, Muslim identity, or the lack 

thereof, must be interrogated in al-Andalus as well. As a product of the Muslim past, 

Moriscos represented a reminder to the Spanish state that Iberia had once been under 

Muslim rule. Alternatively, the glories of the Muslim past were also nostalgically 

remembered by the Moriscos and helped define the terms through which Islam was used 

to define an identity in opposition to the state. What follows below is an exploration of 

different categories in Umayyad al-Andalus and the multiple ways in which being a 

Muslim was understood as Islam transitioned from being the religion of the state, to the 

religion of a religious minority, and ultimately to a religion practiced clandestinely and in 

the shadows of the state. 

 

Muslim Identity in Umayyad al-Andalus 

At the time of the Muslim conquest in 711 CE, Iberia already had a highly 

heterogeneous population comprised of groups that could be today termed ethnicities. 

Roman rule in the south of Iberia was cosmopolitan in nature with the largest population 

centers existing in this area. Successive waves of invasions from what were termed 

Barbarian hordes, did little to make the population more homogenous, and invaders 
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including the Goths often ruled as a separate and distinct class of people from the general 

populace. The fact that the majority of the population remained loosely Catholic, while 

the Visigoths were Arian (at least at the beginning of their rule), is indicative of the fact 

that the populations remained more rulers than truly integrated into society.  

 Furthermore, it should also be noted that after the fall of Roman rule in the Iberian 

Peninsula, tribal confederations moved in from central Europe to fill in the power 

vacuum and add to the ethnic mix. The Suevies and the Vandals would both spend time 

occupying the peninsula with the Vandals providing one supposed etymological root for 

the Arabic term al-Andalus. Roger Collins in his texts Visigothic Spain and Caliphs and 

Kings provides some of the context for this exploration and his work also cites some of 

the primary literature coming from both the Latin and Arabic sources. The Chronicle of 

754, which is sometimes given the “Mozarabic” adjectival descriptor, is similarly helpful 

in providing some of the pre-conquest historical context and is in many ways a 

continuation of the Chronicle of Isodore, but it provides little of the ethnic make-up of 

Iberia perhaps because ethnicity is a very modern term. Although ethnicity is helpful in 

breaking down identity beyond larger racial classifications, the use of the term ethnicity, 

while having etymological roots in the term ethnos used by the Greeks to describe groups 

they encountered, was not used by medieval writers and the term raza, or race, would not 

be used until the sixteenth century.30 

                                                
30 According to the Dicionario de la Real Academia 1. Caste or category of origin or lineage | 
Casta o calidad del origen o linaje; 2. Each of the groups used to subdivide certain biological 
species whose differentiating characteristics are inherited | Cada uno de los grupos en que se 
subdividen algunas especies biológicas y cuyos caracteres diferenciales se perpetúan por 
herencia;  and 3. The category of certain things in relation to the characteristics that help define 
them | Calidad de algunas cosas, en relación con ciertas características que las definen. 
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 That aside, the Muslim conquest was comprised of two distinct groups – one Arab 

and one Berber. The Berbers in this case provided the largest contingent of warriors, but 

the Arabs were also present in large numbers and provided leadership or at least that 

seemed to be the justification for the unequal distribution of land and territory in al-

Andalus, which would lead to future conflicts throughout Iberia. The Berbers were a 

notoriously difficult people to conquer with their mountain holdfasts and stubborn 

reluctance to be neither conquered by the Arabs nor convert to Islam. It was not until the 

governorship of Musa ibn Nusayr that the Berbers were pacified and converted en masse 

to Islam. Musa Ibn Nusayr, who was himself the son of a non-Arab convert, promised the 

Berbers that they would enter into the Muslim army under their own tribal leadership and 

as units that reflected their own diversity. When the Muslims crossed the Strait of 

Gibraltar under the leadership of Tarik ibn Ziyad, they were a composed of two distinct 

language and cultural groups that would compete for prominence and territory for the 

entire history of al-Andalus. 

For instance, the predominance of Islam and the Arabic language in contemporary 

North Africa provides a sense of both religious and cultural cohesion, yet the Berber 

tribes were notoriously difficult to subjugate and conquer. Their mountain holdfasts and 

intimate knowledge of the rocky terrain made it difficult for the early Muslim attempts to 

incorporate them into the conquest of North Africa. The Berbers were able to defend their 

territories against Muslim incursion and effectively stop the progress of Muslim 

annexation of their territory. As stated above, it wasn't until the governorship of Musa ibn 

Nusayr that the Berbers were incorporated into the fold of Islam and like the Arabs they 
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converted to Islam from the top down based on tribal affiliations.31 This mass conversion 

provided the Muslim armies based out of Qayrawan with fresh recruits with the 

stipulation that the Berbers would serve under their own commanders and be treated 

equally. The mass conversions of the majority of the Berber population provided the 

religious justification for the equitable treatment of the Berbers, as fellow Muslims.32 

But, this also provides an example of neither the distinctions made between Muslim and 

non-Muslim, who were not considered equal in terms of the political nor the religious. 

For instance, the Berbers remained in this in-between state for long after they had 

converted to Islam and had been conscripted into the Muslim armies. Even though the 

initial agreements between the Arabs and Berbers stipulated egalitarianism, the realties 

on the ground were quite different. This internal difference among the Muslims was a 

cause for concern and may have contributed to the downfall of the Umayyad caliphate in 

Damascus.33 In the following selection from The End of the Jihad State by Khalid 

Blankinship, the very real concerns of non-Muslims fighting in the Muslim armies are 

addressed alongside the similarly real effects on caliphal legitimacy and rule: 

Another often-emphasized cause of the Umayyad' downfall is the dissatisfaction 
of the increasing numbers of mawali, non-Arab Muslims, whose role was 
subordinate in the state. Generally, the new non-Arab Muslims, just like their 
countrymen who had not embraced Islam, had to pay taxes in exchange for 

                                                
31 Blankinship, The End of the Jihad State (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994), 
29. 
32 Ibid., 29-30, & 68. 
33 “This attitude of superiority by most Arabs towards Muslims of non-Arab origin had a lot to do 
with the overthrow of the Umayyad dynasty of Damascus by the Abba¯sids who moved the 
capital of the caliphate to Baghdad, where non-Arab Muslims, especially Iranians, began to play a 
much greater role in political and religious matters. It also gave rise to the anti-Arab Shuu¯bı¯ya 
movement, which found enthusiastic support in the peninsula among the Iberian converts to 
Islam: Monroe (1970) 1–21.” As found in David James, Early Islamic Spain: The History of Ibn 
al-Qutiya (New York: Routledge, 2009), 81. 
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protection from hostile attack from outside the caliphate and from arbitrary 
seizure within it, but were not allowed to join the army or receive stipends. The 
exceptions were the frontier provinces of Khurasan and Ifriqiya, where the 
mawali were allowed to fight, presumably as 'volunteers', but received no pay for 
their efforts other than a right to share in the booty. When this lessened under 
Hisham owing to defeats, disaffection was bound to appear. As the mawali 
became more numerous, they pressed their grievances more fully, aided by some 
descendants of Arabs who had intermingled with them.34 

The unequal treatment of Muslim Berbers throughout the caliphal territories had lasting 

effects on social interactions between Arabs and Berbers in al-Andalus. Muslim-ness, 

while a supposed marker for equality and a shared identity, was not always sufficiently 

able to hold the new ummaic configurations together. As highlighted above, the Arabs 

sought to retain a sense of cultural and linguistic superiority over the Berbers and treated 

them as foreigners well after their incorporation into the Muslim armies. This ethnic 

distinction provided enough fodder for the perpetuation of difference among the Muslim 

conquerors of al-Andalus, and would serve as the basis for intra-Muslim strife and 

warfare for centuries. 

Additionally, legitimacy within the Muslim community of al-Andalus was located 

in the articulation of elaborate genealogies that traced families back to the Arabian 

Peninsula or through the client relationship for those who had converted to Islam. The 

internal divisions amongst the Arabs were similarly based on tribal affiliations and the 

inter-tribal strife that existed even before the advent of Islam.35 Lineage and ties to the 

Arabian Peninsula were very important to Muslims in Iberia, which was essentially at the 

far end of the Western Muslim world. For Andalusian Muslims, identity was indeed 

based on Religion because of their status as rulers over a Christian majority, but almost as 
                                                
34 Blankinship, Jihad State, 99-100. 
35 Blankinship, Jihad State, 45-46. 
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important were their familial connections. Lineage also indicated their proximity to a 

perceived Islamic core in Arabia. The assumption of the caliphate by ‘Abd al-Rahman III 

is an interesting case in point. ‘Abd al-Rahman III assumed the title of caliph and 

commander of the faithful after the Fatimid dynasty had already done so to legitimize 

their conquest of North Africa and establishment of a Shia state. Anwar Chejne argues 

that the ‘Abd al-Rahman assumed the title out of sense of Sunni orthodoxy.36 Meanwhile, 

Safran has argued that ‘Abd al-Rahman III also sought to reestablish something his 

dynasty had lost, when the Umayyad dynasty were overthrown by the Abbasid 

revolution. While certainly a political move, ‘Abd al-Rahman III understood that 

legitimacy had to be located in the past and geographically oriented to the Arab center. 

‘Abd al-Rahman III's opposition to the Abbasids was essentially theoretical, as he 
was not confronting their armies in the field. His opposition was also more 
complex, as he shared a conception of the caliph as protector of the Sunnah, and 
more remote, as his challenge lay rooted in the history of the Abbasid overthrow 
of the Umayyad dynasty in Syria. To assert his exclusive claims to the caliphate, 
he had to deny the legitimacy of a dynasty that had been recognized by the 
majority of the community of believers, if at times only symbolically, since the 
middle of the 8th century. He did so by repeatedly asserting the continuity of 
Umayyad authority, despite the Abbasid revolution, suggesting that the 
Umayyads had merely transferred their dynastic seat from Syria to al-Andalus. He 
could also point to the current political situation of both dynasties to argue that the 
contrast between his strength and Abbasid weakness demonstrated his divine 
favor. Finally, the use of eschatological references and imagery could portend the 
ultimate triumph of his dynasty over its usurpers; this was in God's hands.37 

                                                
36 “It is significant to note that the Umayyads up to 929 had abstained from assuming the title of 
the caliphate. Owing perhaps to religious sensitivity. At the time, the caliphal institution in 
Baghdad was in decline while the Fatimids, through their ever-increasing power and prestige, 
were beginning to give the institution the desired respectability. Perhaps in order to counteract 
Fatimid ambition to rule the Islamic world, ‘Abd al-Rahman III decided to adopt the title of the 
caliphate in the name of orthodoxy.” As found in Anwar Chejne, Muslim Spain: Its History and 
Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1974), 34. 
37 Janina Safran, “The Command of the Faithful in al-Andalus: A Study in the Articulation of 
Caliphal Legitimacy,” International Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol. 30, No. 2 (1998), 194. 
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This episode at the very beginnings of the reestablishment of the Umayyad caliphate 

addresses the Andalusian Muslim community’s desire to be at the center of the Muslim 

world instead of simply being relegated to a western backwater. By asserting his right to 

the title of caliph, ‘Abd al-Rahman III was continuing in the long tradition of the 

Andalusian Muslims of legitimating their social status by harkening back to an Arab past 

that was both real and imagined. 

 If there was any sector of society that was vilified by both Arabs and Berbers, it 

was the indigenous population of Iberia, both Muslim and non-Muslim. These converts 

and their descendants, who were at times able to ascend the ranks of the social hierarchy 

of al-Andalus, were always a social level below the Arabs and Berbers. In one such 

instance, we have a recorded history of al-Andalus by Ibn al-Qutiya which discusses at 

length the troubles faced by converts in al-Andalus and the multiple rebellions fomented 

by those who sought an equal footing with their coreligionists, as Muslims under Islam. 

Genealogical linkages to the pre-Islamic past were often viewed as detrimental to a 

Muslim’s ability to ascend socially. As David James points out in his translation of Ibn 

Qutiya’s History, “(g)iven the importance of memory in Islamic scholarship, and the 

significance of genealogy in Arab society, we can assume that Ibn al-Qutiya’s links to the 

Visigothic past were genuine, particularly as most descendants of converts wanted to 

                                                                                                                                            
In the conclusion of her piece though, she goes on to include the Fatimids by stating “'Abd al-
Rahman III's articulation of his caliphal legitimacy represented his reign on a grand scale, in 
competition with the universal claims of his rivals. This was a function of declaring himself 
caliph. Yet 'Abd al-Rahman III did not direct himself to the overthrow of the established order in 
the manner of his rivals; he did not pro- pose radical political, social, or religious changes to 
support his cause. In contrast to the Fatimids, who elaborated a distinct cosmology, theology, and 
system of law and set out to conquer the Islamic world, his ideology was essentially conservative 
and his practical ambitions modest.” 
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deny their pre-Islamic past and concoct an ‘Arab’ ancestor.”38 That said, Ibn al-Qutiya’s 

Visigothic aristocratic ancestry did not prove to be a hindrance to his ability to ascend the 

social ladder, yet his case might also be exceptional – especially since he did not seek to 

deny his Visigothic roots. 

It should be stressed that the converted indigenous population was never fully 

accepted on the same level as the Arabs and the Berbers. Mainly, this reduction of status 

had to do with the fact that these newly converted Muslims did not belong to ancient 

tribal lineages that already were the cause of intra-Muslim strife, as highlighted above. 

There exclusion from the higher strata of society had as much to do with the prejudices of 

the Arab elite, as it did with their perceived lack of Muslim legitimacy. That said – it did 

not take very long for the growing number of converts to become a force to be reckoned 

with, and a cultural phenomenon throughout al-Andalus and elsewhere in the Muslim 

world. James, in his analysis of Ibn al-Qutiya’s History, notes the following trend related 

in the text regarding the integration and rising cultural status of the converts, or 

muwallads: 

By the end of the fourth/tenth century Muslim converts and their descendants 
(muwallads) formed the majority of Muslims in al-Andalus. Acceptance of their 
position in al-Andalus by the Arab elite had become an issue, as it had in other 
parts of the Muslim world. All of the treaties and trips to meet the caliph may 
have been later inventions, but they tied the descendants of their recipients into 
the history of al-Andalus and helped to legitimize their position. During the reigns 
of ‘Abd al-Rahman III (300–350/912–961) and al-Hakam II (350–366/961–976), 
that is, during the lifetime of Ibn al-Qutiya, the power of the Arab aristocracy was 
steadily curtailed in favor of the Muwallads, from whom a new bureaucratic and 
military elite was drawn.39 

                                                
38 David James, Early Islamic Spain: The History of Ibn al-Qutiya (New York: Routledge, 2009), 
38. 
39 Ibid., 116. 
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As noted here, the muwallads formed the majority of Muslims by the 10th century, but 

they were also part of the larger Hispano-Roman population with ties to both Christian 

and Muslim communities. The supposed indigenous nature of the muwallad community 

compounded by the shared cultural, genealogical and linguistic heritage with other 

Iberian Christians made for a volatile mix.  

The growth of the non-Arab Muslim population proved to be quite deleterious to 

the Arab aristocracy, but it also was the natural result of intermarriage between the Arabs, 

Berbers and the Hispano-Roman population. Marriage was one of the few ways in which 

the local aristocracy was able to maintain a semblance of high social status, especially the 

marrying off their daughters to the well-to-do Arab families.40 After the Muslim 

conquest, these intermarriages created bonds between the local elites that had direct ties 

to the land and between the Arabs and Berbers, who traced their lineages to the more 

prominent tribes. Intermarriage also effectively eliminated certain surnames and 

aristocratic lineages that existed before the Arab invasion, but likewise it helped the old 

elites retain some semblance of power under the Muslim regime. By marrying into 

                                                
40 “Some families attempt to establish aliances with high-ranking Arab lineages, most often by 
marrying off their daughters. Taking into account the structure of these patrilineal Arab and 
Berber lineages, the sons of these unions automatically become members of their father’s lineage. 
(A)lgunas familias procuraron establecer alianzas con los linajes árabes predominantes, con 
frecuencia mediante el matrimonio de sus hijas. Teniendo en cuenta la estructura de los linajes 
patrilineales árabo-beréberes, los hijos pasaban automáticamente a ser miembros del linaje del 
padre.” As found in – Salvatierra, Vicente/Canto, Alberto (2008-07-11). Al-Ándalus. De la 
invasión al califato de Córdoba (Historia España 3. Milenio) (Spanish Edition) (Kindle Locations 
854-856). Sintesis. Kindle Edition. 
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prominent Arab families, Christian elites employed a method of securing familial estates 

and assuring that each subsequent generation fared better than the previous.41 

While the muwallads proved to be a constant agitation for the Umayyad and Arab 

elite; however, it cannot be said that they lacked zeal for their new faith. Conversion 

often times makes zealots out of the newly inspired, and the case of Iberian Muslim 

conversions reflects this, in that the newly converted were able to ascend the ranks of the 

ulema fairly quickly and retain positions of religious authority. They were also often at 

                                                
41 The text below demonstrates that the Visigothic aristocracy that became clients to the Arabs 
was able to retain much of the ancestral land holdings they possessed. They were able to 
effectively negotiate with the Arab aristocracy and consolidate their position. In this recorded 
case, a Visigothic noblemen, Artobás, cedes lands to al-Sumayl and other Arab leaders who visit 
him (743-754): “Refiere también el jeque Ibn Lubaba (¡ Dios le haya acogido en su 
misericordia!), por habérselo oído decir a personas ancianas que vivieron en aquel tiempo, que 
Artobás era uno de los hombres más hábiles en su trato social, y que en cierta ocasión fueron a 
visitarle un grupo de diez sirios, entre los que se hallaban Abu ‘Utman;‘Abd Allah b. Jalid; Abu 
‘Abda Yusuf b. Bujt, y Sumayl b. Hatim, y, después de saludarle, se sentaron a su alrededor. 
Apenas habían comenzado a conversar y hacerse los primeros cumplimientos, he aquí que entra 
Maymun, el siervo de Dios, el antepasado de los Banu Hazm, los porteros del alcázar. Este 
Maymun era cliente de los sirios. Al verle Artobás dentro de su casa se levantó a recibirle, le 
abrazó cariñosamente y le invitó con insistencia a que tomase asiento en el mismo que él 
acababa de desocupar, el cual estaba chapeado de oro y plata. El santo varón rehusó diciendo: 
“¡ Oh, no! ¡Éste no debo ocuparlo!” E inmediatamente se sentó en el suelo. Artobás entonces 
hace lo mismo, sentándose a su lado, y le dice : “¿ A qué debo el honor de que un hombre como 
tú venga a visitar a una persona como yo?” Le contestó Maymun: “Nosotros, al venir a este país, 
como no pensábamos que nuestra estancia había de ser larga, no nos preparamos para 
permanecer en él; pero ha sucedido que se han amotinado contra nuestros clientes en Oriente, 
cosa que no podíamos imaginar, y ciertamente así ya no volveremos a nuestro país. Dios te ha 
dado muchas riquezas y quisiera que me dieses una de tus heredades para cultivarla con mis 
propias manos; yo te pagaré lo que corresponda y tomaré lo que de derecho sea”. Y Artobás le 
replicó: “¡ Ah, no! ¡Por Dios! Yo no quedaría satisfecho dándote una granja en contrato de 
medias”. Hizo llamar a su administrador, y le dijo: “Dale a este señor la granja del Guadajoz, 
con todas las vacas, caballerías y esclavos que hay en ella; dale, además, el castillo de Jaén”. 
Era un castillo que se conoce ahora por el castillo de Hazm, su poseedor [...], y después de darle 
las gracias se marchó. Artobás inmediatamente volvió a ocupar su propio asiento. Entonces le 
dijo Sumayl: “No te ha hecho incapaz de conservar el imperio que perteneció a tu padre sino esa 
irreflexión de tu manera de obrar. Yo vengo a visitarte, siendo como soy el jefe de los árabes de 
Al-Ándalus.” (Ibn al-Qutiyya: Tatih Iftitah Al-Ándalus, trad. J. Ribera, 192: 38-40.)”  Salvatierra, 
Vicente/Canto, Alberto (2008-07-11). Al-Ándalus. De la invasión al califato de Córdoba (Historia 
España 3. Milenio) (Spanish Edition) (Kindle Locations 4567-4591). Sintesis. Kindle Edition. 
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the forefront of religious criticisms of the state and the central power of Cordoba, since 

they occupied a collectively marginalized position. Of the several muwallad revolts 

during the course of Andalusian history, some were predicated on sound jurisprudential 

understandings of the egalitarian nature of Islam and the ummah. From the religious 

standpoint, their maltreatment was a symptom of the relaxing of orthodoxy by the 

decaying Umayyad establishment. As children of both the indigenous and Arab 

community, the muwallad elite should have been given the chance to rise through the 

ranks of Andalusian society and establish their own ways of legitimating themselves 

within the community of believers. And, in many cases they were given opportunities to 

advance until ultimately they helped to bring about the downfall of the Umayyad dynasty 

and the establishment of the Taifa, or party, kingdoms and principalities during the 

eleventh century. 

While these are just some of the internal instances of internal strife in al-Andalus, 

the continued growth in power and territory of the northern Christian kingdoms of 

Aragon, Navarre, Castile and Leon served as a constant threat to the territorial integrity of 

al-Andalus and political stability. After the fall of the Umayyad Caliphate in Cordova in 

1031 CE, al-Andalus would become a decentralized conglomerate of petty principalities 

and city-states, which all vied with one another for land and prestige at the expense of 

territory and Muslim unity.42 Under the leadership, or lack thereof, of these Taifa or Party 

                                                
42 To say that diversity in al-Andalus led to political instability is an understatement. The history 
of al-Andalus is replete with instances in which political instability was linked directly to the 
diversity in the population. Popular uprisings inside of Muslim territory were often instigated by 
dissention emanating from some minority group that felt they were being sidelined. In one such 
instance during the Umayyad reign, the Muwallad’s of Cordova, which was itself the capital, led 
by religious scholars stormed the Caliph’s palace and would have succeeded in overthrowing the 
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Kings, as they have been labeled, some Muslims sought alliances with Christians against 

their fellow Muslims and more often than not ceded territory and sovereignty to the 

Christians. Subsequently interventions by the North African Berber Almoravids, 

Almohads and later Marinids did little to stem the tide of Christian conquest, even though 

they were able to provide temporary respites from territorial disintegration. Diversity in 

al-Andalus was more often than not a detriment to stability and unity. As has been 

pointed out in the work of Blankinship, Harvey and O’Callaghan, tribal allegiance was 

the real adhesive that held the Muslim territories of al-Andalus together and rebellions 

were very common after the initial conquest of Iberian territory by the Syrian Umayyad 

dynasty. Once a semblance of stability was achieved, the vast territories had to be 

governed and the Umayyads found it difficult to rule under the banner of religion.  

Moreover, Harvey argues that religion did not come to play a significant role in 

the social cohesion of al-Andalus until the establishment of Nasrid Granada as late as the 

1230s, since Granada essentially served as the last bastion of Muslim rule on the Iberian 

Peninsula and even then the glue it provided was tenuous. Muslim Granada was a tiny 

fraction of what territorial al-Andalus had been at its apex, and while it was a majority 

Muslim territory, Islam was not the only factor that held it together. Muhammad I and his 

son Muhammad II were able to establish their sovereignty by siding with the Christians 

against their joint enemies, most notably Ibn Hud, who controlled a much larger territory, 

                                                                                                                                            
government if the Caliph had not burned, their section of Cordova to the ground. The rebels were 
subsequent exiled from al-Andalus with many crossing the Strait and establishing communities in 
Marrakesh and other parts of North Africa where they were welcomed, and at other times revolts 
emanated from the Slavic and African army corps, who were entrusted with providing stability 
against insurgencies.  
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and ceding territories that were too far to govern including Murcia and the rural town of 

Arjona, which was Muhammad ibn Nasr’s ancestral home and where he began his 

political career. Muhammad Ibn Nasr was even present at conquest of Seville and aided 

in the Christian conquest of Tarifa and Algerciras, which were under North African 

Marinid control. Harvey also conjectures that the total population of Muslims was about 

one million out of the total six million Iberians, by backward projecting from the total 

three hundred thousand Moriscos that were expelled from 1609 to 1614, as noted by the 

French geographer Lapreyre in his work The Geography of Morisco Spain. Based on 

Lapreye’s figures, Harvey argues that Muslim were never able to establish a majority on 

the peninsula but that they formed a sizeable minority even after territories had been 

conquered by the northern Christian states. 

In both real and imagined ways, the Muslims of al-Andalus saw themselves as 

inhabiting a frontier zone, where the boundaries of Islam and Muslim-ness had to be 

policed and protected from deviation. The example below from a speech delivered in 949 

by Mundhir Ibn Said al-Balluti illustrates this sentiment perfectly: 

O Assembly of Muslims! You know that here on this peninsula you are 
surrounded by all kinds of polytheists and all types of heretics who seek to sow 
dissension among you and break your community apart, to cause you to forsake 
your religion, dishonor your women, and undermine the call of your Prophet.43 

Although the intent of the quote above might have included the furthering of Muslim 

political goals, the realties of the Muslim situation in al-Andalus here are presented in no 

uncertain terms – the Muslims of Iberia were at the end of the Earth. Of course, these 

challenges were not new. The Muslims of Iberia faced similar challenges to those being 

                                                
43 Safran, Defining Boundaries, 35. 
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faced by other frontier zones such as Sind and Khurasan.44 And, at the far edges of the 

Muslim world the lines between the Muslims and those they governed became blurred. 

In all instances, though, the prominence of Islam was never called into question.  

In the minds of even the harshest critics of the Muslim social order, Islam reigned 

supreme as the only true religious creed. Muslims by extension were also often given 

preferential treatment. For instance, it would be easy to make a direct correlation between 

Islam and social status in al-Andalus, but that would not speak to the complexities of the 

social hierarchies in place during the long rule of the Umayyad dynasty. Social status and 

legitimacy were two sides of the same coin in al-Andalus, and the symbolic value of 

lineage for those so far from home cannot be stressed enough. As highlighted above, 

connecting back to the religious and historical core of Islam for the Muslims of al-

Andalus legitimated individual standing in society, by linking families to the earliest 

Islamic community and the Arab and Berber tribal affiliations that accompanied the 

Muslim conquest. In a lot of ways, this backward projection guaranteed the continuance 

of the status quo predicated on the perpetuation of the Umayyad dynasty, but oppressed 

people seldom stay oppressed forever. As the number of indigenous Muslims grew, so 

did the call for a more egalitarian social order. 

 

Mudejarismo 

 With the Christian conquest of Muslim territories in Iberia, many Muslims found 

themselves under Christian rule and as religious minorities. In the light of their 

relationship to the larger Christian communities where they resided and their relationship 
                                                
44 Blankinship, Jihad State, 110-112, 86-87, & 142. 
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to the Muslim communities to the South, the Mudejars can be viewed as the forbearers of 

the Moriscos.45 In Guardians of Islam: Religious Authority and Muslim Communities of 

Late Medieval Spain, Kathryn Murphy attempts to fill in the gaps in the scholarship 

regarding Mudejar religious leadership. Her text is replete with examples of how 

Mudejars were able to mitigate their status as subjugated peoples and attempt to 

participate in the larger Mediterranean world of Muslim scholarship. At the root of her 

study is the question of religious legitimacy in Islam and who gets to distinguish what is 

truly Islamic from what is an innovation. The task of answering these questions fell upon 

the Muslim jurisprudential scholars, or faqihs. These scholars softened the suppression of 

Muslim religiosity by representing their coreligionists within the Christian court system.  

Furthermore, Murphy expands on the subject of Mudejar legitimacy in her article 

“Muslim Minorities and the Obligation to Emigrate to Islamic Territory: Two fatwās 

from Fifteenth-Century Granada,” written for Islamic Law and Society. In the article, she 

draws attention to the Muslim jurisprudential response to the question of whether or not a 

Muslim could truly practice his or her faith in Christian territory. The two fatwas she 

chooses to focus on clearly delineate the necessity of Muslims in Christian territory to 

immigrate to Muslim territory, if they wished to safeguard their Islamic practice. The 

obligation to emigrate was clearly stated by Ibn Miqlash, a 14th century Maliki Mufti 

from Oran, when he stated that “a Muslims who lives in Christian lands does not care for 

what is sacred.”46 

                                                
45 Chejne, Islam in the West, 3-4. 
46 Kathryn A. Miller, “Muslims Minorities and the Obligation to Emigrate to Islamic territory: 
Two Fatwas from Fifteenth-Century Granda,” Islamic Law and Society 7 (2000), 270. In similar 
fashion, we have the example of Muhammad b. ‘Ali al-Ansaari al-Haffaar’s fatwa regarding the 
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Murphy’s work contextualizes the issues of Mudejar legitimacy from the 

perspective of the Muslims themselves and highlights the distinctions that were already 

forming between Muslims who left Christian territories in Iberiaand those who decided to 

stay. It was this fundamental difference that informed the reception and treatment of 

Moriscos by North Africa Muslims upon their expulsion from Iberia between 1609 and 

1614. It was also because of these strict jurisprudential rulings that Moriscos sought to 

legitimate their crypto-Islamic practice in the face of forced conversion through the Oran 

Fatwa written by Ibn Abi Jum’ah in 1501, which has become a critical tool of the modern 

American right to justify their Islamophobic belief that Muslims can hide their true 

intensions.47 

Above the rest of the extant literature on late Islam in Spain stands L. P. Harvey’s 

work Islamic Spain, 1250 to 1500, which documents the slow erasure of Muslim territory 

and the lives of the Mudejar communities that attempted to live their lives as members of 

a Christian society. Harvey’s historical survey of Islam in Iberia in its decline focuses on 

these Muslim interactions within their own minority communities and in relation to the 

Christian majorities that dually appreciated their participation and tolerated their 

                                                                                                                                            
obligation to emigrate to the lands of Islam: “It is not permitted for a Muslim who has the 
capacity to emigrate from exposure to the infidels to remain among them, because they are 
subject to the laws of unbelief and because they constantly witness lack of belief in God (kufr) 
and [yet] they do not have the capacity to change it. It is incumbent upon them to emigrate from 
[this] place, therefore, since it is not permitted for a Muslim to keep company with one who 
engages in the sinful activities of drinking wine, committing adultery, or other sinful acts. How 
much the more so is it not permitted to live with one who does not believe in God and tells lies 
about His Prophet?” (Ibid., 278) 
47 The connection between the Oran Fatwa and modern Islamophobia in the United States was 
discussed by Moien Khawaja, the Executive Director of the Council on American-Islamic 
Relations of Pennsylvania, at a panel discussion that I moderated for the Religion Department on 
Wednesday, April 25th at 4:00pm in Anderson Classroom 5. 
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presence, while contemporaneously continuing to strive towards the eventual elimination 

of the Muslim presence in Iberia. Harvey’s text chronicles the rise and fall of Muslim 

dynasties as Christians advanced southward; the quotidian life of Mudejar communities 

in Valencia, Aragon, Castile and Navarre; both Muslim and Christian attitudes towards 

the Mudejars; and the rise and fall of the Nasrid Kingdom of Granada that served as the 

last bastion of Islam until 1492. Although the steady decline of Islam in Iberia is of 

interest in any discussion on peninsular Muslim life, what is most important is the 

discussion of the status of Mudejar communities as viewed by Granadine Muslims, who 

would later become the first forcible converts to Islam in 1501. The Muslims in Granada 

essentially saw themselves as the champions of Islam in the face of infidel encroachment, 

while the Mudejars, who lived under Christian rule, were in many ways considered 

inferior Muslims.48 In his chapter on the status of Mudejars among Islamic legal scholars, 

Harvey also addresses the Maliki legal injunction that Muslims residing in Christian 

territories were required to immigrate to Muslim lands. This injunction fundamentally 

relegated the Mudejars to a second-class status among their coreligionists in Granada and 

in other Muslim territories. The Maliki mufti of Fez, Ahmad Yahya al-Wansharisi, 

argued “Muslims could not in good conscience remain in Spain under Christian rule and 

had an obligation to emigrate on the grounds that they were not able to fulfill their 

religious obligations properly.”49 This intra-faith discussion between Muslims residing in 

Christian territory and those living in Muslim territory is important not only because it 
                                                
48 Khaled Abou El Fadl, “Islamic Law and Muslims Minorities: The Juristic Discourse n Muslim 
Minorities from the Second/Eighth to the Eleventh/Seventeenth Centuries,” Islamic Law and 
Society 1 (1994), 153-154. 
49 As cited in Devin Stewart, “The Identity of ‘The Mufti of Oran’, Abu L-Abbar Ahmad B. Abi 
Jun’ah al-Maghrawi al-Wahrani (D. 917/1511).” Al-Qantara 27 (2006), 299. 
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locates religious legitimacy outside of Christendom, but it also destabilizes the 

straightforward trajectory between Islamic practice and Crypto-Islamic practice provided 

by many historians of Morisco history and calls into question the official history of the 

Spanish state. It further complicates narratives of transition that present the transition 

from Muslim to Christian control as a divinely sanctioned endeavor of re-conquest that 

seamlessly brought these conquered lands under Christian rule. 

 

Muslim Identity in Nasrid Granada 

While there are many locations in Spain where Morisco history occurred, Granada 

provides a unique historical backdrop to the study of this religious minority. The 

conquest of Granada by Northern Christian forces was a slow arduous process that lasted 

over two centuries and by the end was merely a process of population migration and 

colonization of the Muslim South by the Christian kingdoms of Castile and Leon on the 

one hand and the kingdom of Aragon on the other. Granada is also unique in that unlike 

other previous territories in he history of al-Andalus, the organizing principle and its 

reason for being was Islam itself. The kingdom of Granada was comprised of three 

distinct areas Almeria, Malaga and the city of Granada. The people who formed its 

citizenry came from all over Iberia and were a Muslim population that was both 

indigenous to the area and made up of refugees from territories to the north, which had 

been previously conquered by Christians. By 1492, Granada had swollen to include 

masses of people that perhaps were difficult to sustain during the yearly sieges of the city 

and constant battles at its frontiers. 
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Granada was established as an independent state by Muhammad I in 1238 CE, 

who was from the small rural town of Arjona. He was known to a very pious Malikite 

once his rule had been established, but he may have begun his career as a Sufi and was 

known to his followers as al-Shaykh, a title Harvey associates with his leadership of a 

Sufi community instead of an honorific title given to old men because of his young age. 

Muhammad allied himself with the Castilian Christians and played both sides of the 

religious fence, since he also allied himself with the Berber Marinids against the 

Christians when it was expedient in the furthering of his ambitions. And, Muhammad I 

was indeed an ambitious man who rose up from very meager rural means and was able to 

establish a territory far greater than his material beginnings would portend. Even the fact 

that he claimed to be illiterate and appointed able men to positions of power throughout 

his administration point to his political acumen and his talent for taking advantage of his 

political rivals. Granada’s survival as an independent state was directly linked to 

Muhammad I’s ability to out maneuver his political rival Ibn Hud in Seville, and 

Muhammad I assisted in the capture of Seville by the Christian forces. Historians have 

often called Granada a vassal state to Castile and Leon, and while the life of the 

sultanate/emirate was tied to the fate of the Christian kingdoms to the north and it often 

had to provide large sums of gold to keep itself from being swallowed up and/or military 

aid. The truth of the matter is probably more complex than the Christians would admit. 

Granada was at times a vassal state and at other times an enemy to the Christians and 

many battles were fought between the Christian North and this last surviving Muslim 

state. 



 40 

 Furthermore, Granada represented hope for Muslims that the rest of the peninsula 

could be recaptured, although very little was actually done to achieve that end. Granada 

was perhaps the first truly Muslim state on the Iberian Peninsula because it was 

established at the tail end of the Muslim presence. Harvey suggests that this is so because 

Granada was not founded on the principles of tribalism, while the other states, although it 

could be argued that it was at the very beginning when power was consolidated under 

Muhammad I and his son, Muhammad II, and that the regimes of the Almoravids and the 

Almohads were themselves predicated on Islamic principles and not merely on ideations 

regarding tribal affiliation. That said, it did become a place where Muslims could flourish 

and practice Islam freely and many Muslims from conquered Christian territories did 

make their way down to Granada, which was situated strategically on the foothills of the 

Sierra Nevada mountain range and had a port city, Malaga, to the south that provided a 

beach head for trade with North Africa. To Harvey’s point though, Granada was a bastion 

for Islam in what had becomes a peninsula full of threatening Christian kingdoms. Al-

Wansharisi, the Maliki mufti of Fez, had unequivocally ruled that Muslims residing in 

Christian territory had the religious obligation of immigrating to Muslim territory so that 

their religious practice would not be corrupted. When asked if a Muslim could visit his 

parents residing in Christian territory or travel there in an effort to assist in the 

dissemination of religious orthodoxy, al-Wansharisi resolutely stated no – Muslims could 

not do so or else their own religious practice could be at risk. Granada was the closest 

territory for Mudejars, or Muslims living under Christian rule, and it served as a place of 

refuge for those seeking to move. 
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 The Nasrids survived for as long as they did by playing the peninsular Christian 

kingdoms and the Marinids of North Africa against each other and to the benefit of 

Granada. Even though Granada was the last bit of Muslim territory left on the peninsula, 

both the Christians to the north and the Marinids to the south coveted it. To this equation, 

we should also add the maritime powers of the Italian peninsula like Pisa, who were 

influential in the Mediterranean and often harassed the Grenadine ships as they 

transported goods across the sea. The Nasrids were often at the mercy of all of these 

regional powers and were able to survive because of astute maneuvering and the paying 

of tribute. For instance, Grenadine silk was coveted as a luxury item and the Nasrids 

provided a rich trade in silk and other goods to the Christian North and by extension the 

whole of Europe. The annual tribute provided to the kingdom of castile also served to fill 

its coffers and ensure Granada’s survival under the protection of castile from the other 

peninsular Christian kingdoms that sought to chip off pieces of its territory, which 

Granada would often relinquish as well. By the time of the fall of Nasrid Granada, very 

few territories remained under its direct rule but the most coveted was the port city of 

Malaga, which fell to Ferdinand of Aragon. It should be noted that the majority of the 

population of Malaga was forced into slavery after the city’s fall, because they had 

resisted. So, on the eve of the final siege of Granada, Abu Abdullah knew very well what 

could befall his people if they resisted. 

 The fall of Nasrid Granada in 1492 CE was in the tealeaves by the time Abu 

Abdullah assumed leadership. Nasrid Granada had never been a stable state with many of 

its rulers lasting very short times and with the ruling family suffering from ineptitude and 

internal strife. The Christian kingdom of Castile and Leon had allied itself with the 
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kingdom of Aragon through the marriage of Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon. 

After they had consolidated their power in the north of Iberia, they turned their attention 

to Granada and were able to fully conquer the territory, as noted above by January of 

1492. Isabella then financed in that same year the expedition of Columbus across the 

Atlantic Ocean and by 1495 was actively engaged with the colonization the Americas via 

the port of Seville, which served as a base for the administration of the new Atlantic 

territories. The Catholic Monarchs, as they are known, in 1492 also expelled their Jewish 

subjects from their combined territories and forced the kingdom of Portugal to do the 

same when they entered into marriage negotiations during the same decade. Ferdinand of 

Aragon also had more imperial ambitions and sought to consolidate control over 

territories on the Italian Peninsula and throughout the Mediterranean Sea. Spanish 

peninsular consolidation and the establishment of a national identity were actively being 

formulated at the time, and ridding Iberia of Islam alongside the projection of a unified 

Hispanic identity were integral to this plan. 

 

Muslim Identity under the Catholic Monarchs 

 After the fall of Granada on January 2, 1492, Muslims were given the opportunity 

to leave, and many did. Others who did not have the means to leave the territory were 

granted the right to continue practicing their religion as they had done before. This very 

tenuous position lasted for a very short time. Shortly after the territory had been 

conquered, many Muslim women who had converted to Islam from Christianity were 

considered renegades of the faith and were not covered under the capitulation 

agreements; they were brought in for questioning by Catholic authorities. These 
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interrogations were often thus accompanied by force and in one such instance the 

interrogators were stopped by the Muslims in the Albaicin, or the Muslim quarter in 

Granada. This small revolt had reverberations throughout the larger Grenadine territories 

and soon the revolt would spread to the Alpujarras mountain range, where a guerilla 

campaign was launched against Spanish rule. The rebellion lasted for several years until 

the Spanish finally crushed it, but the end result was the nullification of the capitulation 

agreement signed by Abu Abdullah and the Catholic Monarchs, which had protected the 

Muslims and had allowed for the continuation of Islam on the peninsula. 

It is hard to judge why the Catholic Monarchs dealt so harshly with their Muslim 

subjects, but some argue that the seeds of forced conversion were planted years before 

due to the in the ill-treatment of Sephardic Jews.50 Others have pointed to the marriage 

contract between La Infanta Isabella and Alfonzo I of Portugal, where the Spanish 

Monarchs stipulated that Portugal had to first rid itself of both the Jewish and Muslim 

population before the marriage could be enacted.51 It was not a secret that Queen Isabella 

was a woman full of religious fervor and her relationship with the Mudejars in her own 

kingdoms of Old and New Castile was less than ideal. By the end of the total re-conquest 

of the Iberian Peninsula, she was more interested in the conversion of the Muslim 

population than she was with its appeasement. Queen Isabella had initially sent her 

confessor, Hernando de Talavera, to aid in the conversion process of the Muslims in 

Granada. Talavera’s philosophical approach to the treatment of Granada’s newly 

                                                
50 For a much richer comparison of the two communal experiences, please see – James S. 
Amelang, Parallel Histories: Muslims and Jews in Inquisitorial Spain, (Baton Rouge: LSU Press, 
2013). 
51 Harvey, Muslims in Spain,16. 



 44 

converted focused on winning over the Muslims to Christianity “through the word, the 

book and example rather than fear.”52 When the Catholic Monarchs perceived Talavera’s 

efforts as taking too long, they dispatched the heavy-handed Archbishop of Toledo, 

Francisco Jimenez de Cisneros, to oversee a speedier process of conversion in Granada. 

Archbishop Cisneros was vehemently opposed to gentler Catholic indoctrination 

advocated by Talavera, and went out of his way to undermine Talavera’s efforts by 

imposing stricter rules upon the Morisco community. While Queen Isabella plotted with 

Cisneros to speed the cleansing of Granada of its Muslim past, King Ferdinand did not 

seem to be filled with the same sort of religious zeal to see his Aragonese Muslim 

subjects forcibly converted to Islam. 

In fact, Ferdinand allowed his Mudejar subjects to continue practicing Islam 

openly and without molestation for quite some time, after all of the Castilian territories 

had been cleansed of any outward shows of Islamic practice. His magnanimity was 

neither born out of tolerance for Islam nor should it be confused with compassion 

towards his subjects, but instead King Ferdinand, unlike his wife, was a pragmatist who 

understood how economically integral the Muslim population of Aragon’s labor was to 

his aristocracy. The Muslims of Aragon had lived alongside their Christian countrymen 

for centuries and they comprised the vast majority of the rural peasantry. Without Muslim 

labor, there would be no one to harvest the fields. They were essentially the backbone of 

the feudal Aragón’s economy and were thus offered protection by their lords who knew 

that an unhappy workforce translated to fewer profits.53 Forced Conversions of Muslim 

                                                
52 Carr, Blood and Faith, 54. 
53 Carr, Blood and Faith, 80. 
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populations were thus not a uniform process throughout Spain nor were they on a fixed 

timetable, but there did seem to be consensus regarding certain aspects of Muslim 

conversion to Catholicism.  

The preferred method utilized by the Catholic clergy was forced mass conversion 

of entire towns, cities and villages. Many Muslims at the very early stages of these forced 

conversions did not know what was actually going on because they did not speak 

Castilian or Latin. They had no way of knowing what they were agreeing to nor did they 

have a choice in the matter because the overwhelming majority of conversions happened 

under duress. It goes without saying that the nature of a conversion from a traditional 

faith, shared by an entire culture for generations, to one that is diametrically opposed is 

often a traumatic event, even when the conversion is of one’s own volition. Islam and 

Christianity during the sixteenth century and in many ways even today are considered to 

be on opposite ends of the religious spectrum and in continuous opposition to one 

another. From the very beginning these mass conversions were questioned by the general 

population and some members of the clergy. Could someone truly become Christian if 

they converted under duress? What was the nature of Morisco salvation if it was not a 

personal choice birthed in the conviction of Jesus Christ as savior? It was these types of 

questions that made the general Spanish populace question the sincerity of Morisco 

conversions and attack them as a segregated minority. While the Catholic monarchs had 

wanted to eliminate an internal enemy, they effectively created another layer of suspicion 

and fear. Instead of having an overt enemy that was discernable through religious 

distinctions, the Moriscos were turned into a virtual fifth column ready to strike at the 
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core of Spain at any time.54 Overnight, Islam became an outlawed religion and all those 

who practiced it were deemed worthy of torture, forced conversion, and death. In the 

process of attempting to pacify fears, the forced conversions and subsequent creation of a 

crypto-Muslim Morisco population only served to make the Old Christian Spanish even 

more hostile towards their Morisco countrymen.  

The denial of Muslim religious freedom must be viewed in terms of how the 

Spanish dealt with what was considered to be an enemy force living amongst their 

population. In the eyes of the Spanish court, each and every Muslim had to be converted 

in order for the kingdom to be safe from external attacks from North Africa and the rising 

power of the Ottoman Empire. The Morisco cause was not helped when pirate ships were 

discovered with Spanish Morisco crewmen who aided the pirates on their slave raids 

along the Iberian coast. In the beginning of the fifteenth century, the Spanish monarchs 

were well aware of the threat posed by the growing Ottoman Empire on their 

Mediterranean holdings in Italy. The Ottomans at this time were consolidating their 

power in the Middle East and contesting European dominance in the Mediterranean Sea 

and North Africa.55 The Muslim kingdoms on the North African coasts were also home to 

Corsair city-states that continuously harassed the Iberian coast and made life difficult for 

the Spanish navy. These Barbary pirates, as they were sometimes called, were Muslim for 

the most part and did recruit from among the Moriscos who immigrated to North Africa. 

These states were sympathetic to the plight of their Muslim co-religionists in Spain, and 

there is evidence that North Africans as far as Egypt were conscious of the suppression of 
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Islam in Spain and how the Spanish monarchs had reneged on promises made during the 

capitulation of Granada.56 While they were reticent to directly attack Spain, there were 

constant rumors of an impending Muslim invasion in defense of the Morisco population 

there. It is unclear whether or not these rumors ever had any validity, but they were used 

by the Moriscos to justify their defiance as well as by their Catholic oppressors to justify 

harsher punishments meted out by Inquisitorial authorities.  

Beyond the threat of foreign reprisals, the situation of the Moriscos was 

exacerbated by two fundamental components of Spanish Catholicism at the time. First, 

the Catholic Church was attempting to expedite the full conversion of populations in 

Iberia and abroad, which they had forcibly converted to Catholicism. And second, the 

Moriscos were trying to preserve their culture to the best of their ability under the ever-

watchful eye of the Church authorities and their fellow non-Muslim countrymen. The 

inherent fear of covert Muslim practice was an integral part of how the Catholic Church 

set out to define their treatment of these new converts in Spain. It should be stated that 

Islamic practice in Spain had neither been monolithic nor universal among Muslims 

before their collective forced conversion. Instead what could be found in Iberia, before 

the fall of Granada, were Islamic poly-doxies, where Muslims practiced Islam in various 

forms under an umbrella or a Sunni Islam governed by Maliki jurisprudence. The Maliki 

Madhhab, or Islamic School of jurisprudence, was the earliest of all the sharia 

interpretations to develop and dominates even today in parts of North and West Africa. It 

was brought to the Iberian Peninsula by the early Muslim invaders and was propagated 

by Muslim religious authorities and governments. So while it could be said that Muslims 
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in Iberia were governed under Maliki interpretations of Islamic law, it would be 

erroneous to assume that the expression of that law was uniform throughout Spain or that 

the said law was universally applied in all situations. 

Before the fall of Granada, Muslims thus practiced their faith in myriad ways 

including nominally or even not at all, and they also shared many aspects of regional 

culture with their Christian neighbors. Conversion to Christianity and Christian sincerity 

also fell within this spectrum of religiosity, so it is fair to say that not all openly contested 

their conversions and that some within the community used conversion to Christianity as 

a means of acquiring higher status amongst their neighbors. In certain ways the 

conversion process to Christianity mirrored the one to Islam centuries before during the 

height of Muslim rule, except for the fact that in most instances Christians were not asked 

to forcibly convert to Islam. The examples of cooperation or collaboration with the 

religious authorities are mainly among the Muslim aristocracy, who sought to maintain a 

certain level of continuity for their own positions of power within the community.57 

These Muslims leaders transitioned quite easily into Morisco leaders and there are even 

examples where those who were seemingly devout as Muslims were equally as 

enthusiastic with their new faith. Of course, sincerity is difficult to judge over four 

centuries later but their exceptionalities are a testament to the adaptability of the Morisco 

leadership to changing political and structural circumstances. 

Archbishop Talavera was the first Catholic official to be assigned the task of 

ministering to the newly conquered territory, and so his job was to organize the city's 

ministries and oversea the proselytization of Moriscos. His methods were designed to 
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ease the transition towards a Christian dominated Granada and so he sought to make that 

transition as smooth as possible, while maintaining the prominence of the Church and its 

official hierarchy. He sought converts amongst the Moriscos through persuasion instead 

of coercion, and some of the earliest converts were baptized during his era. He founded a 

school to teach how to proselytize to Moriscos and believed that inculcation in their 

native Arabic was the best way to accomplish this. In many ways, Talavera was 

interested in the complete change of Granadine society and his methods were systematic 

and ahead of their time. He understood that to truly convert the population the Church 

would need time and patience. His techniques would ultimately loose to the impatience of 

Queen Isabella, but he was remembered as someone who had devoted his time in 

Granada to evangelization and the desire to prove through charity and good works the 

superiority of Christianity and convince Moriscos through these soft measures to join the 

fold. His successors would choose different routes to the conversion process of the 

Moriscos. 

Unlike Talavera whose demeanor toward Moriscos was generally more 

compassionate, Archbishop Francisco Jimenez de Cisneros was a harsh man who 

attempted to convert the population by force of will and cruelty, and his techniques 

would be duplicated throughout the peninsula. As personal confessor to the Queen, he 

intimately knew her desires to rid Castile and Leon of Islam, but it is uncertain who 

instigated these discussions. Cisneros was assigned to aid Talavera in the conversion of 

the Muslims of Granada during the latter part of the 15th century and he quickly gained a 

reputation for his cruelty and harshness. His attempts at punishing those he considered 

apostates from Christianity - or renegados as they were called, would lead to first al-pun 
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areas war and Muslim revolt. Cisneros began first by rounding up those who belonged to 

renegade families and focused his attention on the Christian women who had converted 

to Islam after marriage. These attempts infuriated the Muslims and the revolt was said to 

have begun in the Albaicin or Moorish quarter after women were pulled from their homes 

and dragged through the streets. These instances of forced removal from homes and off 

the alleyways of the Albaicin instigated a Muslim reaction as friends and family members 

attempted to prevent the actions of Cisneros' henchmen. After one of them was killed by 

a mob of angry Muslims, the Moorish quarter ignited in open revolt that would ultimately 

spread to the surrounding countryside. It should be noted that those Cisneros considered 

apostates were covered by the negotiated capitulation agreement and that some Muslims 

claimed to be revolting in order to uphold the agreement signed by the Catholic 

monarchs, so in their minds they were not in open rebellion against the King and Queen 

but instead calling for the removal of Cisneros and the reinstitution of what the 

sovereigns had commanded. Cisneros' intervention proved to be calamitous for the 

Muslims of Granada, and after the rebellion had been put down – Muslims were given the 

choice to either remain and convert or leave. 

 

Morisco Identity in Hapsburg Spain 

The beginnings of Hapsburg Spain (1516 to 1700 CE) were marked by the 

ascension of the Holy Roman Emperor to the throne of Spain. During the reign of Charles 

V, the sovereign was not very concerned with the happenings of Spain and was much 

more interested in retaining his territories elsewhere. He was notoriously hard to 

understand when he spoke Spanish, and it can be surmised that he knew very little of the 
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vernacular. The ruling of Spain was left up his advisors and later to his son the young 

Prince Phillip. He did spend some time in Granada and built a magnificent palace 

alongside the Alhambra, which stands to this day, as almost and intrusion on the hill 

between the Alhambra palace and the towers that guard it. Barbara Fuchs in her work 

Exotic Nation notes that Charles V was very fond of all things Moorish and held 

tournaments in the Moorish fashion complete with the social protocols associated with 

the Nasrid court. It was during his stay in the Alhambra that He held a session of the 

municipal council and listened to the complaints concerning the recalcitrant Moriscos and 

their inability to accept full conversion. He made certain pronouncements and enacted 

laws during this time that would limit the cultural production of the Moriscos and lead to 

the second Alpujarras War during the reign of his son, Phillip II. Similarly, it was during 

the reign of the holy roman emperor that the Muslims/Mudejars of Aragon and Valencia 

were forcibly converted during the rebellion of the Germanias or brotherhoods/trade 

guilds that rampages across the Aragonese and Valencian countryside converting 

Muslims at the edge of a sword and killing countless others. These forced conversions 

proved difficult to justify and Charles requested that the matter be settled by the Vatican, 

which decided that the conversion while coerced remained valid and all those who 

returned to the fold of Islam would be treated as apostates and killed. This second wave 

of mass conversions effectively eliminated Islam from the Iberian Peninsula and 

irrevocably changed the face of Spanish religious life forever. 

Under Phillip II, the life of his Morisco subjects became an integral part of his 

larger plan of elevating the status of Spain on the world stage. The rise of Protestantism 

and the subsequent Wars of Religion that were fought across Europe brought the plight of 
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the Moriscos or as was it was most often called the Morisco question to the forefront of 

Phillip II’s domestic policy. He began by enforcing the rules outlawing Morisco culture 

outlined by his father Charles V in this 1526. His policies effectively relegated Morisco 

cultural practices to the realm of criminality and helped to spark the second Alpujarras 

War, which would prove disastrous for the Moriscos of Granada – the end result being 

their internal dispersion within Castile and Leon. 

By the time Phillip II ascended the throne the Hapsburg Empire had already spent 

decades fighting religious wars that sapped the royal coffers. Money seemed to be on the 

mind of everyone at court, but religion remained paramount. Charles V had attempted to 

instruct his son on matters of state and their is ample record of their correspondences, 

where Charles implores his son to "submit all (his) desires and actions to the will of God‚ 

and to make the defense of the Catholic faith his primary responsibility."58 Along the 

same vein, Charles V instructed his son to “behave with the submission of a good son of 

the Church (towards future pontiffs), and without giving them any just cause for offence 

with you, (b)ut do this without any prejudice to the pre-eminences, prosperity and peace 

of the said kingdoms.”59 And, it would appear that King Phillip II took his father's advice 

to heart and for the most part attempted to remain in good standing with the Catholic 

Church hierarchy. What this meant for the Moriscos was that Phillip II seems to have 

thought deeply regarding the Morisco question before he ascended to the throne, and 

made it a point to solve the Morisco problem once and for all.  
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Unlike his father who as Holy Roman Emperor had spent the majority of his reign 

attending to European imperial wars and affairs of the state that drew him away from the 

everyday realities of Spain, Phillip was invested in the ruling the Hapsburg Empire from 

Spain and was very much a Spaniard. The issues of what to do with the Moriscos and 

how to gain their full compliance with the mandates of church and state weighed heavy 

on Phillip II and it was during his reign that these issues came to a head. His concerns 

regarding the Moriscos had directly to do with the perceived internal threat they posed to 

the future of the Hapsburg Empire, as sympathizers of the growing Ottoman power in 

Eastern Europe and the Mediterranean. Phillip II, as one of the most powerful monarchs 

in Europe, was asked to defend Europe against the common Turkish enemy on several 

fronts, and the Moriscos were popularly understood to be essentially a beachhead for an 

Ottoman invasion and/or an internal force that would side with the enemy. By the end of 

Phillip II’s rule, Moriscos were irrevocably viewed as a Muslim fifth column, and their 

full integration into Spanish society ruled completely out of the question by those in 

positions of power and closest to the King. In effect, their conversions were viewed as 

failures and their permanent expulsion from the Iberian Peninsula was already in the 

works. 
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CHAPTER 3 

MORISCO RELIGIOUS PERFORMANCE 

 
When we say “Jesus,” they say “Chichigi,” which means “chickens,” and when in 
Valencia they hear said, “Señor ver Deu,” which means “Lord the true God,” naming 
the sacrament of the Eucharist, they sneer with laughs, because in their language, 
“verdeu” means “nag” or “mule,” and when “sanctified be your name” is said, they say 
“holy sin, you man,” and instead of saying “he will come to judge the living and the 
dead,” they say, “he will come to play at eggs and gardens,” along with other much 
worse things; and if they reproach them, they deny it by saying that they don’t know or 
understand what they say and do. 

-- Fray Bartolome de las Casas60 
 

In sixteenth century Spain, the Moriscos were viewed as a Turkish fifth column 

waiting their turn to attack neighbors and bring down the newly unified Iberian state. The 

distinction between those who were of Muslim descent and those who came from Old 

Catholic families was clear, and the losers in the debate over full participation in society 

were the Moriscos. Their former Muslim status rendered them forever suspect in the eyes 

of the Old Christian population and the dreaded Inquisition, which at the time served as 

an arm of the Spanish state designed to eradicate any vestigial forms of Muslim and 

Jewish culture on the Iberian Peninsula.61 Under the constant watch of their Christian 

neighbors, the Inquisitorial authorities, and the state, the vast majority of Moriscos chose 

to continue practicing Islam in secret, while remaining outwardly Christian. What 

allowed the Morisco population to continue their Islamic practice was a document called 
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the Oran fatwa, which delineated the ways in which the Moriscos could dissimulate their 

furtive Islamic practice while concurrently professing Christianity.62 

For Moriscos, performing Christianity in public was often a matter of life or 

death. They had very little choice but to ostensibly be Christians for all the world to see, 

but their practice of Islam served a different purpose. The performance of Islam on the 

other hand spoke more to the Morisco desire to preserve a separate cultural identity and 

retain a semblance of dignity in light of the perceived historical tragedy that had befallen 

them. In this chapter, Morisco writings will be examined with special attention paid to the 

ways that Moriscos described their actions both to officials and to themselves. 

Furthermore, specific attention will be paid to the non-traditional forms of Islamic 

practice that the Moriscos were able to retain in their quotidian lives and celebrations 

such as the writing of Romance in Arabic script in the form of Aljamiado texts and what 

those texts have to say about Morisco religious performance and the retention of an 

Islamic worldview in terms of the myths and legends the community deemed important 

enough to record. Similarly, the laws enacted by the state speak to the performative 

aspects of Moriscos cultural practices that were deemed subversive by the state such as 

female full-face veiling and bathing. The inquisitorial record, while problematic in its 

silences, does include incredible narratives of Moriscos participating in clandestine 

Islamic practice such as the circumcision of male children and singing of Arabic songs 

even in the face of death. This section will focus on the emancipatory nature of Islamic 
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practice for Moriscos and the methods used to perform Islam in secret under the gaze of 

the state. 

Part of what this chapter is attempting to address is the delineation of religious 

boundaries for Morisco Islam. What did it look like for Moriscos at the very beginning of 

the sixteenth century? How were they being Muslims on the ground? And, what are the 

difficulties involved with the reconstruction of their religiosity, whether out in the open 

or behind closed doors. By asking questions regarding how Muslim were Moriscos, it is 

not my intention to address the acts of violence perpetrated against them, nor do I do I 

intend to put forth arguments to prove their Islamicity. I am, however, questioning their 

construction as crypto-Muslims in light of what that ideation meant to Spanish 

authorities, arguments made to mark Moriscos as different and distinct from the rest of 

the Spanish population and ultimately expel them. I am similarly questioning the validity 

of taqiyya as a Sunni Muslim practice justified by the Maliki tradition. In light of the 

overwhelming predominance of Maliki fiqh in al-Andalus before its conquest by 

Christian rulers, how would Morisco intellectuals and jurists have accepted a juridical 

ruling that went against the consensus of their school and the leading luminaries of the 

time like al-Wansharisi. All of the questions above serve to frame the conversation 

presented below in terms of the performance of Islam and how said performance was 

understood within the community and by outsiders.  

 

Fatwas in Sixteenth Century Spain 

 Among the many charged terms that have entered the modern English lexicon is 

the Arabic word fatwa (response), which is defined as “a response given by a qualified 
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person who expounds the ruling of Sharia on a particular issue that is put to him by a 

person or a group of persons.”63 A fatwa can also mean a clarification regarding a legal 

ruling issued by a qadi that is sought from a mufti (juris-consult) at times as the petition 

of the plaintiff, accused or officiating judge.64 Those who dispensed legal rulings in this 

fashion were known as muftis, or Muslim legal scholars who often operated outside of the 

judiciary yet were trained in usul ul-fiqh (principles of jurisprudence). For those in power 

such as rulers and/or officers of the state, fatwas served as a means of accessing 

jurisprudential approval of legal decisions made or specific government courses of action. 

Certain qadis, who lacked formal legal training, may have also used fatwas from 

respected muftis to justify their own independent juridical rulings where no clear 

precedent existed or when novel circumstances precipitated the traversing of uncharted 

jurisprudential waters.65 Alongside this formal use of fatwas within the sharia court 

system there existed a tradition of lay petitioners sending questions to muftis relating to 

the everyday practice of Islam, thus serving as a method in which commoners could 

access the law through the explications and rulings on matters pertaining to the quotidian 

affairs of the masses. The brief historical overview presented below situates these 

petitions as an aspect of a juris-consult’s communal service: 

Historically fatwa began as a private activity that was independent of state 
intervention and control. The ‘ulema who acted as muftis responded to people’s 
questions over issues and gave fatwa as a service to the community, and they 
themselves set their own professional standards usually without government 
intervention. … They provided valuable guidance and advice over detailed issues 
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of Islamic law in legal disputes and in court cases for those who were not in a 
position to consult the law books themselves.66 

Muftis were often highly regarded and sought after personages with spheres of influence 

determined by their scholarly prestige. Competition among scholars to widen their 

spheres of influence was fierce, and during Ottoman times mufti positions became part of 

the state apparatus and yielded considerable amounts of wealth based on the size of the 

administrative jurisdiction and affluence of the population served.67 By the end of the 9th 

century, muftis were already an established part of the Muslim religious terrain including 

in al-Andalus (Islamic Spain), where the Maliki madhhab, or school of jurisprudence, 

was the predominant elaboration of Sunni normativity. 

Because of the predominance of the Maliki Madhhab in the Western Muslim 

lands of present day North Africa, Sicily, Portugal and Spain, the majority of muftis 

belonged to this school of Islamic Jurisprudence.68 The Maliki Madhhab dominated over 

the jurisprudential landscape of Spain and was by far the most widespread in Islamic 

Spain and represented Sunni normativity for Iberian Muslims. It is to the Maliki scholars 

that the Muslims turned, as Christians began their march downward on the Iberian 

Peninsula. In reality, the question of whether or not Muslims should emigrate after their 

lands have been conquered was answered previously as Christians began the slow 

movement southward. The Maliki answer was in the affirmative, that Muslims were 

required to move from Dar al-harb to Dar al-salaam, but this ideal stipulation had not 

been heeded. Instead, many Muslims chose to remain in Iberia under Christian rule and 
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accept subjugation and disdain of their fellow coreligionists. Mudejars were reviled on 

either side of the ideological debate but this did not necessarily translate into a complete 

reduced status. Many Mudejars were able to hold prominent positions and continued to 

hold a privileged minority status within the lands of Aragon where Aragonese kings 

signed agreements granting Mudejars religious protections in exchange for monetary 

tributes and military and political support, even against other Muslim communities. It 

was also the case within the Aragonese kingdom that the Muslim community formed the 

majority of the agricultural labor force, thus forming an integral part of the economic 

vitality of the kingdom and regional feudal estates. By the 15th century, a strong tradition 

of seeking fatwa justifications for the realities of Mudejar life from muftis outside of 

Christian territories was well under way. While Muslim territory existed on the Iberian 

Peninsula, Mudejars sought clarification from muftis and fuqaha residing in Granada.  

After the fall of Granada, the answers to jurisprudential questions were sought from the 

North African Muslim mainland and even as far away as Cairo.69 The consistent Maliki 

stance among the majority of juris-consults who attempted to address the Mudejar 

question was that Muslims should immigrate to Muslim lands, if their territory had been 

conquered. The orthodox perspective consistently distanced itself from the realities of 

Mudejar life and denigrated their position amongst the larger Muslim community. 
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The Oran Fatwa: Authorship and challenges 

 What makes the situation of the Moriscos in 16h century Spain different from that 

of the Mudejars is that the forced conversion of the Muslim population was executed 

throughout the realm and no Muslim population was excluded.70 The situation was 

unprecedented because there was no place to retreat within the Iberian Peninsula, and 

Mudejar communities that had existed in other parts of the realm as protected minorities 

were also forced to convert. After the fall of Granada in 1492 CE, Muslims were granted 

the right to continue practicing Islam under the terms of the capitulation agreement 

signed by Boabdil and the Catholic Monarchs, Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of 

Castile. This agreement was subsequently nullified after the first Granadine rebellion 

called the first Alpujarras War (1499-1501 CE). The Catholic Monarchs used the war to 

justify the forced conversion of the population and renege on the protections granted to 

the Muslim population of Granada by the capitulation agreement. While the forced 

conversions were at first limited to Granada and the newly subjugated Muslim 

communities in Southern Spain, the conversion of established Mudejar communities in 

Castile, Aragon and Valencia followed until there were no longer any Muslims allowed 

to outwardly practice Islam on the Iberian Peninsula. 

 As a result of this calamitous series of events, the Muslim population turned to 

their neighbors to the South and sought assistance, safe harbor and also the guidance of 

the religious jurists. Similar to other instances of Christian encroachment, the Muslims in 

their attempt to make sense of what was happening around them continued the 

established tradition of seeking a legal ruling to justify their continued existence among 
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the Christians. In 1503, Muslims sought the guidance of a mufti known as the “Mufti of 

Oran.” Some consider the title “Mufti of Oran” a misnomer, because there are no records 

of such a personage writing a fatwa pertaining to Moriscos, and the title is derived from 

Moriscos themselves. The writer of the fatwa presumably had intimate knowledge of the 

Moriscos’ plight and understood the complexities and limitations of their situation, 

particularly their ability to emigrate from newly Christianized Iberian cities in the 

South.71  It is believe that he was a Maliki mufti named Abu al-Abbas Ahmad b. Abi 

Jum’ah al-Maghrawi al-Wahrani, who resided in Fez around 1503, when the fatwa is said 

to have been penned.72 Devin Stewart provides a brief biography of Ibn Abi Jum’ah and 

states the following:  

Abu al-‘Abbas Ahmad b. Abi Jum‘ah al-Maghrawi al-Wahrani resided in Oran as 
a youth. He may have been born in the nearby region of Maghrawah and moved 
there in his early years, or he may have been born in Oran itself, while his father 
or an earlier ancestor hailed from the Maghrawah region. In either case, he was 
presumably of Berber origin and belonged to the Maghrawah tribal federation. 
The sources do not provide his date of birth; one must set it tentatively in the mid-
fifteenth century. He studied in Oran in his early years, then traveled to Tlemcen, 
the nearest major capital, to complete his education, particularly in Maliki law and 
theology. There, he was taught by Muhammad b. Yusuf al-Sanusi, a well-known 
scholar and mystic renowned for his theological works. … His son Muhammad 
Shaqrun was probably born and grew up in Tlemcen. At some point, both father 
and son settled in Fez; the sources available do not allow us to date their 
movements with precision, but the move took place in all likelihood after 
898/1493. Ahmad b. Abi Jum‘ah ended up obtaining a salaried position as a 
professor of law in Fez.73 

As is evident in the biography above, Ibn Abi Jum’ah, while perhaps originating in Oran 

on the modern day coast of Algeria, was a juris-consult in Fez. By situating Ibn Abi 

                                                
71 Ibid., 64. 
72 Devin Stewart, “The Identity of ‘The Mufti of Oran’, Abu L-Abbar Ahmad B. Abi Jun’ah al-
Maghrawi al-Wahrani (D. 917/1511).” Al-Qantara 27 (2006), 295. 
73 Ibid., 296. 



 62 

Jum’ah in Fez, Stewart is able to place his fatwa in relation to the established 

jurisprudential community residing in that metropolis. His response to the question of 

Muslim communities forced to remain in Christian territory thus fits into a larger corpus 

of fatawa being written at this time that attempted to address the suffering of Moriscos. 

 In relation to this larger scholarly community of Fez, Ibn Abi Jum’ah’s fatwa 

seems to have been written in 1503-4 in response to an inquiry regarding the permanence 

of Muslims under Christian rule and may have been addressed either to Muslims in 

Castile or to Muslims in Granada.74 The Oran Fatwa was written in Arabic and then 

subsequently translated into Aragonese and Castilian, and later also transcribed in 

Hispano-Romance using Arabic script. The fatwa provides the basis for crypto-Islamic 

practice in that it attempts to transform the ritual requirements of Christianity into a 

means by which a Muslim could fulfill his or her religious requirements within Islam. Ibn 

Abi Jum’ah goes to great lengths to address the many ways in which Moriscos would be 

asked to blaspheme against normative Islamic practice and provides a concrete 

framework for the continuance of Muslim faith in the absence of the ability to outwardly 

profess Islam. What follows below are selections from the fatwa as translated by L. P. 

Harvey that illustrate various ways in which Moriscos could attempt to continue their 

Islamic practice under the guise of Catholicism: 

Know that idols are carved wood and hard stone, which can cause you no harm 
and can do you no good, it is to Allah that the kingdom belongs. Allah did not 
take to Himself a son, and alongside Him there is no other god, so He is the one 
you must worship, and you must display perseverance in your adoration of Him. 
 
So [you must carry out] ritual prayer (salat), even though only by making some 
slight movement (bi_l-ima_), and [you must contribute] ritual alms (zakat), even 
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though as if apparently it is some hypocritical show of generosity to a beggar (for 
Allah does not look at your face, but into your heart), and [perform] ritual 
ablutions ( gusl) after major pollution, even though by plunging into the sea. 
 
If you are prevented from praying, then you should make up at nighttime what 
you have had to omit during the day; and when ritually pure water is for practical 
purposes lacking, then you must wipe yourself clean [in the ritually approved 
fashion—tayammum], even if it is just by rubbing your hands clean on a wall. If 
that is not possible, the generally held view is that the prayer and its execution are 
not required in the absence of water or clean stone, although you should make 
some slight pointing motion with your hands or face toward clean earth or stone 
or a tree such as would have been ritually acceptable for that purpose (this is as 
taught by Ibn Naji in his commentary to the Risala, and is based on the Prophet’s 
words: “Take from them whatever they can bring”). 

If they force pork on you, eat it, but in your heart reject it, and hold firm to the 
belief that it is forbidden. In the same way, if they force you to do anything thing 
which is forbidden.75 

The first injunction above to look beyond the “carved wood and hard stone” speaks to the 

strong iconoclasm that is found in the Qur’an. The remaining Oran Fatwa selections point 

to an Islamic ritual practice that is simultaneously un-normative but seeking justification 

within the framework of Sunni normativity. The emphasis is on the internal intention of 

the action and not the action itself because the action is being carried out under duress 

and not by choice. This stress on intention is not new and rationales for the prominence 

of the internal process of faith can be found within the scriptural sources for Islamic law. 

What makes the Oran Fatwa distinct is not only its use of dissimulation of 

Islamic ritual, but also its oppositional position vis-à-vis the Maliki tradition on the 

question of Muslims living under Christian rule.76 As indicated above, the majority of 

Maliki jurists were quite rigid in their insistence that Muslims must immigrate from Dar 

al-Harb to Dar as-Salaam. It was argued by Maliki juris-consults that Muslims who 
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remained in Christian territory risked the contamination of their faith and that of 

subsequent generations.77 It was no surprise then that Mudejars had sought and failed to 

garner jurisprudential justification for remaining in Christian territories on the Iberian 

Peninsula. The question had been fully addressed by the leading living authority at the 

time, the Maliki Mufti of Fez – Ahmad Yahya al-Wansharisi, in his fatwa, “Asna al-

mataajir fe byaan akhaam man ghalaba ‘alaa wantanihi al-nasaaraa wa-lam yuhaajir 

wa-maa yatarattabu ‘alayhi min al-‘uquubat wa’l-zawajir,” where he argued that 

“Muslims could not in good conscience remain in Spain under Christian rule and had an 

obligation to emigrate on the grounds that they were not able to fulfill their religious 

obligations properly.”78 The fatwa issued by Ibn Abi Jum’ah was a response to al-

Wansharisi and polemical in nature, which was not out of the ordinary in large cities 

where juris-consults were in competition with one another for prominence.79   

Al-Wansharisi’s response to the question of Muslims remaining in Christian lands 

was emigration and represented the orthodox Maliki view on the subject. He was not 

alone in his admonishment of those who remained. Both Christian and Muslim legal 

scholars prescribed the segregation of the two communities.80 Muslim elaboration of the 

ideal situation in which Muslims and Christians could come into contact was only if 

Muslims were in a position of superiority and Christians existed as a protected minority. 

The difference of course is that Muslims were not always granted the status of a protected 
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minority, when Christians were in positions of power over them. When asked about these 

instances in which Muslims were subordinate to Christians, Ibn Miqlash, a 14th century 

Mufti from Oran, stated that a Muslim “who lives in Christian lands does not care for 

what is sacred.”81 In similar fashion, we have the example of Muhammad b. ‘Ali al-

Ansari al-Haffar’s fatwa regarding the obligation to emigrate to the lands of Islam: 

It is not permitted for a Muslim who has the capacity to emigrate from exposure 
to the infidels to remain among them, because they are subject to the laws of 
unbelief and because they constantly witness lack of belief in God (kufr) and [yet] 
they do not have the capacity to change it. It is incumbent upon them to emigrate 
from [this] place, therefore, since it is not permitted for a Muslim to keep 
company with one who engages in the sinful activities of drinking wine, 
committing adultery, or other sinful acts. How much the more so is it not 
permitted to live with one who does not believe in God and tells lies about His 
Prophet? Thus, emigration should be regarded as a duty by virtue of ijma'.82  

The unequivocal answer to the question posed to al-Haffar was that Muslims had an 

obligation to emigrate to Muslim territory, and that it should be regarded as a “duty by 

virtue of the consensus of the community,” which represented the agreement of Maliki 

scholars on the issue. This ideal of emigration to the lands of Islam is comparably worded 

in the fatwa of Muhammad al-Mawwaaq, where he was asked whether or not a man 

could visit his parents if they resided in the lands of the Christians: 

If the parents have the capacity to emigrate or leave from the Abode of War or the 
land of the infidel, without danger or fear, then it is not permitted to them to 
remain there, [even] if this leads to their impoverishment and their begging for 
alms. Indeed, the Companions of the Prophet-peace be upon him-had emigrated 
and left behind what belonged to them. Some of the ahl al-Suffa among them 
were supported by the alms of Muslims.83 
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In the case above, the parents of the individual could not justify their remaining in 

Christian territory even if it meant that they would be paupers in the lands of Muslims. 

They probably reasoned that comingling with non-Muslims would directly and adversely 

affect the religious practice of the Muslims who remained. From the selections above, it 

can be stated that the religious ideal among Maliki jurists was that Muslims had to 

emigrate to Dar as-Salaam and could not remain among the infidels, if they were sincere 

Muslims. It is the incontrovertible nature of these fatawa that make the Oran Fatwa, 

which was used by the Moriscos to remain in Spain as crypto-Muslims, all the more 

remarkable. 

 

The Oran Fatwa: Reception and use by the Moriscos 

 When discussing the situation of the Crypto-Muslims of Spain during the 

sixteenth century one fact is essential: there would be no such thing as Crypto-Islam 

without the existence of the Oran Fatwa as an Islamic justification of their dissimulative 

Islamic practice.84 Crypto-Islam was born on the Iberian Peninsula with the reception and 

dissemination of the Oran fatwa as the textual basis for the covert practice of Islam by 

those who had been forcibly converted to Catholicism by the Spanish monarchs. It is 

impossible to speculate as to whether or not the Moriscos would have chosen to 

clandestinely practice Islam without a legal basis, but it speaks to the community’s desire 

to remain practicing Muslims of some sort in the face of forcible conversion and 

suppression. As early as the mid-1520s and certainly by the mid-1560s, the Spanish 

Crown attempted to forcibly go beyond mere outward conversion of the Moriscos and 
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sought to eradicate any vestigial forms of Muslim culture remaining on the Iberian 

Peninsula. The use of spoken Arabic among the Granadine population and the possession 

of Arabic texts had been outlawed early on during the mass conversion process, and 

anyone caught with Arabic texts risked being accused of crypto-Islamic practice. While 

the Holy Office of the Inquisition was initially constricted in its investigation of crypto-

Islam among Moriscos, it would later become the main arm of the Spanish government’s 

persecution and prosecution of Moriscos.   

 The extent of the Oran Fatwas geographical distribution cannot be fully discerned 

based on the extant literature.85 To fully understand the importance of the Oran fatwa on 

the Iberian Peninsula, the lengths to which Moriscos went to hide the actual text and 

disseminate its contents must be put into perspective in relation to the dangers involved.  

At this point in Spanish history, the use of Arabic in any form had been banned and 

anyone caught with an Arabic manuscript risked imprisonment.86 The fact that the fatwa 

was held secretly with the Aljamiado texts found in hiding places inside the homes of 

Moriscos is quite astonishing, particularly when we consider the punitive measures they 

would face if caught. It is also clear that the Spanish and Catholic authorities were well 

aware that the document existed, since a copy of the Oran fatwa was found among the 

Borgiano collection at the Vatican library.87 Inquisitorial authorities were also 

investigating the clandestine practice of Islam and looked for hard evidence in the form 

of documentation. It has been noted that copies of the text were still being created as late 
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as 1564 and that it still remained part of the cherished corpus of Aljamiado literature.88 It 

was through the use of the fatwa that Moriscos were able to continue practicing Islam and 

hoping for an end to the suffering of the community. The fact that Morisco customs had 

to be revisited in 1565 and were summarily banned for the second time under the 1526 

Granada Pragmatic illustrates the persistence and perseverance of the Morisco 

community in the face of systematic oppression.89 The Oran fatwa provided the 

theological foundation for the clandestine practice of Islam and its perpetuation in Iberia 

for over a hundred years until over 300,000 Moriscos were finally expelled by the royal 

decree of Phillip III and ratified by the Council of State on April 4, 1609.90 

 By the fall of Granada in 1492, the Muslims of Spain had long participated in the 

jurisprudential culture of seeking and receiving fatwas on legal concerns originating from 

commoners. Long before the 15th century, it was already standard practice that if there 

was a question regarding Islam the people would turn to the juris-consults for answers. 

Within this framework, it does not seem out of the ordinary that when faced by their 

biggest calamity the Muslims would turn to the muftis to the south to give them direction. 

The Spanish had determined very early on after conquering Granada that Islam was not 

going to be allowed to continue on the Iberian Peninsula, and at every turn they pointed 

to the eradication of all Islamic practice.91 It was not sufficient that the Muslims had 

converted and attempted to practice Christianity, because they were not of pure “Old 

Christian” stock. Bernard Lewis points to this episode in Spanish and European history as 
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the beginnings of a developed racial paradigm built upon the exclusion of an African and 

religious “Other.”92 

 

Moriscos and the Performance of Christianity 

It should be stated at the outset that Spanish Catholicism has never been a 

monolithic enterprise. Catholicism in Spain during the sixteenth century had to contend 

with the Protestant Reformation and Catholic Counter Reformation, in which Catholic 

clergy from Spain played an integral role in shaping Catholicism’s future and doctrine; 

the rise of prominent mystical figures like St. John of the Cross and St. Teresa of Avila; 

the development of the Alumbrados movement, which still remains a fixation in the 

popular imagination of American youth; heretical groups emanating from France; and 

Moriscos among others. This diversity in Christian practice throughout Europe speaks 

directly to the variety of religious expression found on the ground in sixteenth century 

Spain. 

While such diversity makes it difficult to describe one version of Spanish 

Catholicism as authoritative, it did have national characteristics that distinguished it from 

the practice of other variations of Catholicism during the sixteenth century. Similarly, 

Spanish Catholicism had formal mechanisms for the policing of orthodoxy, most notably 

the Spanish Inquisition that was authorized in a papal bull by Pope Sixtus IV in 1478, 

which operated as an arm of the Spanish state with the Catholic monarchs Ferdinand and 
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Isabella given full control over the appointment of inquisitors.93 That said, what follows 

below is an attempt to excavate the Christian and specifically Catholic religious practice 

of the Morisco population in sixteenth century Spain. However, it must be understood 

that geography, historical context and social standing informed the ways in which 

Moriscos interacted with the Catholic Church and that not all Moriscos viewed their 

conversions to Christianity as a calamity. 

If it is difficult to pinpoint one source of Catholic religious practice in Iberia, it is 

equally impossible to point to the ways in which New Christians or Moriscos were 

required to practice it. As highlighted above, Moriscos were forced to enter into a 

religious field with various players and varying degrees of religious capital being 

employed. One the one hand, you had an Old Christian community that was socially 

stratified with fluctuating gradations of religious involvement and commitment to the full 

conversion of Moriscos to Christianity. Morisco conversions were in fact contested, 

although the clergy and the state justified forced or coerced conversions and required 

Moriscos to participate fully in their new religious practice. Still, they were given little 

ecclesiastical instruction and/or support from the general population, which was a 

problem throughout Spain during the sixteenth century. In Granada for instance, the 

conquest brought large numbers of Old Christians from northern Spain who settled in the 

kingdom searching for economic and social avenues for advancement usually at the 

expense of the Morisco population. It did not benefit these new immigrants to Granada to 

assist in the full conversion and assimilation of the Morisco population, especially where 
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they were completing for resources and monarchical favor. The Old Christian elites, 

though, took a very different stance on the Moriscos, which was predicated on the 

appeasement of the Morisco population. Moriscos, in this case, were granted high social 

positions that ironically frustrated their upward mobility. 

During the sixteenth century, Catholicism in Spain was part of the very fabric of 

Iberian life. Even today it permeates all aspects of life and churches loom large on the 

urban landscape of Granada, with annual religious processions filling the streets and 

taking over the public space. It is difficult to walk very far without encountering a 

Catholic church or some symbol of Christianity. From the use of religious iconography to 

decorate public spaces to street performers who entertain the many tourists who visit 

southern Spain, Christianity is everywhere in Granada, but that was not always the case. 

Granada’s many mosques, for instance, have been transformed into Christian religious 

spaces and even the main mosque of Granada that sits on the hill across from the 

Alhambra, which is the city’s main tourist attraction, opens its palace courtyard to 

tourists regardless of religious affiliation. The main cathedral of the city is situated at the 

very heart of the city and shares a space with the Royal Chapel, where Ferdinand and 

Isabella are buried.  

 

On performing Christianity in Sixteenth Century Spain 

Before we begin examining Morisco performance of Christianity, we should first 

examine the actions that were incumbent on all Spanish Catholics during the sixteenth 

century. The list that follows is by no way exhaustive but it does represent some of the 

fundamental ways in which Christianity, specifically Spanish Catholicism, was being 
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performed in daily life. There is a difference between the public presence of Catholicism 

in sixteenth century Spain and what was required of Moriscos, which is very little in 

terms of what Old Christians were required to practice. And this distinction may have 

sown seeds of discord among them. The performance of Christianity was both a personal 

and communal act, which lent itself to ridicule and inspection by members of the 

community whose task it was to regulate practice and also ensure that the new Christians, 

i.e. the Moriscos, were towing the party line and keeping up with their old Christian 

neighbors. 

The Catholic Sacraments played an important role not only in the policing of 

Moriscos but also in the maintenance of Christian practice amongst those who converted 

sincerely or at the very least wanted their conversions to be seen as sincere.94 As stated 

above, sincerity is beyond the scope of the histories provided. Yet, we can discern by the 

amount of practice and continued adherence to the sacrament that some Moriscos took 

their new religion quite seriously. The seven sacraments of the Catholic Church are 

baptism, receiving of the Eucharist, confirmation, reconciliation (often called penance), 

matrimony, holy orders, and anointing of the sick (often called the last rites). Each of 

                                                
94 As Kimmel highlights, the lines drawn between sacramental efficacy and Morisvo sincereity 
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at the same time insisting upon the pastoral centrality of dissimulation may in hindsight seem like 
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when to read bodies and texts naively and when to read them critically? Because disagreement 
about dissimulation and the conventions of interpretation had in the Christian context always 
been entangled with uncertainty about the efficacy of ritual, patristic sources figured prominently 
in early modern peninsular justifications for duplicity.” From Kimmel, Seth (2015-10-12). 
Parables of Coercion: Conversion and Knowledge at the End of Islamic Spain (Kindle Locations 
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these sacraments formed part of what faithful Christians were expected to do/perform in 

sixteenth century, yet special attention was paid to the sacraments of baptism, 

confirmation, penance and marriage. While further investigation of Morisco baptismal 

practices will examined below in more detail related to their conversions, the sacraments 

of confirmation, penance and matrimony will be briefly discussed here to highlight some 

of the ways in which Morisco religious practice of Christianity was being policed and 

under surveillance. 

The sacrament of confirmation was used by Moriscos to indicate that they were 

sincere in their Christian practice because it requires a certain level of knowledge in order 

to fulfill the rite itself. Moriscos would have had to confirm their adherence to the 

Christian faith in public in front of their community during mass, and recite the Lord’s 

prayer for instance from memory. Confirmation, which is usually performed during 

adolescence, requires a certain level of dedication and time from those seeking to be 

confirmed. As a public display of Christian adherence that is recorded by clerical 

authorities, confirmation served as written record that a Morisco had been made a 

member of a particular church community or parish. These records would serve as 

invaluable testimony during inquisitorial trials, where Moriscos were brought up on 

charges ranging from apostasy to the carrying of weapons.  

Out of all of the sacraments required of the Moriscos, none was perhaps more 

dangerous than the sacrament of reconciliation. Confession of sins and the penance 

required to have those sins forgiven were integral parts of the practice of Catholicism. 

For Moriscos, however, this practice could prove fatal. Confessors were not required to 

maintain the confessions of their parishioners if they were apostatizing or committing a 
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heresy, which “lay not necessarily in the doubting of dogma or in statements at variance 

with the Church's position, but rather in the refusal to accept correction and in the 

stubborn persistence of error.”95 Quite the opposite was true, and many priests and friars 

who heard confession were expressly required to share such information with inquisitors 

or Church superiors to ensure that heresies and apostasy would not spread. Since 

Moriscos were already considered a suspect community, it did not take much for them to 

be brought before the inquisition or secular authorities.  

Similarly, the sacrament of matrimony proved to be an essential feature of 

Morisco religious life since it required the participation of clergy and often was witnessed 

by the entire community of both Old and New Christians. As discussed above, the 

marriage and reproduction of Moriscos were tightly controlled during the sixteenth 

century. Morisco men were not allowed to many Old Christian women with few notable 

exceptions, where wealthy New Christian elites married into Old Christian families to 

assure or elevate their status and strengthen their familial position within the community. 

In many respects, the marital line separating converted Moriscos and Old Christians was 

not maintained and many Old Christian men married Moriscas. By and large, the 

offspring of these unions were either considered Old Christians by the larger community, 

thus helping to secure an elevated status for future generations.  

Even though it was not necessarily a sacrament, the bequeathing of funds to the 

Church after a Morisco’s death was another indication of sincerity, or at the very least it 

was viewed this way by clerical authorities. Bequests could range from donating funds to 
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the local parish to the paying for masses to be held in honor of the dead for a certain 

number or years, which remains a common Catholic practice in Latin America.96 David 

Coleman in his text, Creating Christian Granada, speaks to the ways in which Old 

Christian immigrants from Castile used this practice both as an indication of their 

affiliations to parishes in their new home of Granada and as a way of denying funds to 

clerical authorities they deemed corrupt. For Moriscos, the practice served as a way to 

ensure that future generations would be viewed as faithful Christians, especially if their 

conversions were in doubt, since the bequests were often linked to the sacrament of the 

anointing of the sick and were recorded in church records. 

Nearing death, each testator usually specified in his or her will for masses to be 
said in specific churches and/or for certain charitable gifts to ecclesiastical 
institutions or pious causes. Care must be taken, of course, in reading these 
testaments as evidence. The choices made by testators were not in all cases 
completely free ones. Certain formulaic or mandatory bequests (alternatively 
termed the mandas acostumbradas or mandas forzosas), for example, were either 
imposed on the testator or at least strongly encouraged by the notaries who 
recorded the testaments.97 

While last wills and testaments are not necessarily reliable as tests of sincerity, as 

Coleman points out above, they do help to sketch out what Old and New Christians in 

Granada were thinking during their last days. Likewise, these documents help to map out 

the terrain of Christian Granada, as it pertains to the religious acts they felt were worthy 

of continued support even after death. 
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Morisco Conversions to Christianity 

Morisco practice of Christianity should be understood under the terms by which 

they became Christians and under the circumstances that required them to continue, at 

least ostensibly, the practice of Christianity after converting under duress. Conversion of 

the Muslim population of Iberia began as a result of a failed rebellion by the Moriscos of 

Granada. As has been highlighted above, the Muslims of Granada were granted the right 

to practice Islam freely and openly under the terms of the Capitulation Agreement of 

1492, and they were able to live under those terms for several years with few 

disturbances between the new Christian rulers and their Muslim subjects. There is ample 

evidence to suggest that the Christian governor of the Kingdom of Granada sought to 

appease the Muslims and reap the benefits of their labor and continued support of his 

leadership. The first Archbishop of Granada, Hernando Talavera, attempted to convert 

the Muslim population through what could be characterized as soft measures like offering 

Christian teachings in Arabic and charitable works amongst the city’s poor. In contrast, 

the tactics of Archbishop Cisneros have been described as harsh because he sought to 

eradicate Islam from Iberia. 

Under the leadership of both clerical and state authorities, the Moriscos were 

converted mostly by force from about 1502 to 1525 CE. The initial conversions came as a 

result of failed rebellion against the Crown. Conversions continued throughout the early 

quarter of the sixteenth century and culminated in the full conversion of Spain’s Muslims 

during the reign of the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V. While the full conversion of the 

Muslim population throughout Iberia did take a considerable amount of time, it should be 
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noted that it occurred under varying circumstances, from the voluntary to the coerced. It 

is the juxtaposition of these two poles in the process of conversion that serve as the 

starting point of the analysis that follows, which, while focused on Morisco practice of 

Christianity, is situated within a larger conversation regarding religious conversion and 

the outward performance of religious conviction. If Moriscos were forced, how valid 

were their conversions? If a Muslim converted before the start of the forced conversions, 

do they deserve Old Christian status? How can sincere belief in Christianity ever be 

proven? Questions such as these posed by this juxtaposition between voluntary and 

coerced or sincerity and dissimulation help to guide the examination of Morisco religious 

performance of Christianity and by default assimilation into the larger Spanish 

population. What follows then is an examination of Morisco conversions and 

performance of Christianity post-conversions with special attention paid to the 

communities of Granada and Valencia, which were the two largest Muslim populations at 

the start of the sixteenth century. Other geographies will be examined as support of the 

findings from these two locations, and also as examples of difference from these two 

cities. Morisco performance of Christianity was not uniform in either of these two cities 

and the differences speak to the very nature of conversion and the religious practice of 

Catholicism in Spain. 

 Granada was of course not the only territory in Spain with a large Morisco 

presence, as several northern cities in Iberia also had large Morisco populations. Valencia 

was one of them. With a Morisco population that was estimated to form one third of the 

total citizenry, Valencia proved to be another hotbed of Morisco activity during the 

sixteenth century. The differences between Granada and Valencia were quite significant 
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if the Muslim populations are taken into account and also the ways in which the two 

cities were converted to Catholicism. Granadine conversions occurred early in the 

sixteenth century and were the byproduct of an unsuccessful rebellion, as described 

above. The forced conversion of Valencian Muslims came much later during the 

Germania rebellion from 1519-21 CE, where trade guilds and other brotherhoods in 

Valencia and Aragon rose up against perceived injustices by the crown and aristocracy 

and exacted their vengeance by attacking the Muslims of Valencia and forcing them to 

convert to Catholicism. These forced conversions were later ratified by the Vatican and 

enforced by Charles V, as mentioned above. The differences in the ways in which the two 

largest Morisco communities were created would effectively mark both communities as 

problematic during the reign of Phillip II, especially since both the Kingdoms of Granada 

and Valencia were coastal communities with easy access to the Mediterranean and the 

Ottoman and North African Muslim pirate city-states. 

The conversions in other territories in Spain occurred under different 

circumstances. For instance, in Castile the Mudejars were all forced to convert under 

royal decree by Queen Isabella, whereas in Valencia and other Aragonese holdings 

conversions took place under vastly different circumstances yet still under duress. To 

begin with, Valencia had been integrated into the kingdom of Aragon centuries before the 

fall of Granada in 1492. The Christians had imposed their rue on the territory and the 

Muslims who remained were treated as Mudejars. Mudejarismo created a system similar 

to the one in which Christians and Jews had lived under when Muslims ruled. The 

Muslims of Valencia were required to pay an extra tax on their goods and property in 

exchange for protection by their Christian rulers. This situation remained for a very long 
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time without significant changes and with very little reason for complaints by the 

Muslims in the territory. In exchange for these levies, the Muslims were granted the 

freedom to practice Islam but not necessarily without any restrictions. There were, of 

course, rules against open proselytization and also of marrying Christian women. For the 

most part though, the Muslims of Valencia were allowed to prosper and were a boon to 

the provincial economy and their feudal lords who prided themselves on the production 

capabilities of their Muslim vassals. These successes were not without their detractors 

and after the forced conversion of Aragonese and Valencian Muslims after the Germania 

rebellion, the Moriscos of Valencia would suffer many of the same injustices faced by 

their New Christian coreligionists to the south. 

Even though the Moriscos of Valencia were publically criticized and maligned by 

state and church authorities alike, they did have their supporters from amongst the Old 

Christian hierarchy. One such supporter was Pedro de Valencia. As described in Chapter 

4, Pedro de Valencia argued for the integration of Moriscos into Spanish society and 

argued against their expulsion. His literary works in support of the Morisco did help to 

buy the community some time, but ultimately proved unsuccessful. What his works do 

point to is a concerted effort by some in the clergy to inculcate the Morisco into the 

Catholic fold. This process proved ineffectual in the eyes of the clerical elite that argued 

and promoted the expulsion of the Moriscos, but it does indicate that at the very least 

their was an internal debate among those in positions of power as to what could be done 

in relation to the Morisco question. Similarly, Pedro de Valencia and those who 

supported his position were able to highlight the ways in which the Catholic Church had 
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failed the Moriscos by allowing the forced conversions to stand and by following up that 

injustice with unsuccessful attempts at educating Moriscos on their new religions. 

Conversion in Valencia was characterized by armed struggle and attacks against 

the Mudejar population by the aristocratic elites. Mudejars, positioned on the margins of 

their society, were coerced to convert by the sword and often after many of their 

coreligionists had been slaughtered by their fellow Spaniards. In one such instance in the 

town of Gandia, a witness is said to have seen over 150 bodies lining the streets from the 

entrance to the town to the parish, where Mudejars were being baptized with a sprinkling 

of holy water and a few words.98 This violent process of conversion was viewed by 

almost everyone as illegitimate, yet the conversions stood and erased centuries of royal 

protection of the Muslim population. While the conversion process in Granada had been 

similarly violent, the conversions in Valencia were not the result of a Muslim rebellion 

and there could be little blame placed on the Mudejars in order to justify the actions of 

the Germanias. Papal sanction of the conversions allowed for Charles the V to proceed 

and call on his Muslim subjects in the Aragonese territories to convert and created 

religious uniformity throughout his Iberian holdings, but the question of the validity of 

Morisco conversions remained. The Moriscos were tainted not only by their Moorish 

ancestry but also by their conversions. It is because of this that their practice of 

Christianity was perpetually viewed as suspect. The Morisco case in Valencia, while 

different in scale and history, created a community whose religious practice was 

criticized as inept and intentionally lacking in sincerity, which is a question that cannot 

be fully answered. What follows is a description of what has been chronicled about the 
                                                
98 Ehlers, Between Christians and Moriscos, 15. 
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Morisco practice of Christianity, including faults that were consistently found in their 

religious status by ecclesiastical authorities. 

There was no real way to judge sincerity in converts’ religious practice, even if 

that is precisely what the Inquisition and other arms of the Spanish church and state 

attempted. In the case of Moriscos who converted to Christianity and were viewed as 

sincere, much of that sincerity was assumed because of the timing of the conversions, 

even if those who converted benefitted directly via royal patronage or the assumption of 

Old Christian status. So from the very beginnings, not all Morisco conversion were 

viewed the same and some folks were able to translate their conversions into both 

economic and social reward, while others used conversion as a way to maintain their elite 

status. For instance, the development of a comprador class among Moriscos aligned 

themselves with the conquerors in order to perpetuate their elevated and continued to 

govern in places where Moriscos were the majority. 

Even while Moriscos were trying to navigate their societal status as new 

Christians, they had to contend with blood purity statutes that legally sought to limit 

Morisco behavior. These statutes also gave the Old Christian community the license to 

police itself. Moriscos in many cases were not allowed to travel by themselves outside of 

their place of origin, and so inter-provincial travel was limited or restricted. Similarly, 

Moriscos were not allowed to carry weapons and were often apprehended by state 

authorities on charges of weapons possession, which was not an issue for Old Christians. 

These laws, as has been previously outlined, allowed for distinctions to be made between 

Old and New Christians and helped to reify the communal position of Moriscos at the 

bottom of sixteenth century Spanish society. Blood Purity statutes also limited their 
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social mobility by not allowing them to hold key positions within the government and in 

certain cases, especially at the end of the sixteenth century, preventing Morisco 

membership within the clergy, which had been the traditional route for educated men to 

elevate their status and that of their families. 

Of course, not all was struggle and strife between Old and New Christians. 

Moriscos in many parts of Iberia were able to coexist with Old Christian neighbors and 

no law ever written has been followed to the letter. As such, while state and clerical 

authorities often held a bifurcated and dichotomous relationship to the enforcement of 

Morisco distinction and assimilation, people on the ground have lived lives forging 

relationships with those that lived with them. Close proximity can often be the cure to 

ideations of prejudice and bias, and Old and New Christians at the bottom of society 

shared the commonality of poverty and hard labor. Moriscos married Old Christians and 

established familial ties often at the expense of social standing for the Old Christian 

family but sometimes without any discernable effect. These types of intermarriages in 

small rural communities and cities helped to elevate the subsequent generation and create 

intricate webs of societal connection. Moriscos and their Old Christian neighbors were 

often also tilling fields together and sharing in the fruits of their collective labor. During 

the end of the Morisco tenure in Spain, Old Christian families attempted to hide their 

Morisco neighbors from authorities and assisted those who sought to return. 

 

Moriscos and the performance of Islam 

One of the fundamental techniques deployed to maintain clearly demarcated 

distinctions between Moriscos and the Old Christian neighbors was by accusing them of 
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being secret Muslims, and much has been made of Morisco religious practice and its 

crypto Islamic nature. But the Morisco performance of Islam can be distinguished from 

other cultural practices. From the outset, it should be stated that not all Moriscos 

performed aspects of Islam in secret, and that the variety of religious performance across 

the Iberian Peninsula is indicative of the variety of experiences and historical contexts 

that the different Morisco communities lived through; so, no one experience of Islam can 

be readily defined and attributed to all Moriscos. The Moriscos understood and practiced 

Islam in direct relationship to their larger community and their communal sensibilities as 

members of a universal ummah, which has been historically understood to mean the 

global community of Muslims but which is also a byproduct of local understandings of 

how they viewed themselves and their social status. Of course, ideations concerning 

orthodoxy were not clear during this period and much of what we do know of Morisco 

performance of Islam is revealed in inquisitorial records, which were biased and often 

recorded under duress. The other source includes Aljamiado texts, which capture only 

bits and pieces of the religious practice, since all Arabic texts relating to Islam were 

banned or destroyed by state and ecclesiastical authorities. 

For the Moriscos, their position within this larger community was complicated by 

the fact that they had been ostensibly converted to Christianity. Conversion, as previously 

discussed, was unclear and uncertain for this community, especially for Moriscos because 

the had little contact with Christian clergy before and after conversion. Islam was part of 

the very fabric of life in Granada and in many ways had served to unify this last bastion 

of Muslim sovereignty in Iberia before its fall in 1492. Further complicating this 

relationship between Moriscos and the ummah was the fact that their Muslim brethren to 
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the south and east of the Mediterranean did not come to their aid in the last days of the 

sultanate, even following the forcible conversions. The Moriscos were effectively 

abandoned, and their performance of Islam was essentially conducted in opposition to 

both state and ecclesiastical authorities whose task it was to acculturate and inculcate 

Christian religion, enforcing assimilation into a burgeoning Spanish national identity 

based on early iterations of proto-nationalism and Hispanicity. 

Against this backdrop, some Moriscos attempted to continue practicing Islam. For 

some that practice was done in secret and under the watchful eye of the inquisitorial and 

clerical establishment. For other Moriscos who lived far from seats of power, Islam was 

practiced openly. In Morisco studies, the argument has centered on whether or not 

Moriscos practiced a form of taqiyya, or the act of concealing ones true identity or 

intentions under duress or the threat of death. This practice has been mostly associated 

with Shi'ite Islam. Amongst the Shi'a, taqiyya is often viewed as the necessary 

occultation of one’s beliefs in order to safely traverse dangerous spaces particularly those 

places inhabited by Sunni Muslims. While the argument as to whether Moriscos were 

practicing a form of taqiyya or not is central to the reception of Oran Fatwa by Moriscos 

the fact remains that for huge swaths of the Morisco population in Iberia, Islam continued 

to be practiced out in the open with little regard to the consequences the state would 

enact. It is this open practice of Islam that will be examined in depth below alongside the 

iterations of Islamic practice that were conducted in secret with attention paid to the 

performative nature of Islam within both contexts and how they differed yet served the 

purpose of maintaining a distinction between Moriscos and Old Christians, even when 

the distinguishing characteristics of Moriscos were blurred. 



 85 

Morisco elite appeared less interested in the preservation of Islam and perhaps 

were the group most integrated into the new Christian society. It makes the most sense 

that those with perhaps the most to loose from clandestine Muslim practice would be 

reluctant to participate and more inclined to embrace Christianity and the social mobility 

afforded to those who sought to integrate. There are, of course, examples of those among 

the elite who defended Morisco cultural performance. In their view, these actions had 

little to do with Islam and much more with the preservation of what outsiders and old 

Christians deemed an Islamic prerogative and the continuation of Moorish religious 

practice. The elite, however, seemed to be more interested in intermarriage with Old 

Christian families and attaching themselves to the Old Christian elite to gain upward 

mobility and a socio-religious capital afforded those associated with the religious 

performance of established Christian families. This is not to say that there were not any 

elite families who were secretly Muslim or who sought ties in the Muslim world or even 

who may have actively participated in rebellions, but the urban elite in Granada did not 

form the core of the rebellion that would lead to the internal dispersion of Granada's 

Morisco population. 

Performance of Islam may have been present among the urban poor, and it is 

more likely that they continued to practice Islam clandestinely or openly within the 

community. But the residents of the Albaicin [?] were not quick to rebel in 1568, and 

they were more inclined to seek security within their homes. Moreover, there is evidence 

to suggest that when they were internally dispersed throughout Castile, they adopted less 

orthodox Christian practices and were more reluctant to participate in the religious life of 

their new homes. The process of demarcating distinctions between the new Moriscos and 
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the Old Moriscos in their new homes would suggest that the hierarchy in place that held 

Old Christians above New Christians was extended to include differences between 

autochthonous Moriscos and the newly arrived immigrants from Granada. The Granadine 

Moriscos were considered “rowdier” than the homegrown variety and inquisitorial 

investigations intensified in the territories in La Mancha such as Villarubio de Los Ojos 

during this period.99 Trevor Dadson makes the point that the Moriscos sought to 

distinguish themselves from the Granadine Moriscos, and even went as far as to get such 

distinctions sanctioned by authorities in formal documents.   

Islamic practice seems to have been the strongest in rural communities both in the 

countryside of Granada and Valencia. Rural towns effectively provided a barrier from the 

state often times simply based on geographic distance. The remoteness of villages 

provided cover for Islamic practice especially when representatives of the state were few 

and far between. Most rural parishes served a collection of villages and no one priest 

lasted very long in their positions. With turnover high and distances and terrains often 

impassible during the winters, Moriscos were left relatively alone for long periods during 

the year. This freedom from state and clerical authorities allowed Moriscos to practice 

Islam almost without censure and with a pronounced disdain for authority of any kind. It 

can be argued that within these rural communities, very little changed after Moriscos 

were initially demanded to convert. There is ample evidence from the second Alpujarras 

war from 1568-1572 that Moriscos had been harboring deep resentments toward their Old 

Christian neighbors and a strong desire existed to revive Islam was part of a larger 

                                                
99 Trevor J. Dadson, Los Moriscos de Villarubio de los Ojos (Siglos XV-XVIII): Historia de una 
minoria asimilada y reintegrada, Madrid: Iberoamericana, 2007, 74-83. 
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millenarian movement that eagerly awaited the reinstitution of a Muslim state on the 

Iberian Peninsula.100 While the rebellion itself was a failure, this watershed moment in 

the history of Morisco religious practice allowed for rural manifestations of Islam to 

emerge and in many ways justify the fears and backlash by the Spanish State. 

In Valencia, Mudejars had existed as vassals of Spanish lords for centuries before 

the fall of Granada and the subsequent conversions there between 1500 and 1502. 

Valencian Muslims had even survived as a protected minority well into the 1520s before 

they were forced to convert during the Germanias rebellion. So, for quite some time, 

Islam continued without real opposition in the Aragonese territories under royal 

protection, and it is a matter of record that Charles V sought to have these solemn oaths 

of protection ratified by the papacy, when he ascended the throne and was reluctant to 

disrupt the balance of power, attempting to thwart any measure of social cohesion already 

present within his Aragonese holdings. This meant that the Valencian Muslims would be 

able to continue their practice of Islam relatively uninterrupted for a quarter of the 

sixteenth century, or at least they would not be subjected to inquisitorial scrutiny during 

the period. Unlike in other areas of Spain and perhaps most notably in Castile, where the 

Muslim community had been required to convert as early as 1501-1502 CE, 

Valencian/Aragonese Muslims acquired a Morisco standing fairly late in the century and 

so had been able to preserve open Islamic religious practice for longer than any other 

Muslim group in Iberia. 

My purpose for recounting this early history is to highlight the variety of Morisco 

religious practice and how it is informed by very distinct state and ecclesiastical 
                                                
 (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 2015). 



 88 

responses and depends on the historical contexts and geo-politics occurring within the 

region. Throughout Spain then, it can be said that Morisco performance of Islam was 

contingent on the historical, social and geographic realities on the ground but always in 

relation to the state. The Spanish state was the arbiter of Morisco status as in the example 

of Villarubio de los Ojos, where Moriscos were granted Old Christian status, or in the 

long perseverance of Islam among the Muslims of Valencia. Each case speaks to the 

ways in which the state attempted to regulate the religious practice of its Morisco 

subjects, yet also how Moriscos interacted with the state. Religious practice was not only 

a way to distinguish between Moriscos who actively endeavored to assimilate, but also a 

way to mark the community as whole as something distinct from the rest of the 

population. Religious performance was an agentive process by which Moriscos were able 

to assert their own identities in the face of what was being imposed via a top down model 

of assimilation that was largely successful among the Morisco elite but proved more 

difficult to accomplish among the rural peasantry. 

 

Aljamiado Literature 

Aljamiado literature constitutes the best source material for gleaning what 

Moriscos thought about Islam, including it's preservation. The literature is essentially a 

collection of texts written by Moriscos in the romance vernaculars of Iberia but in Arabic 

script. They are not uniform in their subject matter, yet seem to highlight the concerns of 

the community and reflect, perhaps better than any other source examined in this 

dissertation, what Moriscos deemed to be important enough to save, even in the face of 

great personal risk. As discussed in Chapter 4, it was illegal for Moriscos to own any 
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Arabic literature and those found with texts in their possession were automatically 

considered subjects worthy of inquisitorial investigation. These texts, therefore, represent 

in very real ways a valuable storehouse of Morisco lore and epistemological data for 

scholarly inquiry.  It should come at no surprise that the Aljamiado were often found in 

the most unlikely of places such as under floor boards and inside of walls, which were 

locations that required both forethought and intention. The sheer effort required to hide 

and retrieve them for personal use underscores the value Moriscos placed upon them and 

the inestimable significance they possess for understanding their religious practice. 

Of course, the manuscripts that make up Aljamiado literature are not all uniform and 

discuss different aspects Morisco life. Texts range from simple collections of folktales to 

more elaborate manuals on Islamic practice. This material also includes a copy of the 

Qur’an. Besides holding a theological significance, these works reveal the lived religious 

realities for Moriscos throughout Iberia. The uniformity of this material is not what 

makes the Aljamiado literature such a valuable resource for researchers. Rather, it is the 

sundry nature of their content and what this reveals about the varieties of their religious 

experiences. The diversity itself speaks to the ways in which Moriscos dealt with the 

realities faced in their day to day lives and the triumph of survivals that reverberated 

throughout Iberia. Aljamiado literature represents the remnants of the Moriscos' 

collective memory of Islam and the continuities they were able to preserve as a 

community in the face of what some scholars have termed “epistemicide.”101 As with 

other minority languages that were policed by the state, “Aljamia” (and, for example, 
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Ladino or ….) show how in specific circumstances these written sacraments or sacral 

documents can mark religious boundaries, creating a space within which Moriscos can 

confront their social marginality and minority status.102 In the way, language and the 

strategies to preserve it were integral to the maintenance of a Morisco Muslim identity in 

opposition to the state. 

Morisco tatics for survival took several forms, and the establishment of learning 

institutions like secret schools were vital. These sites provided a safe haven, as it were, in 

which Aljamiado texts could be rehearsed and inculcated without state scrutiny. Barletta, 

in his Covert Gestures, argues convincingly that Aljamiado texts became the source 

material for underground schools, affording Moriscos to pass Islamic learning onto the 

next generation—those coming of age during the post-conversion period.103 According to 

Barletta, the study of Aljamiado literature constituted the creation of "textual 

communities," where information was shared, interrogated and disseminated.104 These 

textual communities were organized, facilitated, and provided with the materials 

necessary for the successful running of a school, even if they were clandestine or 

informally structured. Moreover, support came from the community from which both the 

                                                
, 138. 
103 As Barletta notes, “(i)n picking up a book, whether to compose, recopy, or read the text within 
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teachers and students were drawn. Most importantly, these textual communities speak to 

the intentionality of such an endeavor and the importance some Moriscos placed on the 

preservation of Islam, especially in the face of prosecution by ecclesiastical and state 

authorities. So, not only were these schools clandestine, but they were also in defiance of 

both state and ecclesiastical authority. 

Yet, much like the standard textbooks of today, in which high school students 

might write notes to each other in the form of marginal-graffiti, for generations of 

Moriscos these texts remained educational material directly related to the perpetuation 

and maintenance of Islam. In his examination of one of these works, Barletta states, “this 

text was used to mediate the religious and lectoral instruction of young Moriscos, a 

process that also entailed the socialization of these youths into their respective 

communities ties as well as the larger Muslim ummah.”105 It is in these marginal writings 

that we get short tidbits on meals and setting up plans to meet alongside later additions 

that address these personal messages. While the messages themselves do not speak to the 

preservation of Islamic practice, they do highlight the use of these texts by different 

students at different times and the continuation of Islamic instruction, particularly as it 

relates to “the socially embedded discursive practice of reading and writing, [where] local 

alfakis worked to convert young boys into young Muslims, (a)nd what the lectoral notes 

at the bottom of (the) folio provide us with is concrete evidence of the use of narrative 

texts such as the Libro de las luces in the religious instruction of Morisco boys, as well as 
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the use of the physical space within these books by students to mediate their own, less 

structured, discursive interaction.”106 

The dates of production of Aljamiado texts also shed light on how their 

manufacture continued well into the sixteenth century, and how Moriscos intentionally 

circumvented the official ban on the Arabic language. Since these texts were written in 

Arabic script, the production and replication of Aljamiado materials were a direct act of 

defiance on the part of book scribes. Penalties for Moriscos found with any article of 

Arabic script were quite dire, so it was dangerous for Moriscos to possess these texts—

not to mention being caught copying them as a part of the educational process. Thus, in 

many respects, Aljamiado literature and the systems in place for their manufacture, 

dissemination and pedagogical use represent acts of resistance and intentional opposition 

to the state by the Moriscos who participated, learned and protected these works. 

 

El Mancebo de Arevalo 

Out of the many representative texts that form an Aljamiado canon, as it were, the 

Mancebo of Arevalo’s writings represent the remaining vestiage of a dying Muslim 

presence in Iberia. The Mancebo is a pivotal figure in Aljamiado literature, and the books 

attributed to him speak to the second to last epoch of Morisco history, which is 

characterized by the depopulation of the Moriscos from the kingdom of Granada or the 

internal dispersion of Granadine Moriscos after the failed attempt at establishing a 

Muslim state in the Alpujarras mountains. The new arrivals to Castile and Leon 

challenged the very nature of Old and New Christian relations and called into question 
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the monolithic representation of Moriscos across Iberia, as Moriscos from Granada 

attempted to settle in these old Gomorrah Mudejar communities. This influx of new 

Morisco blood essentially changed the dynamic of communities throughout Spain and in 

many ways radicalized the local populations and not always in favor of Morisco causes. 

This dispersion of Moriscos to towns and cities also served to refocus the inquisitorial 

focus on communities that had long been looked over and not suffered under the 

inquisition as other predominantly Morisco areas had. Trevor Dadson's work on the 

Moriscos of Villa Rubio de Los Ojos speaks to the nature of these conflicts from inside 

the Morisco community and how old Mudejar communities that had been converted in 

the earliest parts of the sixteenth century had learned to navigate their new circumstance 

effectively. The introduction of Granadine Moriscos called into question the status quo 

that had existed for over half a century and disrupted the ways in which these 

communities chose to align themselves with the Church and Spanish state. 

 Perhaps the richest example of religious sampling is the case of the Aljamiado 

text written by El Mancebo de Arevalo, the Tafsira. Several things highlight the variety 

of religious sources from which the text borrowed and attempted to situate itself. As 

noted above, Aljamiado literature was Romance language written in Arabic script, so 

from the outset, the Tafsira represents an attempt by the author to use the clandestine 

Arabic script to lend his work more religious capital within the Morisco community, 

while simultaneous hiding its secrets from Spanish authorities. This is not to suggest, 

however, that the knowledge of Arabic among Moriscos was widespread and prevalent. 

Quite the opposite is true, and even before the forced conversions and subsequent 

suppression of spoken and written Arabic, literacy was not universal and knowledge of 



 94 

Arabic script may have not exceeded the basic requirement of being to transliterate the 

Quranic text for purposes of recitation. Contemporary examples of this phenomena are 

quite common for Muslim populations that are not native speakers of Arabic. 

 Secondly, the Tafsira was not a true tafsir, which relates to a branch of Islamic 

literature for Quranic exegesis. The Mancebo's text is more of a compendium of a variety 

of literary genres that some have termed Adab literature. Nonetheless, the titling of the 

work is important in that Tafsir literature carries the weight of the religious legitimacy of 

its content granted by the Quran. Whereas works of Adab may have been popular before 

the fall of Granada, tafsir al-Quran has a special place both as popular and religious 

works, especially due to the inclusion of Quranic sections typically followed by some sort 

of Muslim hermeneutics. By referring to this work as “Tafsira,” the Mancebo gains a 

certain kind of religious capital, as it becomes affiliated with an Islamic lineage of 

Quranic scholarship and learning.  

 Moreover, the Tafsira includes an unprecedented account of what can be 

considered a mystical discourse on the original sin of Adam, which is radical on multiple 

levels and highlights, illustrating the ways in which Christian borrowings formed part of 

the religious milieu of Moriscos. This tract is a radical departure from the common 

Muslim dismissal of original sin as an unnecessary concept for Muslim religiosity and 

runs contrary to the tendency within Muslim literature to not disparage the prophets 

included in the Quran, even when the same biblical stories provide fuller and perhaps 

more flawed accounts of religious personages. 

The Mancebo's writings fit into this puzzle, because it is amongst these internally 

dispersed Granadine communities that he finds Moriscos who were practicing Islam in 
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communal settings. His writings represent the collective memory of the community 

together with what appears to be his own ecclesiastical musings, because combined with 

the sayings and occurrences he collected about his travels throughout Spain are ideas and 

reflections of religious practices that are more akin to Judaism and Christianity than to 

Islam. These inclusions are representative of the type of religious mixing and sharing of 

ideas that can be examined in the religious practices of all three communities during the 

height of al-Andalus, and it appears to be included genuinely as examples of what 

Moriscos and Mancebo were thinking during this period.  

 

Moriscos and Traditional Practice 

The fact that Mancebo embarked upon his journey to collect the remnants of 

Morisco lore during the latter quarter of the sixteenth century can also be tied to the 

tradition of spiritual travels found in Sufi biographies. The Mancebo was, perhaps, 

participating in a much larger tradition of Sufi Muslim practice that could illustrate how 

Moriscos and the Aljamiado literature they produced were tied to Islam. That is, the 

Mancebo’s writings and his travels are a performance of Sufi travel and the literature it 

produced. What follows will be a brief examination of Sufi travel literature, and how the 

writings of the Mancebo are an example of how that literature directly relates to 

Andalusian antecedents. Moreover, it can be said that the use of travel, as a Sufi 

metaphor, helps to elucidate the very nature of the mystical path.  The widespread use of 

travel metaphors within other religious traditions speaks to its usefulness in expressing 

mysticism, as Reynold A. Nicholson has explained: 
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Mystics of every race and creed have described the progress of the spiritual life as 
a journey or a pilgrimage.  Other symbols have been used for the same purpose, 
but this one appears to be almost universal in its range.  The Sufi who sets out to 
seek God calls himself a ‘traveler’ (salik); he advances by slow ‘stages’ 
(maqamat) along a ‘path’ (tariqat) to the goal of union with Reality (fana fi’l-
Haqq).107 

As Nicholson points out here, the vocabulary deployed by Muslims to describe the 

spiritual path is not necessarily unique to Islam but the description in terms of actual 

language is situated within an Islamic tradition that privileged the use of Arabic above all 

other languages. The Mancebo’s use of Arabic script similarly highlights the religious 

significance the script held in the Morisco community. 

 It should also be noted that the prophetic example, as expressed in early Muslim 

Arabic texts, set the stage for how later Sufis would approach their spiritual practice as an 

actual experience of the divine. Central to the theme of Sufi travel was the travel of the 

Prophet Muhammad as merchant, warrior, and leader of the community. The Islamic 

calendar began with the emigration of the nascent Muslim community from Mecca to 

Medina, and so the notion that one should move from one place to another in support of 

his or her faith is a central tenant of within the Islamic tradition.  Early Muslims in 

keeping with the Prophetic example were thus not opposed to movement to further the 

cause of Islam, whether through commerce or conquest. But it is perhaps Muhammad’s 

spiritual journey to heaven, or the mi’raj, that captured the minds of early Sufi mystics, 

and it provided a spiritual framework of travel that they would attempt to emulate—both 

as spiritual progress and physical travel.  As Henry Corbin contends, the theme of the 
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voyage is key to understanding both the philosophical and mystical content of Islamic 

Mysticism: 

Islamic Gnosticism’s metaphor of choice for the spiritual adventure is that of the 
voyage. Most often it includes the figure of a messenger, beckoning one towards 
the undertaking.  The classic illustration of it is the heavenly ascension of the 
Prophet Mohammed (the Mi’raj, Qur’an 17:1) … Mi’raj literature is 
considerable, with multiple orchestrations and variations upon this theme. Some 
of them bring together a variety of folkloric traditions. Others are based entirely 
upon all the resources of speculative mysticism and the high philosophical 
sciences, for heavenly ascension of the Prophet has been the prototype which all 
of these mystics have tried to relive for themselves.108 

While Corbin also includes philosophy as a means to gain access to the secrets of the 

mystical path, the voyage of the Prophet Muhammad to heaven helped to situate the 

impetus and precedent for Sufi travel squarely within the Islamic corpus.  Similarly, 

Michael Sells in Early Islamic Mysticism cites the mi’raj as one of the earliest sources for 

the Sufi tradition when he states, “Muhammad’s ascent through the seven heavens to the 

divine throne, was paradigmatic for Sufi understandings of their own mystical 

journeys.”109 

 To further illustrate the importance of cities within the Sufi path, the travels of 

Imam al-Ghazālī provide ample source material. Imam al-Ghazālī’s work had entered al-

Andalus centuries earlier, and he was widely read and popular amongst the Muslims of 

Iberia. In the Mancebo’s description of the Mora de Ubeda, he describes her knowledge 

of Islamic jurisprudence and al-Ghazālī’s work: 

Granada and all the country round were governed by the word of this Mora. She 
never married and was said never to have known any man. The ordinary people of 
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the region said that this Mora had more credit in matters of our religion and 
sunnah than anybody. She was a great follower of Muhammad Algazel. She was 
well known by all nations, because she showed me letters from all four of the 
legal schools, besides others from great muftis and scholars. She never allowed 
herself rest because she said that the highest form of jihad is to propound our 
Religion in lands not ruled by Muslims [tierra degribecax, namely, land that is 
garib, i.e., outside dar al-Islam]. The sufferings undergone in support of the 
Religion will be natural clothing [?], and if anybody should die in such defense, 
all his sins will be of no effect, and his soul will be exalted.110 

The passage and the Mancebo de Arevalo’s description of the Moorish lady of Ubeda 

harkens back to Ibn al-Arabi’s description of a learned woman with whom he spent some 

time studying. Likewise, to further illustrate the importance of travel within the 

Mancebo’s writings – la Mora is known by her town and not by a surname or familial 

affiliation. Al-Ghazālī’s account of his travels serves as a perfect example of how the 

Sufi mystical path was wed to actual physical travel.  

In Montgomery Watt’s translation of the al-Munqidh min al-Dalal or The 

Deliverance from Error, al-Ghazālī discusses his desire to enter into a more spiritual life 

by embarking on a journey and leaving his life in Baghdad, where he had already gained 

notoriety and a certain level of fame as a teacher. His travel narratives also situate his 

Sufi practice within the context of what is considered the larger “Muslim world,” as does 

the Mancebo’s travel within the context of Iberia. In the quote below, al-Ghazālī 

chronicles his travels and gives his readers a glimpse at what the life of a Sufi seeker 

really entailed, including the difficulties of maintaining a life of solitude and reflection: 

In due course I entered Damascus, and there I remained for nearly two years with 
no other occupation than the cultivation of retirement and solitude, together with 
religious and ascetic exercises, as I busied myself purifying my soul, improving 
my character and cleansing my heart for the constant recollection of God most 
high, as I had learnt from my study of mysticism. I used to go into retreat for a 

                                                
110   L. P. Harvey. Muslims in Spain, 1500 to 1614 (p. 186). Kindle Edition. 



 99 

period in the mosque of Damascus, going up the minaret of the mosque for the 
whole day and shutting myself in so as to be alone. At length I made my way 
from Damascus to the Holy House (that is, Jerusalem). There I used to enter into 
the precinct of the Rock every day and shut myself in.111 

Al-Ghazālī’s account documents not only the cities he visited but also the types of holy 

sites he sought out for his spiritual contemplation. In can be inferred from this description 

that the visitation of Islamic holy sites formed part of al-Ghazālī’s mystical practice, 

providing a sense of strength to his contemplation and respite from the vagaries of 

medieval urban life in Baghdad.  

 If Sufism is an extension of the five pillars of Islam, completion of the pilgrimage 

loomed large in the Sufi Imaginary and in that of the Moriscos. The importance of Mecca 

and the holy precincts in the Sufi imagination cannot be overstated. As the holiest place 

in the Muslim world and the focus of prayer, travel to Mecca figures prominently in the 

Sufi biographical narratives and longer voyages through Muslim lands often culminated 

in a visit to Mecca. The Mancebo is said to have made the pilgrimage himself, and he 

prepared for it by visiting various Muslim scholars throughout Iberia. In one such stay he 

spent time with a learned Morisca named Nuzaya Calderan, who instructs him on what he 

might find in Mecca and on its importance in Islam beyond going on hajj. He wrote that 

“(i)n Avila la Real Nuzaya the Wise Woman said, and proved it to be true with our 

honored Koran, that the tiaber of the sunna was in Mecca, inscribed on metal plates 

whiter than silver, inside a marble dome, protected by an iron grill, (a)nd when one of the 

                                                
111 W. Montgomery Watt trans., The Faith and Practice of Al-Ghazālī (Chicago: Kazi 
Publications, 1982), 59. 
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muftis died, they all assembled there.”112 How she learned this information is unclear 

from the text, but the fact that Moriscos were sharing information and stories about 

Mecca helps us piece together how Mecca and the hajj were imagined by a minority 

Muslim community with few members who had actually gone on hajj or even left the 

Iberian Peninsula. As previously discussed, travel restrictions placed on Moriscos were 

quite strict and left little room for Moriscos to roam around the countryside without 

permission (let alone travel to Mecca); yet the Mancebo’s later writings, which were 

translated into English by Harvey, clearly suggest that this was in fact the case. Nuzaya’s 

tale and the Mancebo’s desire and preparation to make the pilgrimage also speak to the 

significance of Islamic ritual practice, particularly for a community purportedly thought 

to be Christian.  

In the case of Islam’s luminaries such as Imam al-Ghazālī, pilgrimage was 

essential to the completion of their Muslim duties, and it helped to ground their longer 

trips to various Muslim territories. In the following illustration, al-Ghazālī spoke of how 

his desire to visit Mecca arose and how it was the culmination of his twelve years of 

spiritual contemplation before returning home: 

Next there arose in me a prompting to fulfill the duty of the Pilgrimage, gain the 
blessings of Mecca and Medina, and perform the visitation of the Messenger of 
God most high (peace be upon him), after first performing the visitation of al-
Khalil, the Friend of God (God bless him). I therefore made the journey to the 
Hijaz. Before long, however, various concerns, together with the entreaties of my 
children, drew me back to my home (country); and so I came to it again, though at 
one time no one had seemed less likely than myself to return to it.113 

                                                
112 (Breve compendio, Cambridge MS Dd.9.49, f. 94) in L. P. Harvey. Muslims in Spain, 1500 to 
1614 (p. 190). Kindle Edition. 
113 Watt, Faith and Practice of Al-Ghazālī, 60. 
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This particular instance is also illustrative of some of the real concerns Sufis had during 

their travels and perhaps how taxing these journeys were on them and their families. 

While not all Sufis had families to support, it is interesting to note that familial 

obligations did not always lead to sedentary lives. In the case of some Sufis, family life 

was not a hindrance but a motivator for travel, as certain Sufis sought their livelihood 

through teaching. In the case of prominent teachers, their travels were part of larger 

educational endeavors as exemplified by Imam al-Ghazālī. Their travels helped to 

disseminate their ideas throughout the Muslim lands [the term, “Muslim world,” is 

orientalist), and perhaps validated their experiences since they were able to situate their 

learning within the larger context of the development of Sufi and Islamic sciences. 

To further illustrate this point, Shaykh al-Akbar of the period was no exception, 

and Ibn al-Arabi’s trips to Mecca and other parts of North Africa and the Middle East 

proved fruitful both educationally and pedagogically. While Ibn al-Arabi is perhaps best 

known for his many writings, the Shaykh was equally a prolific traveler, who began his 

mystical and physical travels at an early age, searching for Sufi luminaries in his native 

al-Andalus. The purpose of these voyages is quite clearly associated with his desire to 

learn from as many Sufi masters as humanly possible, but also with his apparent desire to 

work through some of his own ideas in the context of developing Islamic theology. His 

travels were integral to his intellectual development, as evidenced in Sa’diyya Shaykh’s 

excerpt: 

Until 1198, Ibn ʿArabī traveled around Spain and North Africa, meeting with 
scholars and Sufis. During this time, he continued to have mystical visions, which 
became the basis of his numerous writings. He began to write his magnum opus, 
Al-Futūḥāt al-makkiyya (The Meccan Openings) in 1201, during his first visit to 
Mecca.  From Mecca, Ibn ʿArabī traveled to various cities, encountering the 
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spiritual figure of Khidr, the prophet who initiates people directly into spiritual 
life from the unseen realms without the regular initiation into a traditional Sufi 
ṭarīqa.114 

In this quote, the Shaykh connects Ibn al-Arabi’s travels directly with the development of 

his thoughts on Sufism and the inspiration for his writings. Still, Ibn al-Arabi’s own 

works include extensive references to his travels and how the Shaykh viewed them as 

both learning and sharing experiences.   

In the Sufis of Andalucía for instance, Austin has translated both the Ruh al-Quds 

and Al-Durrat al-Fakhirah, which chronicle Ibn al-Arabi’s travels in search of Sufis in 

both al-Andalus and al-Maghreb. His short anecdotal descriptions of places scattered 

throughout the Sufis of Andalucía seem to be mostly associated with instances of mystical 

inspiration and serve as a backdrop for the experiences described, as in the case of his 

description of an incident on a boat just outside of Tunis: 

On another occasion I was in a boat in the port of Tunis. I had a pain in my 
stomach, but the people were sleeping so I went to the side of the boat and looked 
out over the sea. Suddenly I saw by the light of the moon, which was full that 
night, someone coming towards me on the surface of the water. Finally, he came 
up to me and stood with me… After talking to me for a while he greeted me and 
went off, making for a lighthouse on top of a hill over two miles distant from us. 
This distance he covered in two or three steps. I could hear him praising God on 
the lighthouse… When I returned to the town a man met me who asked me how 
my night with al-Khidr on the boat had been…115 

This brief encounter with al-Khidr is telling of Ibn al-Arabi’s spiritual stature, but also his 

deep sense of compassion, since it begins with him being apparently seasick and possibly 

regurgitating over the side of the boat, although this is not explicitly stated. What this 

                                                
114 Sadiyya Shaykh, Sufi Narratives of Intimacy: Ibn 'Arabi, Gender, and Sexuality (Chapel Hill; 
University of North Carolina Press, 2012), Kindle Locations 384-397. 
115 R. W. J. Austin, Sufis of Andalucia: The Ruh al-Quds and al-Durrat al-Fakhirah 
(Gloucestershire: Beshara Publications, 1988), 27. 
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particular account accomplishes is to make Ibn al-‘Arabi more approachable, the same 

way that travel narratives, as a genre, attempt to bring the reader into the world being 

described through descriptions of events that purposefully include the mundane. We find 

an example of this also within the works of the Mancebo. 

To further illustrate how including the mundane helps to ground a religious 

narrative, the following example narrates a conversation between the Mancebo and 

Nuzzayta, in which they quarrel over an unsolicited opinion about her. 

(O)ne day we went out to the Huerta del Almirante, and I initiated a conversation 
with her that I thought of using, for I said to her openly that she was not on the 
road to salvation. She cut me short, making herself quite clear: "Son, you have 
given me a little nip twice already, if it happens a third time, we won't be friends 
any more. I have already told you what my constellation indicated. I have left 
what I was born to, and for that I am hated by my people, and I get by (paso). 
Faith is won, if Allah so grant, in foreign lands.116 

These accounts are important because they allow us to not only get a sense of the context 

of these travels, but they also provide the reader with insights into the inner thoughts of 

both the Mancebo de Arevalo and Ibn al-‘Arabi, similar to the way in which a travel 

journal or modern travel blog would function. Furthermore, these encounters with Sufi 

and Morisco figures in Iberia are juxtaposed with their own spiritual progress. The 

Mancebo follows in the footsteps of Ibn al-‘Arabi and gives us a glimpse into the world 

of late sixteenth century Moriscos. His travels and writings speak to the inclusion of 

Moriscos into a larger Islamic corpus of Muslim travelers, those who have made their 

own contribution to world literature and some of the best travel journals of the era. 

 In the case of the Mancebo, his writings capture a particular moment in Morisco 

history where the community understood the true extent of their marginal circumstances 
                                                
116 Harvey, Muslims in Spain, 191. 
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and how much the Spanish state conspired to eliminate them. While communities in 

Aragon, Valencia and castile had long lived as Mudejars and had for the most part 

assimilated, the Moriscos of Granada had only a short history of Christian rule and 

survived, if only barely, two failed rebellions. After the internal dispersion of the 

Granadine Morisco community throughout Spain, both Old and New Christians treated 

the newly arrived Southern Moriscos harshly, yet these new arrivals helped to 

reinvigorate Islamic learning and bolstered an oppositional identity against the onslaught 

of state sanctions. Moriscos from Granada transformed the places where they were sent, 

and they helped communities that had all but abandoned their Islamic sensibilities, 

reinvigorating these populations by their infusion of newly imagined, religious materials 

and sacred narratives. The Mancebo captures this subtle act of defiance in his writing, 

and in so doing replicates the Sufi travel writings of Ibn al-‘Arabi and other Sufi and non-

Sufi Muslim travelers who sought knowledge within Iberian provinces or far away in 

Muslim lands. Yet, it was the Mancebo’s search for Muslim sources of authority that was 

the truly dangerous and revolutionary act, because it denied validity of the arbitrary 

systems of oppression instituted by the Spanish state and instead highlighted a uniquely 

Muslim alternative. 
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CHAPTER 4 

ANTI-MORISCO LEGISLATION 

 

Anti-Morisco legislation represents an articulation, by the state, of the parameters 

of what constituted Spanish-ness/Hispanicity on the one hand and what was excluded on 

the other. It is the reification of Morisco difference, encountered in the legislation 

discussed below, that is useful in delimiting the terms under which Moriscos were 

conceived of as crypto-Muslims and a Muslim 5th column. The legislation also speaks to 

the ways in which Morisco religion and culture were suppressed, specifically along the 

lines of what could be perceived via public performances of religiosity or perceived 

infractions against proper Christian behavior. Equally, the legislation served as a societal 

template for the concretization of distinctions between Old and New Christians, or those 

without the taint of Jewish or Moorish blood – on the one hand, and New Christians, or 

those who converted to Christianity by choice or through coercion – on the other. 

Likewise, the legislation in question served as map demonstrating how anti-Morisco 

thought would be articulated throughout the sixteenth century, while aiding in the 

construction of a Spanish national identity predicated on social cohesion via the 

articulation of a distinctly Catholic Hispanicity. Religion, and more specifically 

Catholicism, served as a guide for proper behavior in sixteenth century Iberian society. 

What follows here is an examination of the use of legislation to determine the limits of 

the Spanish national identity – as understood in the sixteenth century. 
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Legislation as Symbolic Violence 

 To begin, it would a mistake to assume that all Moriscos suffered under the same 

sort of tyranny, because many among the old Muslim elite became part of the New 

Christian elite after the fall of Granada.117 These collaborators served as heads of their 

communities, often enriching themselves at the expense of the peasantry. Yet, under the 

threat of indignities, they would tended to defend Morisco communities and their way of 

life.118 There is no single way to cast all the Spanish as villainous oppressors and all the 

Moriscos as victims of Catholic injustice. To be clear, there were obviously plenty of 

individuals and families converting to Christianity sincerely and others who converted to 

access privilege or maintain a respectable social status. However, the vast majority of the 

Muslim peasantry and urban laborers were forcibly converted and conversions by force 

brought about numerous problems around the notion of religious sincerity and political 

loyalty. 

These forcible conversions lasted approximately twenty-six years, and culminated 

in royal decrees intended to purge any vestiges of Muslim culture among the newly 

converted. This chapter questions the premise of these laws and the conflation of religion 

and culture, by assessing the royal decrees using Pierre Bourdieu’s theories on symbolic 

violence and religious capital. My contention is that the legislation denied the converts 

access to religious capital, thus relegating them to second-class status as an internal 

“Other” and furthered the development of a Spanish national narrative in opposition to 

Iberia’s Islamic past. The legislation itself also served as symbolic violence intended to 

                                                
117 Harvey, Muslims in Spain, 38. 
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forcefully persuade the Morisco population to assuage Old Christian fears by becoming 

more Christian. Central to this discussion is the conflation of religion and culture by 

Spanish church and state officials. For sixteenth century Spanish authorities, purging 

Iberia of all things Muslim meant ridding it of Morisco customs and by extension any 

vestigial form in which “Muslim culture” was embodied. Since the performance of 

traditional Morisco customs were assumed to be conflated with the retention of Islamic 

practice, it should be assumed that Moriscos were performing the prohibited actions 

being legislated away, and that they were doing so in opposition to the dictates of the 

state. 

What is of interest here is the use of power to delimit what was religious and what 

could be labeled religious capital. Similar to Talal Asad, I argue that the ties between 

culture and religion must be understood through the lens of power and its deployment in 

the enforcement of religious authority as explicated through definitions of orthodoxy and 

orthopraxy. Religion, as understood by the Spanish authorities, defined the symbolic 

within cultural practice both for Old and New Christians, so that “the connection between 

religious theory and practice (was) fundamentally a matter of power – of disciplines 

creating religion, interpreting true meanings, forbidding certain utterances and practices 

and authorizing others.”119 As Asad continues, “what appears to anthropologists today to 

be self-evident, namely that ‘religion’ is essentially a matter of meanings linked to ideas 

of general order (expressed in either or both rite and doctrine) and that it has universal 

                                                
119 Talal Asad, “Anthropological Conceptions of Religion: Reflections on Geertz,” Man, New 
Series 18:2 (1983), 246. 
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functions, is in fact a view which has a specific Christian history.”120 Examples of this 

specificity can be found in the case of Catholicism in Iberia, but this is not to suggest that 

Christianity is the only religion to use coercive force to ensure adherence to certain forms 

of orthodoxy and orthopraxy. In fact, quite the opposite appears to be the case. 

Throughout the sixteenth century, Moriscos in Granada, in particular, and throughout 

Spain, more generally, were forced to navigate religious spaces in which the primacy of 

Christianity was not contested, but rather their full participation in Christian orthodoxy 

was called into question, mainly due to their pre-conversion Islamic past. It was in fact 

Muslim ancestry that marked Moriscos as suspect, and fundamentally called into question 

the sincerity of their conversions. In addition, Spanish authorities, in an effort to 

distinguish Moriscos from the rest of the Christian population, used the supposedly 

religious nature of their cultural practice to exclude them from full membership within 

the larger society and polity.121 

                                                
120 Asad, “Anthropological Conceptions of Religion,” 245. 
121 The word culture though has multiple meanings and much ink has been dedicated to 
disquisitions on the development of its ever-changing uses both inside and outside of the social 
sciences. Because of this, I do not wish to enter into the fray of trying to unpack culture’s multi-
layered significances. Instead, I would like to present culture as a verb or noun of intent. By 
focusing on the actions involved with the acquisition of culture, the term then assumes the 
meanings behind the processes of acculturation and inculcation the Spanish had in mind when 
they attempted to legislate and set boundaries on Morisco “lived realities.” By lived realities, I am 
here deploying a term that has been used to draw attention to the ways in which religion is lived 
on the ground and not simply as defined by those at the upper echelons of religious communities. 
For contested Muslim/Christian temporal spaces such as the ones inhabited by Moriscos, the 
structure of the quotidian becomes incredibly important since it became the focus of the 
hegemonic gaze and the policing of the day-to-day affairs of the community as examined below. 
“Culture in all its early uses was a noun of process: the tending of something, basically crops or 
animals… This provided a further basis for the important next stage of meaning, by metaphor… 
the tending of natural growth was extended to a process of human development.” As found in 
Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society. Revised Edition. (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1983), 87. Williams here provides an explanation of culture that 
hints towards what Bourdieu conceived of when he theorized social capital and how it operates 
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Therefore, any effort to fully understand the importance of Morisco conversions 

to the early project of Spanish nationalism requires us to go beyond culture to unmask the 

social hierarchies in Iberia and throughout Europe. To accomplish this, we turn to the 

theories of Pierre Bourdieu regarding the nature and deployment of religious capital. 

While the notion of social capital signifies an acquired cultural knowhow of educated 

people, Bourdieu argued that it indicated much more than just knowing which artist 

painted what and who composed a particular piece of classical music. Rather, Bourdieu 

thought of social and/or cultural capital as the symbolic means by which systems of 

oppression are “masked” and misrecognized by those who are both advantaged and 

disadvantaged within their hierarchies.122  Religious capital, then, reflects the “symbolic 

capital” accumulated within the religious field, deployed to legitimate the systems of 

oppression based on religious hierarchies. As Terry Rey contends, capital acquired within 

religion can be applied outside the field to legitimate the oppression of others as simply 

natural, arbitrary and common sense: 

Once transferred into other fields and transformed into other forms of capital, 
religious capital… enables elite agents or institutions to enhance or augment their 
holdings of economic and political capital and thereby solidify or improve their 
positions in the economic and political fields, and thus to dominate in the meta-
field of power. Power requires consecration, after all, and, for Bourdieu, religion 
is the prototypical possessor of the authority to consecrate, having historically 
done so in ways that inform his entire understanding of the very nature of 
society.123 

                                                                                                                                            
within social hierarchies. Social capital, as something separate from the mere accumulation of 
wealth, includes certain aspects of that material understanding and speaks to the cultivation of 
human beings within different arenas of life or social fields, where this capital is deployed.  
122 Terry Rey, Bourdieu on Religion: Imposing Faith and Legitimacy (London: Equinox 
Publishing Ltd., 2007), 52. 
123 Ibid., 45-46. 
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Thus, religious capital, or any form of symbolic capital for that matter, can transcend a 

specific field and be deployed in the acquisition of other forms of capital throughout 

other sub-fields within the meta-field of power. Moreover, religious capital is also a 

foundational consecrating force for state authorities and hereditary hierarchies. The 

legitimating force of religious consecration, including the naturalization of these social 

hierarchies and systems of oppression through the deployment of religion, speak directly 

to the ways in which the nascent Spanish state of the sixteenth century chose to align 

itself with the Catholic church, and exclude those it deemed “Other” including both 

former Muslims and Jews, who had converted to Christainity as a hegemonic force. 

The establishment of this social hierarchy, with Old Christians on top and new 

Christians underneath, in early modern Spain was consecrated by religion and the project 

of conquest of Muslim Granada was the culmination of a larger Christian project of 

reconquista. La reconquista of Iberia, as formulated in the Christian imaginary, had as 

much to do with the purging of Christendom of infidel Muslims, as well as with the 

acquisition of land. The suppression of Morisco culture should be viewed as the 

continued cleansing of Iberia and not just the “reestablishment” of Christian rule. 

Because these two processes were not mutually exclusive, it can be argued that the 

conquest of Granada was one of the first Castilian colonial projects that extended to both 

the religious and political fields of power. As Rey points out, Bourdieu’s theories on the 

religious field are best deployed within colonial projects and post-colonial settings 

because they provide unique insights into the processes of naturalizing social hierarchies 

and the ways in which those oppressed in these systems are made complicit by “buying 
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into” religious capital.124  In the following excerpt, Rey explains how Bourdieu included 

this complicity in his definition of symbolic violence: 

By ‘symbolic violence’, Bourdieu means the imposition by the dominant of 
arbitrary forms and systems of meanings of the social order that are 
‘misrecognized’ by the dominated as somehow un-arbitrary and natural, or that 
form of violence that ‘can be exercised only with that sort of complicity . . . via 
the effect of misrecognition encouraged by denial, by those on whom that 
violence is exercised’ (Bourdieu 1991d, 210).125 

Symbolic violence helps us understand first how the system of oppression instituted in 

post-reconquista Spain were naturalized and also how the Moriscos bought into their own 

oppression by attempting unsuccessfully to consume the religious capital offered by the 

church.  

Along the same vein, it is important to recognize the role of legislation in this 

process as a type of symbolic violence, because it helped to regulate the forms of 

religious and social capital that the Moriscos were forced to obtain or reject in order to 

fully participate in the community as New Christians. Moreover, both symbolic and real 

violence were at the root of the forced conversions that took place at the very beginning 

of the sixteenth century. These forcible conversions represented a shift in the religious 

field for Muslims in Granada that meant not only the end of Islam in Iberia but also the 

creation of the Morisco community and a change in the religious field to a Christian one. 

In both real and symbolic terms, the Catholic Church and its representatives in Iberia 

governed this New Christian field, and Moriscos as newly minted Christians navigated 

and negotiated this new field with varying degrees of success, at times purposefully 

opposing acculturation into this field of power. 
                                                
124 Ibid., 83 & 86. 
125 Ibid., 5. 
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For the Moriscos of sixteenth century Spain, the social and religious fields were 

tied to a multifaceted project of an embryonic Spanish nationalism that was at least 

partially being fashioned in opposition to the very Islamic past Moriscos represented. As 

Asad asserts, Islam constitutes “Europe’s primary alter,”126 and nowhere is this more true 

than in Spain. Furthermore, “[a]lthough Spain is now defined geographically as part of 

Europe, Arab Spain from the seventh to fourteenth centuries is seen as being outside 

‘Europe,’ in spite of the numerous intimate connections and exchanges in the Iberian 

Peninsula during that period between Muslims, Christians and Jews.”127  

For quite some time after the ouster of Muslims, Spain itself was set at the 

peripheries of Europe by what could be termed a form of Hispanophobia under the guise 

of the “Black Legend,” which attempted to characterize the Spanish colonial project in 

the Americas and by extension Granada, as especially brutal.128 Morisco history should 

be contextualized in terms of this larger Spanish narrative of self-definition. In 

delineating the boundaries of what it meant to be Christian for the Morisco community, 

Spanish authorities were working out what it meant to be “Spanish.” Both social and 

religious capital were defined alongside the development of the symbolic and real 

violence used to police these contested fields of power, while simultaneously creating a 

global empire the likes of which the world had never seen before. Of course, this is not an 

apologia for the Spanish treatment of Moriscos. Instead, my intention is to complicate or 

                                                
126 Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2003), 169. 
127 Asad, Formations of the Secular, 168. 
128 Walter Mignolo, “Islamophobia/Hispanophobia: The (Re) Configuration of the Racial 
Imperial/Colonial Matrix,” Human Architecture: Journal of he Sociology of Self-Knowledge 1 
(2006), 17. 



 113 

interrogate what is often oversimplified and presented as mere xenophobia or 

Islamophobia. 

 

Legislating Religious Boundaries 

If we turn our attention to the earliest Muslim converts to Christianity in Granada, 

we can examine one specific way that Muslims attempted to be more Christian than their 

neighbors – and that was drinking. The imbibing of alcohol has been traditionally  

forbidden in Islam. For the Moriscos of Granada, the drinking of alcohol took on a new 

importance after their conversions, since publically drinking wine, like eating pork, was 

one way to prove they were no longer Muslim. The unexpected consequence was that the 

overconsumption of public drinking and reckless intoxication became a serious problem 

on the streets of Granada. In other words, the impetus for binge drinking extended 

beyond the mere recreational desire to partake in what had previously been forbidden.129 

While it cannot be said that every Morisco who was detained for public drunkenness was 

subverting the system, they were certainly causing a public nuisance. Furthermore, the 

drunken Moriscos were performing what they believed to be Christian norms by 

overindulging in wine. As Harvey astutely points out, it was not as if the Muslims of 

Granada were totally ignorant of alcohol’s effects on the human body, so it can be safely 

                                                
129  “One way in which the new converts were at times subjected to pressure to conform to 
Christian ways was by having forbidden food and drink forced upon them. As far as alcoholic 
drink was concerned, at least, there is plenty of evidence that the new ways were inculcated with 
some success, and that some converts readily availed themselves of what was offered. Even the 
most rigorist of Islamic regimes rarely succeed in stamping out the drinking of alcohol altogether, 
and in al-Andalus the ban seems always to have been administered with some laxity, especially in 
Granada in late medieval times.” As found in L. P. Harvey, Muslims in Spain, 1500 to 1614 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 49. 
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assumed that Morisco drunkenness was purposeful. If Christian authorities saw drinking 

wine as proof that Moriscos were no longer Muslims, perhaps drinking until one was 

thoroughly intoxicated meant that one was being a “super-Christian,” or performing 

Christianity to the point of exaggeration. 

The legislation on the sale of wine speaks to how Moriscos were being policed 

beyond the experience of Old Christians and is important for how Morisco bodies were 

being treated differently in several key ways. First, an initial piece of legislation 

regarding wine consumption from April 7, 1500 would indicate that some of the earliest 

Muslim conversions to Christianity happened even before the end of the first Alpujarras 

War (1499 to 1502), which was cited as the justification for the first wave of mass 

Muslim conversions in Granada. Although Harvey problematizes this chronology by 

relegating the Muslim revolt in the Albaicin or Moorish quarter from December 1499 to 

January of 1500, the larger war was sparked by the incidents in the Albaicin, which lasted 

for a longer period of time. Second, it affected the entire community beyond the new 

Christians and added to the disdain for Moriscos among the general population, by 

creating restrictions on the sale of wine and the profits gained from the newly 

converted.130 Thirdly, the penalties on those caught breaking the rules made it prohibitive 

and fostered a lack of trust for the buying and selling of wine. Thus, greater distinctions 

were needed to differentiate Moriscos from Old Christians. 

Lastly, as the following brief selection from the April 7, 1500 law delineates, the 

New Christians were treated differently from the rest of the population: 

                                                
130 Harvey, Muslims in Spain, 50. 
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Tavern owners and other persons are not to sell wine for the New Christians to 
drink in their homes, save that they carry it in jars and jugs owned by the houses 
where wine is sold or in home close to it. Wine skins nor large bottles are not to 
be sold to said New Christians so that they can gather in their homes and gardens 
to get drunk, under the penalty of two hundred, four hundred or six hundred 
maravedis and the quantity of wine sold each time. 

Que los tabernos ni otras personas no vendan vino a los cristianos nuevos para 
beber en sus casas, salvo que lo lleven en jarros o vasijas de la dicha casa do se 
vende e en otra cerca de ella, so las dichas penas. Que no le vendan a los dichos 
cristianos nuevos cueros de vino ni botas para se juntar en los carmenes e 
heredades a se emborrachar, so las dichas penas de doscientos e cuatrocientos e 
seiscientos maravedis y el vino perdido cada vez.131 

Tavern owners were instructed not to sell wine to any New Christians in their own 

containers or skins, which was an apparent effort to limit the amount of wine that 

Moriscos could purchase and/or consume at any given time. The reason given is to 

prevent New Christians from gathering in their own yards and public spaces to drink. 

Stiff penalties were also meted out in varying degrees based on the offense, and tavern 

owners were even required to replace the wine sold to Moriscos. No mention is made of 

Old Christians at all, nor any limitations on their sale, purchase and consumption of wine.  

While the rest of the text deals with other restrictions on food items and the like that are 

not specifically aimed at Moriscos, this piece of legislation marks the beginning of a 

larger corpus of royal decrees and ordinances aimed at suppressing Morisco agency and 

their ability to live life equally alongside their Old Christian neighbors. Legislation of this 

sort also speaks to the methods by which Moriscos were forced to maintain difference, 

even while attempting to assimilate. In the end, the result was that Moriscos were simply 

                                                
131 As cited in Antonio Gallego y Burin and Alfonso Gamir Sandoval, Los Moriscos del Reino de 
Granda: Segun el Sinodo de Guadix de 1554 (Granda: Universidad de Granada, 1968), 160. 
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not allowed to “pass” as Old Christians and had to preserve distinctions that marked them 

as Other. 

 Furthermore, the legislation against Morisco drunkenness was couched in terms 

of the public scandal that the newly converted were causing. In a second piece of 

legislation examined below, the reason to curtail the sale of wine to the newly converted 

is the danger that drunken individuals pose to themselves and others. The royal letter sent 

to the magistrate of Gaudix here speaks of the town being populated by many of the 

newly converted and thus overrun by the public drunkenness taking place during feast 

days and Sundays: 

Said city in your land is populated by many New Christians, who for the most part 
have come to drink and cause a raucous by drinking, and some say that at every 
festival and Sundays you can find many of them drunk and some even stabbed 
and killed each other, and if this (situation) cannot be remedied – this will be be 
harm to them and a scandal. 

(D)icha ciudad e(n) su tierra [esta] poblada de muchos cristianos nuevos, los 
cuales, o la mayor parte, habian venido en tomar desorden de beber vino, que diz 
que todas las fiestas e domingos habia muchos de ellos borachos e se mataban a 
cuchillas sin lo poder remediar, que si no se remediase e proveyese sobre ello, 
que se esperaban recrecer algun daño e escandalo.132 

While the overt instruction to the magistrate by Queen Juana is that the drunkenness by 

curtailed due to the harm Moriscos might cause themselves during the many knife fights 

that have been recorded, the subtext is that Moriscos are gathering in large numbers and 

with weapons. The exhortation at the end of the selection above is that these gatherings 

should end lest they were to stir up trouble and bring about some scandal. What the 

scandal could potentially mean is not clear, but given the use of weapons by Moriscos 

and the limitations placed on their use, perhaps any notification of this behavior to the 
                                                
132 As cited in Gallego Burin and Gamir Sandoval, Los Moriscos del Reino de Granada, 170. 
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royal court would certainly produce some alarm and suggest that the violence being 

perpetrated by the newly converted amongst themselves might somehow be turned 

against the Old Christian population. What seems to be clear, however, is that the 

Moriscos were considered more than just a public nuisance but also as a threat to public 

safety. 

In a greater effort to legislate away drunkenness and deviation among the 

Moriscos, the Spanish crown promulgated more royal decrees intended to control the sale 

of wine to the newly converted. To quell Morisco drunkenness and combat this behavior 

in general, Spanish authorities under Queen Juana again attempted to legislate Morisco 

public behavior deemed unbefitting of a New Christian. On August 19, 1515, Queen 

Juana issued a royal warrant concerning the drunkenness of Moriscos in Granada: 

Know that I have been informed that some of the newly converted who are 
resident in the above-mentioned cities, because of the great amounts of wine 
which they drink, become so intoxicated that they fall down in public in the street, 
so that the Old Christians mock them. When they are drunk, they cause disorder 
(escandalos), and since it is my duty, as Queen, to deal with such matters ... I 
command you, the aforesaid officers, and your lieutenants, that on each and every 
occasion that you find a New Christian drunk outside his own house or garden, 
that you have him brought to the prison of the place where he is found, where he 
is to be held for one day and one night as a punishment for his misdemeanor. 
(Gallego and Gamir 1968, 185)133 

This piece of legislation epitomizes how by 1515, we can see clear distinctions being 

made between Old versus New Christian and the scorn held for the latter group. It also 

demonstrates the legal contrast between the two groups and how authorities treated them. 

And it begs the questions, did Old Christians also have to spend a night in jail for public 

intoxication and were they also subject to the same mockery and derision? The answers 
                                                
133 As translated from Los Moriscos del Reino de Granada by Gallego Burin and Gamir 
Sandoval, in Harvey, (ed.) Muslims in Spain, 50. 
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to these questions are not clear but the bad blood between Moriscos and those affected by 

their perceived ill behavior is very clear. 

 Finally, in the last of the regulations regarding wine to be discussed here the focus 

is on the point of sale for wine and how the location of these bodegones, defined 

technically as either a tavern or a grocery store, affects the Morisco ability to work. The 

selection below, from an ordinance issued on September 2, 1521 by the municipal 

government of Baza, prohibits the sale of wine in taverns. The reasons for the ban 

appears to be that the Moriscos visit the tavern for wine and proceed to get drunk, forgo 

working on their respective farms all day and then allegedly go home and mistreat their 

wives.134 Tavern owners are prohibited from selling wine to the newly converted, yet 

anyone with a vineyard is allowed to sell wine to the newly converted, as long as the 

Moriscos can return to their own houses to drink as much as they want. As this last 

decrees makes clear, the real prohibition is not against the drinking of wine nor of 

drunkenness, but the creation of Morisco public houses where they could gather and the 

cessation of any impediments to Morisco labor. Even the slanderous mention of domestic 

violence by Moriscos against Moriscas presages the cacophonous modern libel that 

Muslims are more prone to domestic violence because it is encouraged in the Qur’an. 

Furthermore, no mention is made regarding Old Christians and if similar 

prohibitions were being placed on their drinking of wine, and here as well the social 

distinctions between Old and New Christians is reified with the New Christians on the 

bottom of the social hierarchy and the Old Christians on top. This set of laws, while 

ostensibly attempting to curtail the public drunkenness of Moriscos, also serves to create 
                                                
134 Gallego Burin and Gamir Sandoval, Los Moriscos del Reino de Granada, 189-190. 
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an aura of superiority around the Old Christians who do not have to live by the same 

rules as their New Christian neighbors. Even if they reside in the same physical 

environment, they are living by two separate and unequal set of laws that perpetually 

singled out the Morisco population for continued extra-ordinary policing at the hands of 

the state and leave very little room for the growth of shared communal commonalities 

and trust. Although these laws are on the surface about temperance, they directly serve to 

perpetuate social distinctions and the elevation of one group over another. 

 

Legislated Sexual Prohibitions 

As deeper distinctions were being drawn between Old Christians and New 

Christians, Moriscos, as members of the latter group, were subject to disparagement and 

widespread suspicion. They were systematically pushed to the fringes of a social 

hierarchy based on ideas of Hispanidad, or Hispanicity, and subordinated and made 

inferior in relation to Old Christians regardless of individual social standing. It was 

during the reign of Phillip II (1556 to 1598) that a literature developed to address the 

Morisco question and the debates over whether or not to expel the entire community 

began in earnest. In one example, Fr. Aznar Cardona in his treatise on the justification of 

the Morisco expulsion states that the Moriscos “were clumsy in their reasoning, 

animalistic in their discourse, barbarous with their language and ridiculous in their 

garb.”135 Central to these discussions were the economic motivators that prompted 

negative views of Morisco ingenuity and enterprise. 

                                                
135 “… [e]ran torpes en sus razones, bestiales en su discurso, barbaros en su language, (y) 
ridiculos en su traje.”: “De la condicion, trato, traje, comida, officio, vicio y pestilencia pegajosa 
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What’s more, it was also a commonly held believe that Morisco industriousness 

carried over into the sphere of family life. Moriscos were believed to reproduce faster 

than the rest of the population. One disparaging commentary has them outnumbering Old 

Christians, because they “multipl(ied) like royal rabbits.”136 These animalistic 

comparisons, while seemingly trivial on the surface, reify the subhuman status of the 

Moriscos in the Spanish Christian Imaginary. In keeping with the medieval trope of the 

lustful Moor, the Dominican friar Jaime Bleda describes Moriscos as “vicious and 

libidinous, symbols of the goat, (who) gave themselves up to every kind of sin.”137 For 

many of those concerned with the Morisco question, the realities that contested these 

alarmist notions were not as real as the belief that the “Moriscos were growing each day 

in number and wealth, and (the Spanish were) becoming less in everything.”138 Even 

though the reality may have been quite the opposite, Don Martin de Salvatierra, the 

Bishop of Segorbia, states in his treatise on Moriscos that “there are Moors who have 

more than 100,000 ducats of land and if Your Majesty is not disposed to remedy this, in a 

few years they will multiply in such a fashion that they will surpass many of the Old 

Christians not only in number of people but also in quantity of lands, especially in gold 

                                                                                                                                            
de los Moriscos” as found in Mercedes Garcia Arenal, Los Moriscos (Madrid: Editora Nacional, 
1975), 230. 
136 Matthew Carr, Blood and Faith: The Purging of Muslim Spain (New York: Perseus Books 
Group, 2009), 191-192. 
137 Carr, Blood and Faith, 192. 
138 Mary Elizabeth Perry, The Handless Maiden: Moriscos and the Politics of Religion in Early 
Modern Spain (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005),138. 
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and silver, because they gather everything and don’t spend anything since they don’t eat 

nor drink.”139 

In this context of a fledgling Spanish nationalism and ideations of a unified Spain, 

Morisco reproduction and by extension sexuality were viewed as existential threats to the 

Spanish state. The Moriscos were effectively seen as foreign agents in the newly 

formulating Spanish nation that needed to be contained. Morisco sexuality was dangerous 

in that it represented the multiplication of an internal Other that embodied the persistence 

of an Islamic presence. If the Morisco population was to be controlled, then sexuality and 

its reproductive functions needed to be curtailed and legislated against by prohibiting 

marriages that didn't fit into prescribed societal restrictions. In an attempt to control 

Morisco reproductive agency, state authorities using religious justifications enacted 

legislation to set boundaries as to what kinds of marriages were religiously valid to and 

limit the growth of the Morisco population.  

Mixed marriages were frowned upon even before the forced conversions of the 

early 1500s, and this represented one way in which Christians sought to control the 

spread of Islam. In most cases, the penalty for marriages between Muslims and Christians 

was death, since many non-Muslim marriage partners would often convert to Islam and 

enter a state of apostasy characterized by the status of renegados or renegades from the 

faith. The prohibition and subsequent death penalty also extended to any sexual relations 

                                                
139 “… ay moros que tienen mas de cien mil ducados de hacienda y si Vuestra Majestad no es 
servido poner remedio en esto, en breves años se multiplicaran de tal manera que sobrepujen 
mucho a los christainos viejos asi en numero de personas como en cantidad de hacienda, 
especialmente de oro y plata, porque lo ban recogiendo todo y no lo gastan pues no comen ni 
veven.”: “Parecer del Obispo de Segorbe acerca de los Moriscos” as found in Mercedes Garcia 
Arenal, Los Moriscos (Madrid: Editora Nacional, 1975), 167. 
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between Muslims and Christians whether outside or in marriage with much attention paid 

to the sexuality of Christian women, as requiring protection from Muslim men.140 

Christian women are forbidden to have sex with Muslim men regardless of their marital 

status such as being a “virgin, widowed, married or even a woman who sleeps with 

anyone.” The indication being that Muslim men were not allowed to sleep even with 

Christian prostitutes due to the fear of possible religious contamination. 

These prohibitions against interfaith marriages have historical precedents that 

stretch far back into the initial conquest of Muslim territory by the Christians of Iberia 

during the 11th century and are a by product the of Catholic canonical laws, which sought 

to accomplish the same. The enforced segregation of Muslims and Christians extended 

even into the realm of employment and Christian women were forbidden from working in 

the homes of Muslims and Jews, as evidenced in the following selection: 

Christians should not be servants in the Jewish and Muslim houses and that they 
(Jews and Muslims) should wear distinctive signs so that they may be 
differentiated from the rest of the population, so as to avoid all sexual contact 
with Christian women. 

Que los cristianos no sirvan en las casas de judíos o musulmanes, y que estos 
vistan y porten señales distintivas que los diferencie del resto de la población, 
sobre todo para evitar contactos sexuales con las mujeres cristianas.141 

                                                
140 “Sexual relations between Christians and Muslims and, of course, marriage are penalized by 
the death of both partners. Las relaciones sexuales entre cristianas y musulmanes y, por supuesto, 
el matrimonio, están penados con la muerte de ambos.” (Fuero Real, doc. 7; o en Partida VII, 
XXV, 10, doc. 22, que matiza la pena en función del estado de la mujer, virgen, viuda, casada o 
“mujer que se da a todos”, o las veces que incurriera en el delito) in Ana Isabel Carrasco 
Manchado, De la convivencia a la exclusión. Imágenes legislativas de mudéjares y moriscos. 
Siglos XIII-XVII (Madrid: Silex Ediciones, 2012), Kindle Locations 683-685. 
141 Decreto XXVI del III Concilio de Letrán, en 1180, bajo Alejandro III y LXVIII del IV 
Concilio de Letrán de 1215, bajo Inocencio III, quoted in Carrasco Manchado, De la Convivencia 
a la Exclusion, Kindle Locations 231-233. 
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Not only are Christian women here not being allowed to seek employment in Muslim and 

Jewish homes, but also Muslims and Jews are to wear distinctive clothing that would 

distinguish them visibly from their Christian neighbors. The purpose as reiterated 

throughout these laws was not only the separation of the two populations but also the 

control of Muslim male sexuality in relation to Christian women. Access to Christian 

women was thus heavily policed and the only suitable suitors and sexual partners for 

Jews, Christians and Muslims were people from their own community. To be fair – 

although Islam did not have such prohibitions regarding Muslim male couplings with 

Christian and Jewish women, the policing of Muslim female sexuality and laws 

forbidding marriages outside of the Muslim community were equally as strict. 

Legislation was also enacted to prohibit Morisco men from coming into intimate 

contact with Christian women given the possibility for sex in private. What this meant 

was that contact between Morisco men and Christian women was heavily policed and 

monitored. The main method of control was via the elimination of situational proximity, 

where Morisco men would be able to come into contact with Christian women in private. 

For instance, Moriscos were not allowed to hire female servants who were Christians and 

they were similarly not allowed to own slaves who were Christians, which echoes 

prohibitions enacted during the height of the medieval Muslim period - but in reverse.142 

The idea of course being that enslaved women in subordinate positions in Morisco 

households would be coerced into performing sexual acts with their masters. The 
                                                
142 “It is also repeated with force that the laws prohibiting Muslims from having Christian 
servants or slaves in their homes. (También se repiten con insistencia las leyes que prohibían a 
los musulmanes tener en sus casas criados o poseer siervos cristianos)” (Valencia, 1238, doc. 3; 
Partida IV, XXI, 8, doc. 19) As quoted in Carrasco Manchado, De la Convivencia a la Exclusion, 
Kindle Location 696. 
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prohibition even extended to the use of Christian wet nurses by Moriscos, because of the 

possibility of a sexual encounter between a wet nurse and her Morisco male employer. 

Since the 13th century these (legislative) measures were motivated above all by 
the sexual prohibitions and the (desire) to avoid Christians living in Muslim 
households, especially women. It was this insistence on following these norms 
that continuously prohibit Christian women from serving as nannies or wet nurses 
for Muslim families. 

En el siglo xiii estas medidas se orientan sobre todo a evitar que los cristianos 
vivan en las casas de los musulmanes, especialmente las mujeres (motivada por 
la prohibición sexual). Son insistentes las normas que repetidamente prohíben a 
las mujeres cristianas servir como nodrizas o amas de cría en las casas de 
familias musulmanas.143 

Now these laws were not new per se, nor did they represent a change in the de facto 

segregation that characterized "coexistence" during the latter years of Muslim rule on the 

Peninsula and continuing after the Christian conquest of al-Andalus starting in the 11th 

century. The difference during the sixteenth century, of course, is that the Moriscos were 

ostensibly Christian, yet being treated as if they were still Muslim. 

The importance of controlling marriage, as a means of controlling and/or policing 

sexuality, cannot be stressed enough and marriages between Muslim men and Christian 

women were at the root of the first rebellion of the Moriscos against their Christian 

colonial rulers. Since the capitulation agreement between the Spanish Catholic monarchs 

and the Muslims of Granada granted religious freedom to the population, it was believed 

that these protections would have safeguarded the religious practice of all within the 

community but in actuality they did not cover those who had converted form 

                                                
143 (Valencia, 1238, doc. 3; Sevilla, 1256, doc. 8; Jerez, 1268, doc. 16) quoted in Carrasco 
Manchado, De la Convivencia a la Exclusion, Kindle Locations 696-699. 
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Christianity.144 The men and women, who had been born Christian but had converted to 

Islam – whether through marriage or through individual impetus, were viewed as 

renegades by the Catholic Church and the inquisition. They were seen as existing outside 

of the religious freedoms enshrined in the capitulation agreement and were taken often by 

force to be questioned by the inquisition. 

Further restrictions placed on marriage fall into a similar category, and Moriscos 

were not allowed to engage in the types of marriages that would have linked familial 

networks and provided group cohesion in light of the oppression faced by the community 

in general. For instance, marriages based on consanguineous ties were not permitted, so 

as a consequence first cousins amongst the newly converted were not allowed to marry, 

which is a practice permitted and often encouraged in Islam but not in necessarily in 

Christianity.  

                                                
144 The treaty signed by Boabdil and the Catholic monarchs is important because it protected the 
rights of Muslims to practice Islam freely and without suppression for a set period of time. While 
the treaty covered the vast majority of Muslims, it did not cover Muslims who had converted 
recently from Christianity, and whom the Spanish crown considered “renegades.” To the 
detriment of the Muslims, the treaty specifically allowed for Catholic authorities to question these 
“renegades” as to the nature of their conversion and its sincerity. The authorities used this 
loophole to begin questioning the wives of Muslim men, who fell under this appellation. Muslims 
in Granada were suspicious of this questioning and believed that these newly converted Muslims 
would be forced to convert back to Christianity. It was during the process of questioning a former 
Christian woman that the first Muslim rebellion was initiated in 1500, after she had called out for 
help as she was being dragged through the Albaycin, or the Moorish quarter in Granada. The 
subsequent uprising of the Muslim population and the swift quelling of the rebellion was then 
used by the Catholic Monarchs as pretense to completely renege on the statutes of the capitulation 
treaty that protected the practice Islam. As a measure of their surrender after the rebellion – 
Muslims were given the choice to either convert to Christianity or leave the Spanish territories. In 
reality though, Muslims were not given a choice because the conditions of immigration to North 
Africa were so strict that they effectively precluded all but the wealthiest from leaving. This ill-
fated rebellion and the suppression that followed mark the beginnings of the Morisco period in 
Spanish history and also the birth of crypto-Islam on the Iberian Peninsula. 
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In all of these instances policed via legislation, Morisco men are imagined as 

sexually libidinous creatures whose goal is the defilement of good Christian women. The 

policing of Morisco male sexuality speaks to the threat it posed to the state's desire to 

limit the imagined reproduction of crypto-Islam in early modern Spanish society based on 

ideas concerning the patrilineal nature of Muslim religion. What's interesting in these 

legislated prohibitions is that they were placed on individuals regardless of where they 

were located in the social hierarchy. Whether they were part of the Morisco elite who 

could hire women in their households or were themselves for hire, Morisco men and their 

sexuality constituted a threat that needed to controlled and if at all possible eliminated. 

As discussed earlier in the chapter, the control of Morisco male sexuality also falls in line 

with medieval polemics against Muslims, which present Muslim male sexuality as 

licentious and more akin to that of beasts than of men. 

 

Legislating Cultural Prohibitions and a Morisco Response 

Of all the documents that speak to the ways in which legislation was used to 

regulate Morisco culture, none stands out more than the Memorial en defensa de las 

costumbres Moriscas by Francisco Nuñez Muley.145 Not only does it address many of the 

cultural practices Spanish authorities were attempting to legislate out of existence, but the 

Memorial is also an authentic example of the Morisco community’s response to what was 

                                                
145 The complete text of the Memorial en defensa de las costumbres Moriscas can be found in 
Mercedes Garcia Arenal, Los Moriscos (Madrid: Editora Nacional, 1975), 47-56; snippets from 
the text can also be found in L. P. Harvey’s Muslims in Spain; yet I have decided to use a new 
digital edition of the text without commentary found in Nuñez Muley, Memorial en defensa de 
las costumbres moriscas (Barcelona: Linkgua-Digital, 2011), Kindle Edition. All quoted text 
below is from the 2011 Barcelona edition and is presented in the original Spanish along with this 
author’s commentary. 
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happening to them.  Furthermore, the text also provides an example of the ways in which 

the communal leadership had attempted to assimilate fully into their new religious and 

cultural circumstances. The author, Nuñez Muley, is an example of someone who was 

able to effectively navigate the fields of politics, economics and religion. His long life 

and successful interactions with Spanish authorities from a very early age exemplify the 

assimilative position of the Morisco elite. 

Francisco Nuñez Muley was part of the former Muslim aristocracy and a 

descendent of one of the Granadine Muslim dynasties.  His last name Muley comes from 

the Arabic term maula, meaning master, and was equivalent in Granada to prince.146 He 

had served as page to Archbishop Hernando de Talavera, and was one of the earliest 

converts to Christianity. He was also at the age of 13 among a delegation of Morisco 

nobles who had an audience at court with King Ferdinand to discuss the earliest attempts 

at Muslim conversion to Christianity.147 Nuñez Muley was a respected member of the 

new Spanish government and also a well-respected member of the Morisco community of 

Granada, who sought to ease the transition from Islam to Christianity. In the latter stages 

of his life, his advocacy for the Morisco cause increased and he was a vocal supporter for 

a more lenient treatment of the population and appeasement. While he was ultimately 

unsuccessful, Francisco Nuñez Muley’s formal defense of Morisco culture found in the 

Memorial en defense de las costumbres Morisca provides not only examples of Morisco 

popular culture but also how those aspects of culture were perceived religiously by those 

in power.  

                                                
146 Carr, Blood and Faith, 113. 
147 Harvey, Muslims in Spain, 212. 
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In order to contextualize the Memorial en defensa de las costumbres Moriscas, 

we must first take a look at the pragmatica, or royal decree, of 1566. The Memorial, 

which was a defense of Morisco culture and customs, was first and foremost a response 

to the strict rules and regulations set forth in the pragmatica, which Phillip II signed into 

law on November 7, 1566. The decree was the product of the Archbishop of Granada at 

the time, Pedro Guerrero, who had received instructions from Pope Pius IV to “make a 

more sustained effort to incorporate the Granadine Moriscos into Christian society.”148  

Archbishop Guerrero took renewed interest in the plight of the Moriscos during the reign 

of Phillip II as an opportunity to implement the royal mandates of the Holy Roman 

Emperor Charles V from 1526 that had been abandoned because the restrictions were 

deemed to stern at the time and the Moriscos of Granada agreed to pay an annual tribute. 

Phillip II who was considered by many to be very pious in his Catholic practice saw the 

push of Archbishop Guerrero as an opportunity to eliminate suspected Morisco crypto-

Islamic practice. The pragmatica itself focused on prohibitions meant to erase any 

vestigial elements of Islam and Muslim culture, such as the use of the Arabic language 

including the continued use of Arabic surnames; all forms of traditional Muslim clothing; 

female veiling of any sort; Morisco festivals, popular dances, parties and music; use of 

public bath houses; ownership of any African Slaves; and the closing of doors on Fridays 

and Sundays.149 

The purpose of the Memorial was to counter the claims of the Monarchy that 

Morisco culture was an expression of covert Islam.  It essentially was a letter addressed 

                                                
148 Carr, Blood and Faith, 131. 
149 Ibid., 131. 
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to the clergy and the Spanish monarchy and its intent was to draw distinctions between 

Islam as it was practiced on the Iberian Peninsula and the normative cultural behavior of 

the Moriscos during the first half of the sixteenth century.  Nuñez Muley basically goes 

down the list of prohibited actions and attempts to refute each by demarcating what is 

religious expression versus what is culture.  He also tries to delegitimize the decree from 

the very beginning by citing the precedents of leniency extended towards the Morisco 

community by the Catholic Monarchs: 

When the natives of this kingdom converted to Christianity, no condition was 
placed that they had to abandon their clothing or language, nor the other customs 
related to their celebrations, zambras and recreations; and to tell the truth, the 
conversions were by force, and contrary to the capitulation agreement between the 
Catholic Monarchs and Boabdil when he surrendered this city; and while their 
highnesses lived, I cannot find, with all of my years, that these (customs) were 
attempted to be taken away. 

Cuando los naturales de este reino se convirtieron a la fe de Jesucristo, ninguna 
condicion hubo que les obligase a dejar el habito ni la lengua, ni las otras 
costumbres que tenian de recoijarse con sus fiestas, zambras y recreaciones; y 
para decir verdad, la conversion fue por fuerza, contra lo capitulado por los 
señores Reyes Catolicos cuando el rey Abdilehi (Boabdil) les entrego esta cuidad; 
y mientras sus altezas vivieron, no hallo yo, con todos mis años, que se tratase de 
quitarselo.150 

In the very first sentence of the Memorial presented above, Nuñez Muley not only 

dismisses the new prohibitions as going against the letter of the capitulation agreements 

signed by Boabdil in 1492, but he also stresses the fact that the conversions were by 

force.  He states clearly that under the agreement between the Catholic Monarchs and 

Boabdil - Muslims were in no way obliged to stop doing any of the actions prohibited 

under the new royal decree.  And even in this first sentence we get the sense that the 

                                                
150 Nuñez Muley, Memorial, 1. 
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Morisco community is exasperated.  By having no legal recourse to stand up to the 

imposition of these prohibitions, the Morisco community is faced with their own demise.  

This crucial juncture in Spanish Muslim history cannot be overstated because all things 

even remotely Islamic are outlawed.  No longer could religion be hidden because the 

Spanish authorities were invading the private space of family life.  While it would be a 

mistake to impose modern understandings on this process, the Memorial of Nuñez Muley 

offers us a look into how the community viewed these prohibitions in light of their own 

impotence at stopping them.  He chooses to reason with the authorities and tries to appeal 

to their humanity and cultural commonalities and goes down the list of prohibitions one 

by one. 

Nuñez Muley systematically goes down the list of proposed prohibited actions 

and attempts to refute each one by demarcating what was religious expression on the one 

hand versus what was culture on the other. He begins by attempting to delegitimize the 

decree by citing the capitulation agreement of January 2, 1942 wherein the Catholic 

Monarchs agreed to allow the continued Islamic practice of their new Muslim subjects in 

Granada.151 He states clearly that under the agreement between the Catholic Monarchs 

and Boabdil - Muslims were in no way obliged to stop doing any of the actions prohibited 

under the royal decree of 1526. This crucial juncture in Morisco history cannot be 

stressed enough because the royal decree of 1566 sought to outlaw all things even 

                                                
151 “Cuando los naturales de este reino se convirtieron a la fe de Jesucristo, ninguna condicion 
hubo que les obligase a dejar el habito ni la lengua, ni las otras costumbres que tenian de 
recoijarse con sus fiestas, zambras y recreaciones; y para decir verdad, la conversion fue por 
fuerza, contra lo capitulado por los señores Reyes Catolicos cuando el rey Abdilehi (Boabdil) les 
entrego esta cuidad; y mientras sus altezas vivieron, no hallo yo, con todos mis años, que se 
tratase de quitarselo.” Ibid., 1. 
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remotely Islamic. What the Memorial of Nuñez Muley offers is a look into how the 

Moriscos of Granada viewed these prohibitions and attempted to stop them through 

argumentation and a discourse deploying the self-same techniques employed by the state 

and clerical establishment. 

While El Memorial speaks directly to the suspicion that Moriscos were continuing 

to practice Islam, the text accepts the authority of the church and state as arbiters of what 

could be considered valid and legitimate religious practice. One of the first things Nuñez 

Muley addresses directly is the loyalty of the Morisco community.152 After they were 

persecuted by ecclesiastical and secular authorities, Nuñez Muley states that the 

community remained loyal to the monarchy. Furthermore, he testifies to the Morisco 

community’s constant service to the crown as “loyal” and “obedient” vassals. He frames 

his appeal for leniency in terms of total submission and acceptance of their predicament 

within the kingdom of Granada.  

To start, Nuñez Muley reinterprets the Morisco uprising of 1500-1502 as an 

attempt to uphold the pronouncements of the Catholic Monarchs as sacred law.153 In 

Nuñez Muley’s words, “when the Albaicin (Moorish quarter) rebelled, it wasn’t against 

the King, but rather in support of his signed (treaty).” In a masterful stroke of the pen, 

Nuñez Muley reinterprets the rebellion in order to position the Morisco community as 

                                                
152 “Somos perseguidos de la justicia eclesiastica y de la seglar; y con todo eso, siempre leales 
vassallos y obedientes a su majestad, prestos a servirle con nuestras haciendas, jamas se podra 
decir que hayamos cometido traicion desde el dia que nos entregamos.” Ibid., 4. 
153 “Cuando el Albaicin se alboroto, no fue contra el rey, sino en favor de sus firmas, que 
teniamos en veneracion de cosa sagrada.  No estando aun la tinta enjuta, quebrantaron los 
capitulos de las paces las justicias, prediendo las mujeres que venian de linaje de cristianas, 
para hacerles que los fuesen por fuerza.” Ibid., 4. 
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loyal subjects only seeking to uphold the original agreement signed by the Catholic 

Monarchs. Under the initial capitulation agreement signed by the Catholic Monarchs 

Ferdinand and Isabella, the Muslims of Granada were free to practice Islam and were not 

forced to convert, but Muslim converts or renegades, who were born Christian and 

converted to Islam, were not subject to the same rule.  Many of these renegades were the 

wives of Muslim men and had converted upon marrying.  Nuñez Muley here says that the 

“ink of the capitulation agreement had not yet dried,” when these women were taken by 

force to be questioned by church authorities. The goal is of course to remind the intended 

audience of the Memorial that the Moriscos are subjects of the crown like all other 

Spaniards. Using his own cultural and religious astuteness, Nuñez Muley sought to 

reposition the community as loyal subjects like the rest of the Spanish populace. 

Among the many prohibitions included in the decree of 1566 were those that dealt 

with language. In the case of the Morisco community, use of the Arabic language had 

already been suppressed from the very beginning of the forced conversions and 

ownership of Arabic language texts was a crime. There was a long-standing prohibition 

on the creation of new Arabic literature and extant religious texts were destroyed soon 

after the first forced conversions began, by the Archbishop Francisco Ximenez Cisneros 

in large book burning pyres. Even Arabic translations of Christian liturgical guides 

commissioned by Archbishop Hernando de Talavera, the first cleric assigned to supervise 

the conversion of the Moriscos, were destroyed along with the rest. In the Memorial, 

Nuñez Muley points to the prohibition against the use of Arabic amongst Moriscos as the 
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most inconvenient imposition of them all.154 Nuñez Muley argues in favor of the 

continued use of Arabic by pointing out very astutely that Christians in Arabic speaking 

lands also speak the language. He also wonders why Arabic should be prohibited and 

sanctioned, particularly for those born and raised speaking it as their “natural” language.  

By doing so, he placed Arabic among the many regional dialects and languages present 

on the Iberian Peninsula, thus arguing in favor of Arabic as an autochthonous language in 

Spain. 

 Perhaps the most controversial of all the prohibitions was the one most related to 

privacy and familial space.  In order to understand the gravity of this particular rule, we 

must first examine Muslim ideas concerning household space including the term harem.  

The word harem comes from the Arabic word haram, which means prohibited.  The 

harem was essentially the section of the house or familial dwelling where males unrelated 

by blood were not allowed to enter.  So even within the closed space of a typical Muslim 

home there were sections of the household that were off limits to strangers and friends 

alike.  Even in today’s Latin America, it is very common for visitors to a home to be 

taken to specific areas where they can be entertained and it is very rare that guests are 

permitted free rein to wander into bedrooms or places where only close family is allowed.  

The Morisco households functioned along similar lines and Nuñez Muley tries to appeal 

to common Spanish ideals of privacy and propriety: 

Let’s see, sir: What purpose does having us keep our doors open serve? This 
would invite thieves to steal, the weak to force themselves upon women, and give 

                                                
154 “Pues vamos a la lengua arabiga, que es el mayor inconveniente de todos. ¿Como se ha de 
quitar a las gente su lengua natural, con que nacieron y se criaron?  Los egipcios, surianos, 
malteses y otras gentes cristianas, en arabigo hablan, leen y escriben y son cristianos como 
nosotros.” Ibid., 8. 
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occasion for the sheriffs and scribes with their accusations to destroy the poor 
people. If someone desired to be Muslim and keep the rituals and ceremonies of 
Muslims, wouldn’t they simply be able to do these things at night? Of course, 
since (practicing) the sect of Muhammad only requires solitude and recollection. 

Veamos, señor: hacernos tener las puertas de las casa abiertas ¿de que sirve? 
Libertad se da a los ladrones para que hurten, a los livianos para que se atrevan 
a las mujeres, y occasion a los alguaciles y escribanos para que con achaques 
destruyen la pobre gente. Si alguno quisiere ser moro y usar de los guadores y 
ceremonias de moros, ¿no podra hacerlo de noche? Si por cierto; que la seta de 
Mahoma soledad require y recogimiento.155 

He goes on to dismiss the fundamental purpose of this rule, which was to prevent 

Moriscos from practicing Islam behind closed doors.  Nuñez Muley attacks the idea that 

open doors would prevent Moriscos from performing crypto-Islamic practices, by 

pointing out that people whose doors were open during the day would simply perform 

their prayers at night.  Nuñez Muley takes it a step further by saying that the “Sect of 

Muhammad” even advocates solitude and that night prayers were better.  In fact, there are 

many Islamic sources that point to night vigils as being beneficial to Muslims, especially 

those who cannot perform their religious obligations during the day. 

 In many ways Nuñez Muley, with his Memorial en defensa de las Costumbres 

Moriscas, played the part of the ancient sage.  Nuñez Muley was a very old man by the 

time this text was penned and he was a venerable elder within the community from a 

royal Muslim background, but he was also well versed in the inner workings of the 

Christian oligarchy and monarchy.  He was a collaborationist and worked alongside those 

who in many instances oppressed his community, yet in times of need he was called upon 

to represent them to the authorities because he knew how the system worked.  What is 

most striking about the Memorial is its wit, humanity and humor.  It takes wisdom to find 
                                                
155 Ibid., 5. 
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the idiocy in government amusing and Nuñez Muley was able to convey some bezels of 

wisdom within the Memorial.  When speaking of bathrooms, he writes: 

There have always been baths in the world and throughout all of the provinces (of 
Spain), and if they were removed in Castile sometime in the past, it was because it 
drained the strength and desire from (Castilian) men to go to war. And, the men of 
this kingdom (Granada) have no need to fight. 

Baños hubo siempre en el mundo por todas las provincias, y si en alguna tiempo 
se quitaron en Castilla, fue porque debilitaban las fuerza y los animos de los 
hombres para la Guerra.  Los naturales de este reino no han de pelear.156 

He correctly points out the absurdity of barring people from bathing in public baths and 

simultaneously feeds into Spanish vanity.  As a conquered people, the Moriscos were in 

no position to bargain.  Nuñez Muley is able to take the community’s position of 

powerlessness and in this particular instance uses its weakness as a justification for the 

continuation of a treasured practice like public bathing.  He says that “if bathrooms were 

once removed from the kingdom of Castile, it was because they were debilitating and 

removed the Castilian desire for war.”  He goes on to say that the vanquished Moriscos 

have no need for fighting or war, so let them keep their baths.  In another instance, Nuñez 

Muley goes for more overtly humorous tones when addressing the prohibition against 

female veiling: 

Do you really want women to go about with their faces uncovered, because it will 
provide men with an opportunity to sin by seeing their beauty and becoming 
enamored? And, as a consequence – the ugly ones will not find anyone who will 
want to marry them. 

Pues querer que las mujeres anden descubiertas las caras, ¿que es sino dar 
occasion a que los hombres vengan a pecar, viendo la hermosura de quien suelen 

                                                
156 Nuñez Muley, Memorial, 6. 
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aficionarse? Y por el consiguiente las feas no Habra quien se quiera casar con 
ellas.157 

On the one side he presents the classical Muslim argument that men will not be able to 

control themselves, if they were to see an exceedingly beautiful woman.  A line of 

thinking that is still prevalent among certain conservative Muslims circles even today and 

would have been consistent within a Sunni and Maliki gender segregated societal 

framework.  His humor comes through when presenting the opposite side of the 

spectrum, where a woman who is unattractive will not find a suitor because of the 

prohibition.  While using wit and humor, Nuñez Muley is simultaneously highlighting his 

mastery of the Spanish language and flaunting his own cultural and religious capital 

within both communities.  And, it is perhaps by doing so that Nuñez Muley was able to 

truly demonstrate the Moriscos community’s ability to assimilate.  He was an example of 

someone who had lived the majority of his life as a converted Christian and was able to 

navigate both worlds successfully, because of his accumulation of capital within both.  

His candor and honesty reflect his knowledge of the collective Morisco past but also 

speaks to his personal acculturation and standing within the dominant Spanish society of 

Granada.  It is quite fitting that one of the most assimilated among the people would be 

asked to defend a culture that in many ways he was no longer a part of but could never 

escape. 

All of the examples represent the voice of a community attempting to defend 

itself in the face of cultural annihilation. In the final assessment, Nuñez Muley, as a 

venerable elder within the Morisco community of Granada from a royal Muslim 

                                                
157 Nuñez Muley, Memorial, 6. 
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background, was well versed in the inner workings of the Christian oligarchy and 

monarchy yet he was still unable to stop the Spanish will to cleanse Spain of Islam. 

While he was a collaborationist and worked alongside those who in many instances 

oppressed Moriscos, he was called upon to represent them to the authorities because he 

knew how the system worked. Nuñez Muley’s life and defense of Morisco customs gives 

us an opportunity see how even when we have a historical figure who was committed to 

complete assimilation and acculturation into Hispanicity – Moriscos were consistently 

found lacking and unable to pass. 

 

Regulating the Boundaries of Spanish Identity via the Religious Field 

 When Pierre Bourdieu moved to Paris and attended some of the city’s elite 

schools, he came to conceive of the prejudice and bias he experienced, because of his 

regional French dialect, as a form of “social racism.”158  He was made to feel inferior 

because he did not come from the same elite background as some of the other students.  

Although his inferiority was not conceived of in terms of his “race” per se, the 

diminishing of his social status was nonetheless real and part of his lived reality as a 

student in those schools. As Bourdieu elaborates below, one form of religious capital has 

to do specifically with what one knows and has mastery over: 

One of the two extreme kinds of structure of the distribution of religious capital 
corresponds to opposed types of objective (and actual) relations to religious goods 
and, in particular, to religious competence. This includes, on one side, practical 
mastery of a body of schemes of thinking and objectively systematic action, 
acquired in the implicit state by simple familiarization, therefore common to all 
members of the group, and put to work in the prereflexive more; and, on the other, 
knowledgeable mastery of a corpus of norms and explicit knowledges, explicitly 

                                                
158 Rey, Bourdieu on Religion, 11. 
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and deliberately systematized by specialists belonging to an institution socially 
mandated to reproduce religious capital by an expressly pedagogic action.159 

During the sixteenth century in Spain, orthodoxy and orthopraxy were determined by the 

church, which was closely aligned with the Spanish monarchy.  The state and church 

apparatus were virtually one and the same, and sought to establish and maintain a 

monopoly of religious capital throughout Iberia. 

In the case of the Moriscos of Granada, the legislation that was enacted against 

them as a community not only lessened their status in relation to their Old Christian 

neighbors, but also served to create a racism grounded in both social and religious 

justifications.  Even those Moriscos who were acclimated to Spanish social and religious 

life like Francisco Nuñez Muley were considered inferior to the lowliest Old Christian 

simply because of the impurity of his Moorish blood. The Moriscos were systematically 

excluded from fully participating in religious and social life by legislation intended to 

create institutionalized distinctions between Old and New Christians. Religion and its 

apparent transfer through sanguineous methods helped to locate Moriscos outside of an 

embryonic Spanish identity that was being formulated in relation to their community as 

an internal other. The Morisco community was one of the mirrors utilized by the Spanish 

to create an identity firmly grounded on Christian and European ideals of religious and 

social exceptionality.  At the very same historical moment that the Spanish were 

ascending as a European and global power, they were simultaneously attempting to 

eliminate all vestiges of an Iberian Islamic past and unfortunately the Moriscos were the 

                                                
159 Pierre Bourdieu, “Genesis and Structure of the Religious Field,” Comparative Social 
Research, Vol. 13, 1991, 10. 
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ones who suffered from that purging, when over three hundred thousand men, women, 

and children were expelled from 1609-1614. 

One of the harshest critiques mounted against the Morisco population had to do 

with their perceived sexual prowess and reproductive abilities. The Moriscos were 

compared to vermin and described by one prominent critic as breeding like "Royal 

rabbits," meaning that not only did Moriscos reproduce rapidly but also they were subject 

to Royal control and by extension extermination. Due to their lack of humanity and drain 

on state resources, Moriscos were positioned outside of the sexual norm, while being 

simultaneously acculturated into a Hispanicity they would never completely achieve. 

Attacks on minorities and their rapid reproduction are not new, and in contemporary 

Muslim minority contexts we can see how the issue of population control weighs on the 

minds of Islamophobes and settler-colonial states. The Morisco case provides us with a 

glimpse into the early articulation of these xenophobic arguments from one of the earliest 

European colonial projects. It also allows us to chart the replication of these controls on 

reproduction via legislation and popular discourse in order to historically contextualize 

the continuation of anti-Muslim argumentation emanating from Christendom and the 

beginnings of the proto-racial discourse the Spanish colonizers would gift to the Atlantic 

World. 

The goal of this legislation was the elimination of any vestigial forms of Islamic 

custom that Moriscos may have exhibited in the minds of church and state authorities.  

For the burgeoning Spanish state vying for international prestige in Europe and 

domination of the Western Hemisphere, Moriscos embodied Islam and the collective 

Islamic past of Iberia.  The legislation also served to create a peripheral class of people 
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who were subordinate to Old Christians.  New Christians were denied access to the status 

associated with being an Old Christian, which in turn denied them other forms of social, 

political and economic capital.  As New Christians, Moriscos were not allowed to fill key 

positions.  As Stanley Hordes underscores in his text To the End of the Earth, both former 

Jews and Muslims were excluded from fully participating as citizens because of their 

New Christian status: 

In the wake of anti-converso riots in Toledo, municipal officials instituted new 
standards for holding public office, barring for the first time, any Christians of 
Jewish descent from appointment to such positions.  These statutes of liempieza 
de sangre (purity of blood) were to become standard throughout Spain and, 
ultimately, its overseas empire, in theory at least, over the next four centuries.  It 
was no longer enough just to be a Christian.  In order to hold significant posts, 
one had to be a “pure” Christian, without the stain of Jewish or Muslim blood.160 

This legislation was intended to restrict or curtail the performance of any aspect of 

Muslim or Jewish culture that could be construed by church and state authorities as secret 

Islamicizing or Judaizing.  Old Christians began to disassociate themselves from the 

newly converted and distinguishing themselves based on ideas related to the purity of 

their blood or limpieza de sangre.  Ideas of superiority concerning purity of blood statutes 

and Old Christian status provided the basis for a social structure that would lead to the 

future expulsion of Moriscos based on their Muslim ancestry.  By the end of sixteenth 

century, the logistics of expulsion were being worked out and by April of 1609 King 

Phillip III would order the expulsion of all Moriscos, regardless of the sincerity of their 

conversions or how many generations a family had been Christian. 

                                                
160 Stanley M. Hordes, To the End of the Earth: A History of the Crypto-Jews of New Mexico 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 21. 
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CHAPTER 5 

ANTI-MORISCOS INQUISITORIAL TRIALS 

 

 For most of the sixteenth century, Moriscos were considered a Muslim 5th column 

and, as such, were considered a suspect community by the state and church officials. This 

designation indicated the State’s distrust of them. As examined in previous chapters, 

Moriscos were consistently placed in a separate category from their Old Christian 

neighbors and their loyalty to the crown and Christianity was always called into 

question.161 There are many factors outlined above that culminated in the expulsion of the 

Moriscos as the ultimate act of dismissal of an entire section of the Spanish population as 

undesirables, but the question that remains is whether or not the Moriscos were indeed a 

Muslim 5th column in the service of another state or authority who actively participated 

and plotted against the Spanish sate. The answer to this question is complicated by the 

fact that Moriscos were subject to a policing regime both via public policy and public 

opinion that placed them outside of Hispanicity and marked them as perpetually different, 

and that difference allowed for little communal movement towards assimilation. In many 

acute ways, the Moriscos were systematically not allowed to assimilate even when 

acculturation and assimilation were the stated goals of state and church authorities. It is 

                                                
161 “Most Old Christians despised the moriscos. While resenting the Jews as rich, they looked 
down on the Moriscos as poor and lacking in honor, thanks in large measure to their practice of 
demeaning trades. They also considered New Christians social deceivers, not to be trusted. Thus 
it was widely believed that while on the outside they feigned poverty, secretly they were quite 
rich, thanks to their greed, frugality, and penchant for large families. The latter derived in turn 
from a combination of animal sexuality, their marrying off their daughters young, their refusal to 
commit any of their members to clerical celibacy, and their lack of public service as soldiers or as 
emigrants to the New World.” As found in, Amelang, James S. (2013-12-09). Parallel Histories: 
Muslims and Jews in Inquisitorial Spain (Kindle Locations 447-452). LSU Press. 
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then perhaps unfair to judge them by the same standards as Old Christians regarding their 

loyalty and performance of Christianity, yet they were subject to the same inquisition that 

was charged with ensuring that Christians in Spain practiced their religion properly 

without heresy.  

On the other hand, the problem of Morisco opposition to the state remains as a 

constant facet of their religious and cultural lives, especially since both aspects were 

understood to be in conflict to national ideations of a normative identity. As a community 

interested in their own liberation and, for some, the reestablishment of a Muslim state, 

Moriscos were imagined to be a threat to the nation, and were also considered a danger to 

social and religious cohesion and homogeneity. Their collective conversions merely 

moved them into another heavily policed state mainly because few were convinced of 

their sincerity. The description of the Moriscos below captures not only what the Spanish 

were thinking, but also perhaps what the international European community may have 

thought about Spain’s Morisco minority: 

Contemporary travelers and observers such as Hieronymus Münzer and the 
Venetian diplomat Andrea Navagero, for example, typically coupled their lavish 
praises for the city’s staggering physical beauty and exotic Muslim architecture 
with blanket generalizations in which they characterized Granada's “native” 
population as a uniformly disgruntled and rebellious lot. “They are Christians,” 
Navagero wrote during his 1526 visit, “only by means of force, and are poorly 
instructed in matters of the faith. … On the inside, either they are more Muslim 
than before (the conversion), or they believe in nothing. They are enemies of the 
Spaniards, who, in truth, do not treat them very well.”162 

Navagero was not alone in his assessment of Moriscos, and the nebulous nature of 

Morisco Christian practice did not lend itself to assuaging Spanish insecurities regarding 
                                                
162 Coleman, David (2013-04-15). Creating Christian Granada: Society and Religious Culture in 
an Old-World Frontier City, 1492–1600 (Kindle Locations 805-810). Cornell University Press. 
Kindle Edition. 
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Morisco loyalty to both the state and the church. As Christians, the Moriscos were subject 

to the same scrutiny of their Christian practice as were all other subjects of the Spanish 

Crown, yet the dubious nature of their conversions situated them within a policing system 

intended to lessen the threat of their presence along with all other forms of heresy. 

Yet, the fact they Moriscos were converted to Christianity did very little to 

assuage Christian fears because they were forced and thus tainted by suspicion that they 

were not heartfelt and sincere. Morisco religious sincerity and commitment to 

Christianity were incredibly difficult to judge and texts were devised to aid in their 

religious instruction to what is often assumed to have been or little efficacy. In the 

following passage highlighted by Kimmel in Parables of Coercion, the question of 

duplicity figures prominently in a fictitious conversation between a Catholic and his 

would-be Morisco student: 

The theologian Martín Pérez de Ayala, a former student of Francisco de Vitoria in 
Salamanca who later served as a Spanish representative at the Council of Trent, 
bishop of Guadix, and archbishop of Valencia, opened his posthumously 
published teaching text, Catechismo para instrvccion de los nveuamente 
conuertidos de moros, with a fictional dialogue about the challenges posed by 
New Christian conversion: “Tell me the truth, if you desire it from the heart,” says 
an Arabic-speaking teacher to his Muslim interlocutor concerning a possible 
conversion to Christianity. “Because coming to the Christian religion, so holy and 
perfect, is like coming to God; he wants the heart of him who approaches to be 
simple, without duplicity [sin doblez], or any fiction, and he does not tolerate [no 
sufre] being one way in the heart, and another in the tongue and in exterior 
acts.”163 

As Kimmel continues, “(t)he teacher’s uneasy insistence upon his student’s sincerity 

underscores Pérez de Ayala’s awareness in the 1550s that the forced conversion and 

failed assimilation of previous decades had destabilized the legibility of New Christian 
                                                
163 Seth Kimmel, Parables of Coercion: Conversion and Knowledge at the End of Islamic Spain 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), 67. Kindle Edition. 
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faith.”164 And, it is the question of legibility that marked the Morisco community 

throughout the sixteenth century as undesirables and, thus, viewed as a population in 

opposition to the state. Time and time again, Morisco conversions were understood by 

both the general population and ecclesiastical authorities as tainted from the start, and fed 

into the belief that they could be trusted neither in matters of religious conviction nor by 

extension with matters of the state and its protection. 

Along the same vein, part of the reason why the Moriscos were considered a 

Muslim 5th column was directly tied to their appeals for foreign intervention, including 

their calls for assistance from other Muslims, but the efficacy of these appeals should be 

called into question.165 While formal requests were made to Muslims, they had requested 

assistance from both the Egyptian and Ottoman Rulers. In the case of the Egyptians, they 

sent a delegation to the Pope in Rome and reminded him that they too had Christian 

subjects and that they could malign their own religious minorities the way the Catholic 

Monarchs had done to the Muslims of Spain. 

On their part the Granadans appealed to Egypt and the Ottomans asking for help. 
The Egyptian ruler made a strong representation to the papacy, which in turn 
communicated with the Catholic kings. Mindful of possible retaliation against 
Christians living in Egypt, the Spanish monarchs sent Pietri Martiri de Angleria to 
Egypt to reassure the Egyptian ruler that Muslim subjects will be treated with 
magnanimity.166 

The exchange of delegates between the two Mediterranean powers though did very little 

to stem the tide of forced conversions nor did these diplomatic exchanges help Moriscos 

from their dire straights. Although there does seem to be some evidence that Muslim 
                                                
164 Ibid. 
165 Vincent, Bernard (2011-01-01). El río morisco (Spanish Edition) (Kindle Location 1457). U. 
Valencia. Kindle Edition. 
166 Chejne, Islam and the West, 175. 
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states on the North African coast threated Spanish maritime trade routes, for the most part 

Morisco appeals for assistance from other Muslims went unsatisfied, and they were 

primarily left to their own devices. 

While throughout the sixteenth century anonymous Moriscos made appeals to the 

Ottoman Sultan, their pleas were heard but unanswered. The Ottomans did not seem to be 

too concerned with the plight of Moriscos, even though the Ottomans were in direct 

competition with the Spanish for supremacy in the Mediterranean. Ottoman concerns 

during the sixteenth century also had more to do with the consolidation of power in 

Eastern Europe and expansion of territories on the border with Persia. Similarly, the 

letters to the Ottomans attributed to the Moriscos represent an attempt by several 

Moriscos to directly appeal to the rising Ottoman power in the Mediterranean.167 The 

sixteenth century witnessed the unprecedented rise of the Ottomans under several Sultans 

who threatened Christian hegemony in the Mediterranean and led to disastrous wars on 

both sides of the religious divide.168 But the persistent threat of Islam in the 

Mediterranean did keep both several Spanish kings occupied along with the 

papacy. Notwithstanding the fact that the letters to the Ottomans were unsuccessful in 

garnering aid, the fact remains that Spain was at war with the Ottomans and that 

Moriscos letters to the enemy were tantamount to treason against the state. While the 

letters were ultimately ineffectual, they served the purpose of broadening the threat 

Moriscos embodied. 

                                                
167 Bernabe Pons, Los Moriscos, 30-32. 
168 Parker, Imprudent King, 100. 
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The Moriscos of Granada, of course, rebelled twice in two failed attempts at 

releasing them from the yoke of Spanish oppression. In both instances though the 

motivations were religious in nature. As noted above, the first war was motivated by the 

harsh treatment received by Christian converts to Islam, whom the church claimed were 

not protected under the capitulation agreements of 1492. The rebellion was direct action 

against the state and the Moriscos were punished for their infractions by suffering forced 

conversion. The entire affair was set against a religious backdrop with religious 

motivations and with religious punitive measures enacted against them. While this 

characterization of the Alpujarras War I is not new per se, it does shed light on how Islam 

was perceived by the Morisco community from the very beginning as a unifying force 

against the Spanish state. The forced conversion of the Muslims of Granada to 

Christianity was punishment for their failed first insurrection, and it was after the 

conventions that the Muslims became known as Moriscos, so the religious, social and 

political designation of “Morisco” is a direct result of Islam and Muslim-ness being used 

to oppose the state.  

Similarly, Morisco resistance in the form of banditry was another way in which 

the community attempted to provide organized opposition to the state.169 Alongside 

banditry as a Morisco profession is the perception by the state that Moriscos actively 

aided North Africa Muslim pirates when they raided the Spanish Mediterranean coastline. 

As Amelang explains, Spanish fears concerning Morisco piracy, defection to Barbary 

states and support of piracy did have some merit: 
                                                
169 For further information regarding the early forms of Morisco resistance including banditry and 
piracy, please see Rafael G. Peinado Santaella, Los Inicios de la Resistencia Musulmana en el 
Reino de Granada [1490-1515] (Granada: Fundacion El legado andalusi, 2011). 
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During the prolonged war with the Barbary pirates— one of the more protracted if 
least acknowledged conflicts in early modern Europe— moriscos often lent covert 
aid to their coreligionists. This was particularly true of the coastal areas and 
islands in the south and east, whose inhabitants had long traded in contraband as 
part of an intense traffic in goods and persons between the northern and southern 
coasts. Old Christians in these areas suffered constant fear of surprise attacks and 
kidnappings, at times of entire villages.170 

This aid to pirates from North Africa gave the Spanish authorities more than enough fuel 

to further anti-Morisco sentiment, and has been pointed out previously Moriscos were not 

allowed to live near the water and families who lived in villages along the coast were 

moved farther inland. Piracy on the Mediterranean gave the Spanish a lot of trouble and 

there were instances when Moriscos were accused of providing material and logistical aid 

to marauding Muslim pirates. Moriscos were also accused of joints the raiding parties 

themselves and fleeing to North Africa in these ships. Amongst the members of these 

pirate communities and city-states on the North African coast were Muslim renegades or 

Christians converted to Islam.  

The last and perhaps most significant rebellion was the Second Alpujarras War 

that was also ignited by perceived religious persecution by Spanish Authorities. As has 

been noted above, the main catalyst for the was was the enforcement of a royal decree 

that banned the majority of Morisco cultural practices and was elicited a response by 

prominent Moriscos, including Francisco Nuñez Muley, who we discussed earlier in this 

dissertation. What is important here though is that the Second Alpujarras war was not an 

aberration as some might make it out to seem. It was part of a larger history of Morisco 

resistance, and while the second Alpujarras war was incredibly bloody with both sides 
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committing massacres and atrocities in the name of their cause, the Moriscos saw they 

cause and just and the violence committed as justified in retaliation to the decades of 

violence and injustice the community had suffered. The Moriscos in some of the 

mountain villages slaughtered some of the very neighbors they had lived with for years, 

and the rebellion was scene as retribution by many Moriscos for the injustices they had 

suffered. Unlike the first insurrection, the second war began in the countryside and 

attempted to enlist the aid of the Albaicin in the city. The failed attempt to rally the 

Moorish quarter didn't stop the war and it continued for over two years with Moriscos 

fighting the forces of the regional government and only losing when King Phillip's half 

brother leading a part ion of the imperial army against the Moriscos and squashing the 

rebellion and killing all of the Morisco leadership involved and banishing the Moriscos of 

Granada to distant parts of Leon and Castile, where the thought was that ether would not 

be a threat.171 After the Second Alpujarras War, the largest remaking Morisco community 

was the one in Valencia and it should come as no surprise that it was in Valencia the the 

first orders of expulsion came down. 

 

The Spanish Inquisition 

The Spanish Inquisition was designed to root out heresy and apostasy among the 

Christians of Europe, being established in 1474 in Spain during the reign of Isabella the 

Catholic. The task of the inquisitors was to determine if accusations of heresy and 

infractions against Christian orthodoxy were valid. For the most part, trials began after an 

accusation was made by an official of the Church or even by an ordinary Spanish subject. 
                                                
171 Coleman, Creating Christian Granada, Kindle Location 209. 
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After an accusation was made, people were taken into custody to await trial, which would 

often take quite a long time depending on the back log of trials to take place. Some trials 

took place faster than others, but for the most part individuals were held without recourse 

to any sort of hayride system and were often imprisoned for years awaiting trial. During 

that time, very little information was made available to families and at times families had 

no idea that their kin had even been taken into custody. For Moriscos, this process was 

even harsher in that their supposed guilt was believed to be predetermined by their 

ancestry and Moriscos could be arrested for minor infractions. 

The Inquisition and the meticulous records it took serve as the final archival 

analysis in this dissertation, where published inquisitorial materials will be analyzed 

regarding the Moriscos. It goes without saying that these records are problematic and that 

they often record confessions made under duress. Yet, the documents are invaluable for 

their breath and scope and their reflection of the techniques utilized to establish religious 

compliance among the Moriscos and also the outcomes of said techniques. 

There is much confusion regarding the inquisition and the type of power it 

actually had during the sixteenth century. What follows is not intended to perpetuate the 

notion that the inquisition was a uniquely Spanish phenomenon, nor is it the intent to 

paint the Spanish inquisition in somehow darker tones, than say, other periods of 

religious persecution. It is safe to say that the the Spanish inquisition was not unique in 

its brutality nor was it especially all-knowing in its inquiries into people’s lives during the 

sixteenth century in Spain. As Kamen points out, “(r)eading the times through the 

perspective of inquisitorial documents, one can be misled into imagining a permanent 

state of confrontation, (and) (t)hough there were important and periodic conflicts, what 
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also seems striking is the absence of confrontation in many parts of Spain through much 

of the sixteenth century.”172 

As already noted, the Inquisition was an arm of the state charged with regulating 

the Christian practice of the entire Spanish population. And, as a regulatory arm of the 

state, the rules and regulation or proper public practice as a citizen were enforced by the 

inquisition.173 Moriscos existed outside of said regulatory arm before their collective 

conversions as Muslims and depending on where they were located in Spain those 

conversions took place at different times, so not all Moriscos communities were 

converted equally nor were they subject to the inquisition equally. Likewise, it should be 

noted that both the Morisco. Community of Granada, Villa Rubio and Valencia were able 

to get royal decree issued in their favor so that the inquisition would not be free to use its 

powers of enforcement for a set amount of time, and in the case of Granada and Valencia 

the Morisco community paid the crown directly for this privilege, which indicates a 

distinct class component to the enforcement of inquisitorial power.174 The inquisition as 

an arm of the state suffered from the same corruption and incompetence as the nascent 

Spanish state. 

What this meant for the Moriscos was that they were subject to several different 

arms of the state and suffered under different policing regimes that inconsistently applied 

law on the ground. For some Morisco communities this translated into being allowed to 

practice Islam openly for decades after they had been officially converted according to 

the church and the state. For others Morisco communities, it meant that they only needed 
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to be good and faithful Christians on Sundays and festival days. In all cases though there 

was a performative aspect of Morisco religious life that separated Christianity and Islam 

as state religion and communal religion respectively and it was understood that under the 

watchful gaze of the state and Old Christian neighbors, they had to perform Christianity. 

Islam was understood as being offensive to the state and in performing Islam and being 

Muslims whether openly or in secret was an act of opposition to both state and 

ecclesiastical authority. 

The reasons why Moriscos were taken into custody included charges from 

blaspheming and owning a weapon, to sometimes being in the wrong place at the wrong 

time. Since Moriscos were believed to be secret Muslims by a large number of the 

Spanish population, often viewed with suspicion and be accused of a crime against the 

Church and arrested. For some Moriscos this process would end in an acquittal, if they 

were able to prove that they had insufficient knowledge of the religion or had been 

recently converted. The charge of apostasy was most often associated with the belief that 

Morisco cultural practices were secretly ways of inculcating Muslim religious beliefs and 

that Moriscos were predisposed to hating Christian ways and norms by intentionally 

shunning the dominate modes of dress and use of the Castilian language. Language also 

played a part in the process of incarceration, because Moriscos, especially those amongst 

the first generations converted, spoke very little Castilian or spoke in very thick accents 

that were easily discernible. Their inability to navigate Christian spaces and accented use 

of Spanish easily marked them as Other and made defending themselves against 

accusations by denounces and clerics that more difficult. 
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As has been noted by many historians of the inquisition, the use of torture was 

widespread and in many instances was viewed as the only true test for veracity. Torture 

was utilized as a means of garnering confessions from the accused and as a punishment 

for obstinacy. As Schwartz points out, confessions made while in inquisitorial custody 

must also take into account the power structures in place that help elicit confessions: 

The very conditions under which testimony was gathered, including the disparity 
of power between tween the individual and the Church, the shadow of an 
omnipresent implicit threat of torture, the unequal dialogue between the learned 
inquisitors and their often unlettered prisoners, and the multiple strategies of 
accused, accusers, cusers, and witnesses, complicate the use of these records. 
Confessions were not necessarily expressions of true belief, nor were charges and 
accusations free of other motivations.175 

The delineation of torture under these circumstances should not be limited to that which 

is inflicted physically but should also include the mental structures put in place to force 

Moriscos and others to confess their sins and often times then be subject to the long arm 

of Spanish law. In such instances, if someone was accused of a crime against the Church, 

torture was most often the first course of action and inquisitors recorded any and all 

testimonies provided under duress. Both confessions made in such cases and/or denials of 

any wrongdoing were viewed equally as indications of guilt and Moriscos who suffered 

under such conditions had very little places to turn to in order to gain relief. Because 

inquisitorial officials were often biased against Moriscos from the outset of an arrest, 

most Moriscos ended up being found guilty and were required to serve penance by 

publicly being forced to pronounce their crimes, paying fines or being executed. Crimes 

committed against the Church were often viewed as crimes against the state and 
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inquisitorial trials sometimes ended with sentences to the gallows to work in the Spanish 

fleet, which amounted to a death sentence since few galley slaves lasted more than three 

years. Others found guilty by the Holy Office were transmitted to secular authorities with 

punishments meted out by them that ranged from expulsion to death. 

Moreover, the results of these trials often ended with the financial ruin of entire 

families since one form of punishment was the seizure of all lands and properties. This 

was effectively a means to steal the wealth of the Morisco population, while some 

accusations against Moriscos stemmed from communal jealousies amongst neighbors 

who felt Moriscos were too prosperous. Confiscation of goods and property would leave 

future generations destitute and were seen as a stain on the reputations of Morisco 

families that would affect upward mobility in Spanish society for generations. On the 

opposite end of the spectrum, individuals who were able to prove their innocence could 

lobby to have the results of such trials publicly disseminated and utilized as a mark of 

distinction. Proving that Moriscos were not secretly practicing Islam served to clear the 

family name and garner social and religious capital for future generations and even add to 

the prestige of families, which sought entry into Old Christian society. Since the 

inquisition kept meticulous records of trial proceedings, any future accusations of 

apostasy could be addressed with previously gathered testimony proving the innocence of 

the accused. For Moriscos who effectively survived an inquisitorial trial, their acquittal 

aided in their familial prosperity and served as a form of protection against future 

accusations sometimes stretching into inter-generational usage of original defense, if 

there was proof that an ancestor had been a good and faithful Christian. 
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 As mentioned above, offenses committed by Moriscos represented a wide array of 

infractions that limited their day to day ability to interact with Old Christian neighbors. 

The threat of accusation was constantly present in quotidian interactions and in certain 

areas the lines between Old and New Christian was seldom crossed and strictly policed, 

which often resulted in segregation of the two Christian communities.176 As Amelang 

points out below, the segregation caused by Old Christian suspicions of Moriscos led to a 

cycle of distrust and intra-communal separation: 

Old Christians criticized moriscos for preferring to isolate themselves from others 
and suspected that the reason for it was to avoid being “true” Spaniards in terms 
of dress, language, religion, and the like. Spokesmen for the moriscos highlighted 
other causes of their segregation, above all the multiple types of exclusion to 
which they were subject. Guild ordinances prohibiting taking on moriscos as 
apprentices, for instance, made it quite difficult for New Christians to join the 
stable, respectable reaches of urban society. They were relegated instead to 
agricultural labor, or to the low-status service jobs of muleteers and long-distance 
haulers of goods, a specialization that did little to deepen their roots in local 
communities.177 
 

In some municipalities, Moriscos were not allowed to hold public office due to stringent 

“blood purity” statutes that required Old Christian status, thus leaving Moriscos with very 

few options for legal recourse if accused of any infraction. Likewise, their word was 

considered less than that of an Old Christian so accusations made by Old Christians often 

resulted in imprisonment without real cause beyond the word of the accuser. Of the many 
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different types of infractions Moriscos committed, three of the most common had to do 

with laxity, blasphemy and apostasy. 

 One of the more serious accusations leveled against Moriscos was their laxity in 

performing Christian rituals. If Moriscos failed to participate in communal rituals, they 

were accused of being lax in their practice or worse. The problem stemmed from several 

factors that by design lent themselves to these accusations. For the most part, Morisco 

communities had been left to their own devices after their initial conversions. Very little 

was done to inculcate the newly converted on the rigors and requirements of their new 

faith. Furthermore, those who were sent to educate the Moriscos often did not hold the 

community in high regard and did very little to hide their disdain. For instance, “in the 

town of Arcos del Jalón, the parish priest refused to administer the Eucharist to any of its 

inhabitants on the grounds that “all the moriscos who live in this town are bad Christians 

and never go to mass on Sundays or feast days.”178 Furthermore, few if any of the priests 

sent to the countryside had knowledge of the Arabic language, which was still in use in 

both Granada and Valencia. The education programs created to aid in the acculturation of 

Moriscos were ineffective and often poorly funded.179 Priests sent to rural areas accuse 

the Moriscos of treating them badly and being poor parishioners, who new nothing of 

Catholic doctrine and would often show up and talk amongst themselves instead of pay 

attention to the sermon. While attendance to Sunday services seems to have been 

understood as mandatory by the Moriscos, not much was done to teach them even the 

basics of the religion. Of course, there were better results in the cities of Valencia and 
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Granada, especially among the elites, but the situation on the ground lent itself to 

corruption on the parish level and extreme exhaustion of parish priests, who had little to 

no resources at their disposal and tended to be more spies than vicars in rural 

communities where they were vastly outnumbered by their Morisco flocks. It was also 

the responsibility of these rural priests to collect taxes and tithes from their Morisco 

parishioners, which did not make them any less hated and despised. Accusations of 

corruption were often made against the priests and friars, who were said to pocket large 

amounts of collected funds and then accusing the Moriscos of failing to pay their taxes 

when questioned by state authorities. 

 Of the many offenses Moriscos could commit, the accusation of blasphemy was 

often leveled against those who got into arguments with Old Christian neighbors. 

Blasphemy was an easy accusation to level against the Moriscos, especially when the 

language of communication was Castilian, which remained a foreign language for large 

swaths of the Morisco population. A Morisco could be accused of blasphemy if he failed 

to thank God in particular instances or failed to mention the name of Jesus in a prayer. 

Moriscos were often accused of blaspheming indirectly simply by arguing that Islam had 

been more tolerant of religious difference, which indicates at the very least some thought 

related to their predicament and how their religious lives had changed. Moriscos who 

spoke favorably of Islam or the Prophet Muhammad could be accused of blaspheming 

and/or the greater crime of apostasy. 

 Moreover, authorities that viewed such pronouncements as confessions of secret 

Muslim practice, which was essentially a charge of apostasy, treated Moriscos, who 

discussed Islam and its superiority to Christianity, harshly. As asserted previously, 
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apostasy was the greatest charge leveled against Moriscos and crypto-Muslim practice, 

which was what they were most often accused, was a form of apostasy. In order to 

understand why apostasy was the charge, the baptisms and forced conversions the 

Moriscos underwent must be understood as valid under Catholic law. Since Morisco 

baptisms were performed by and large under duress, they were questionable, but since 

Moriscos had chosen to convert rather than die, they were understood to be valid. It was 

the choice of baptism over death that made the Morisco conversions valid under Catholic 

law, and made any attempts attempt at Islamic practice apostasy versus the charge of 

heresy. Apostasy carried greater weight and higher penalties, and had historical ties to 

accusations leveled against previous Converso communities.180 The results of these trials 

were often guilt, death and seizure of property, wealth and land, which proved highly 

lucrative for Church officials who incorporated these holdings into lands administered by 

the Church.181 Apostasy also was a stain on the family name and rendered future 

generations of Moriscos unable to gain social mobility. Because of the severe nature of 

the charge and its repercussions, it should come as no surprise that Moriscos tried their 

best to avoid being labeled an apostate and defended themselves against those charges to 

no avail. 

All of the factors briefly highlighted above led to inquisitorial trials that were not 

only inconsistent in their makeup but also inconsistent in their application, and Moriscos 

took advantage of these inconsistencies whenever possible but not often enough. As a 

subject people, Moriscos understood that their position in society was tenuous at best and 
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precarious in most situations, where state and church officials were around. Their 

navigation of the inquisitorial system depended on individual resources, standing in 

society, familial connections, access to Christian education in much the the same way as 

other persecuted minorities have faired under oppressive regimes and regulatory systems.  

The very triviality of these cases is their chief importance as they show how the 
Moriscos lived on a lava-crust which might at any moment give way and how 
ready a means the Inquisition furnished for enmity to satisfy a grudge in safety, 
protected by its suppression of the names of witnesses. A simple trial for heresy 
was in itself, as we have seen, no slight infliction and besides there was the ready 
resort to torture which, in the juris prudence of the period, was the universal 
solvent of judicial doubts.182 

Under these conditions, it was not uncommon for Moriscos to be subject to unfair 

practices that favored the testimony of accusers, especially when those making 

accusations were Old Christians.  

Moriscos also were encouraged to divulge information about others within the 

community and even name members of their their own families who had taught them 

aspects of Islamic religious practice, so that parents often accused their children and 

children accused their parents. At stake is the social cohesion of the community itself and 

the integrity of the family.183 In the following instance, Maria Paez succumbs to the 

inquisitor’s questioning and gives up the names of her family members, as her religious 

teachers and conspiring secret Muslims. 

1606, a girl of nineteen named Maria Paez, daughter of Diego Paez Limpati, 
brought desolation on the Moriscos of Almagro by accusing her parents, sisters, 
uncles, cousins, kindred and friends. Incriminations of course spread. The girl's 
father was burnt as an impenitent because he would not confess; her mother, who 
confessed, was reconciled and condemned to imprisonment for life and in all 
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twenty-five Moriscos of Almagro suffered, of whom four were relaxed to the 
secular arm. As confiscation accompanied the sentence in every case the 
Inquisition probably gathered a fairly abundant harvest.184 

As is clear from the episode above, the goal of the inquisitor was the ensnarement of the 

entire community of Moriscos who were crypto-Muslims. The assumption being that the 

Moriscos were all secretly practicing Islam and that the community would lie in order to 

protect themselves. Under such circumstances, it was clearly understood by all Moriscos 

that they were unfairly subject to rules and regulations that did not seem applicable to all 

Christians and that any performance of Islamic religious practice was an affront to the 

state. It should be clear that any form of Islamic practice was done in opposition to the 

state and that Moriscos who continued to practice Islam in secret were actively resisting 

the state. The performance of Islam can be understood as both a real and symbolic act of 

defiance and opposition and the retention of a Muslim identity by Moriscos should be 

understood under this rubric. 

If we turn to the case of Agustin de Ribera, as discussed by Mercedes Garcia 

Arenal, we see an example of what she has termed a hybrid religiosity. The inquisitorial 

case of Agustin de Rivera is interesting because it illustrates the Morisco religious 

imagination and how it was conceived in relation to the larger Catholic culture. Augustin 

was a child who while suffering from a form of seizures was said to have had ecstatic 

visions of heaven, angels and various prophetic and saintly persons. Even though his 

notoriety was initially relegated to the community in which he was born and also 

mitigated by his father's reluctance to gain the attention of he inquisition, his fame began 

to grow under the guidance if his uncle, who was very interested in making his nephew 
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out to be a Morisco prophet and use his message to call folks back to Islam. In one such 

episode, Agustin details his vision of an angel and provides an excellent example of how 

a little bit of both Christianity and Islam were sampled to form an angelic vision that 

made sense to those familiar with both traditions. 

The angel, in this vision, took Agustín on a journey through hell and then up to 
heaven. Afterward the boy described paradise in its hierarchical degrees, with its 
swarms of angels and its great chorus of voices accompanied by (oboes and 
sackbuts). The music, he said, was unlike that “sung here which is sung to the 
organ and concert-like,” indicating again that Agustín was quite familiar with 
local church services. He underwent several more sessions of this kind, after 
which he was able to describe the Virgin Mary, St. Peter, and St. John the Baptist, 
whom he had seen in heaven. On regaining consciousness after such a journey, 
one of Agustín’s fists was tightly clenched and, when it was forced open, inside it 
was found a polished white stone the size of a walnut. His brother said that 
everyone present realized this was a “relic” from paradise — a feature common to 
accounts of specifically Catholic ecstatics and visionaries of the time. On another 
occasion, Agustín brought back a feather from one of the angel Gabriel’s wings, 
and the Inquisition records on this episode specify that Gabriel “in Arabic is 
pronounced Xebril.”185 

What should be noted from the outset is that Augustin's visions were shaped by his 

exposure to the saints and icons at his local church, yet the content of these visions was 

then molded to fit into an Islamic frame or at least what folks thought Islam was at the 

time. Agustin and other Moriscos like him were constructing their religious identities by 

using the popular examples they had readily available of an outlawed religion and under 

the inquisitorial gaze. 

 Morisco declarations of guilt should not be taken simply on face value, especially 

when torture was considered a necessary component to most testimonies. Yet, they do 

provide us with examples of how Moriscos were interpreting the religious aspects of their 
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lives and how these actions were meant to be interpreted by others. In the case presented 

below, Diego Diaz is accused of being a Morisco by the Inquisition of Cuenca and his 

confession was recorded on November 6, 1632.186 

Because, in my criminal case before the ecclesiastical judge, they accused me of 
being a Morisco, since I shaved my head with a knife. It is true that I shaved my 
head with a knife, because Bernardo Gómez, barber of Belmonte, told me after 
he’d bled me twice that it was important [to shave my head] because of the sores I 
had on my head and also because of my salty phlegm. He also told me that it was 
important for me to put on a clean shirt on Fridays. 16 It is true that this is the day 
I put on a clean shirt to go settle accounts with my bosses, because Fridays are the 
day I rest from work. I change my shirt on Fridays for no other reason, and with 
no bad intention, other than what I have said.187 

In this particular section of his confession, Diego is addressing two specific offenses 

leveled against. The first is the shaving of his head that he is attributing to the counsel of 

a barber, who in this case is named as Bernardo Gomez and must be assumed not to be a 

Morisco himself or else his counsel would be perceived to be tainted as well. The belief 

that shaving of heads was an Islamic practice that could be attributed to the perception 

that cleanliness on the part of Moriscos was an attempt to keep ritually clean in order to 

perform ritual prayer. 

 Similarly, the changing of Diego’s shirt to a clean shirt on Fridays is related to the 

Muslim practice of holding communal prayers on Fridays. As discussed above, several 

Morisco offenses were related directly to Christian ideas regarding Moorish cleanliness 

and ritual bathing in order to prepare for communal prayers. The belief was that any signs 

of cleanliness or bathing before or after Friday could be construed as related to Friday 

prayers and a sign of guilt. The fact that Diego admits to keeping Friday as his day of rest 
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(Madrid: Siglo Veintiuno, 1978), 140–150. 
187 As cited in Kagan, Inquisitorial Inquiries, 110-111. 
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further attested to his guilt in the eyes of his inquisitors. Furthermore, when “asked to 

declare if he was descended from Moors or (M)oriscos or from any other bad sect 

reproved by our Holy Catholic faith, and if on different occasions some people who were 

disgusted with him had called him “Moor” and this defendant did not respond, make a 

scene, or defend himself at all.”188 Which signaled his guilt because even being called a 

Moor or Morisco was a heinous offense and apparently worthy of making a public 

spectacle. 

 Of course, Diego’s case is not unique and is being used here to illustrate that the 

charges brought up against Moriscos were both serious and arbitrary, yet they serve to 

reify the distinctions between Moriscos and their Old Christian neighbors and 

consistently place Moriscos on the bottom of the social hierarchy. As argued previously 

in this dissertation with regards to anti-Morisco legislation, these methods of control and 

policing the Morisco population are a form of symbolic violence and the reciprocal 

response from those oppressed by such systems is opposition in both real and symbolic 

ways to counter the effects of the pressures inflicted upon the oppressed. In the case of 

Diego Diaz, we see an individual who is unable to mount any defense to the accusation of 

Moorish-ness because it is an indefensible charge in the eyes of the church and state. Yet, 

among the charges against Diego Diaz, we find the following: 

He was asked to say and declare why, if it was true that he was not descended 
from Moriscos or Moors or from any other bad sect and was not of a bad sect 
himself, he had participated in and witnessed ceremonies of the Moriscos. Why 
has he not heard Mass on Sundays or festivals of obligation? Why has he eaten 
meat and fish together on Fridays and fast days, shaved his head, and forbidden 
lard and pork from touching his stew pot? Why has he cooked his food with oil 
and said things in foreign languages? Why has he not made sure his children are 
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instructed in Christian doctrine or in reciting the prayers or in using the rosary to 
this end?189 

From the very beginnings of these proceedings and in the cases of countless other 

Moriscos accused of being secret Muslims, the accusations leveled against them are 

enough to have them secretly imprisoned and be tortured, and the virtual laundry list 

above of suspicious activity that could land a Morisco in front of the Holy Office is not 

exhaustive. The Inquisitorial trials that came come years later and sometimes take months 

themselves before concluding and reaching a verdict, which were often an afterthought 

compared to the suffering already endured, created an atmosphere of fear surrounding all 

things Muslim that echo throughout modernity. 

 Its easy to dismiss the confessions gathered by the inquisition as mere products of 

coercion, but they go beyond simply what's there in the records. In moving beyond what 

is present, we can assess the social position of the people who were brought before these 

tribunals and as has been pointed out above, some Moriscos faired better than others in 

their interactions with the state and inquisitorial authorities. What the inquisition 

represented was fear and that fear should neither be overstated nor simply brushed under 

the rug. Moriscos elites in Valencia, Villa Rubio de Los Ojos and Granada all sought to 

make deals with inquisitorial authorities and Kamen asserts were seeking to make deals 

well into the 1570s.190 The inquisition represented an arm of the state and the Moriscos 

sought at every turn to be excused from its gaze because it was understood by all that the 

Holy Office did not necessarily play fair, so being honest and an upstanding citizen 

would not protect you if you were accused and charged for a crime. The truth seemed to 
                                                
189 Ibid. 
190 Kamen, The Spanish Inquisition, 163. 
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be quite the opposite and many of the men and women brought up on charges were folks 

who were doing well for themselves, and the inquisition often confiscated their lands and 

wealth. 

The inquisition helps us gather the confessions of Moriscos and gauge how Islam 

and Muslim-ness was being understood by people in vastly different areas of Early 

modern Spain. Since inquisitorial confessions were not hard to come by, the archive is 

filled with them. And, as discussed above and throughout this dissertation, the 

inquisitorial archives are fraught with questions regarding the veracity of he testimonies 

recorded, yet they provide historians with glimpses into the past and speak even when 

silences are present.191 Many provided confessions under duress regardless of whether or 

not they had committed an infraction against the church. What is being highlighted below 

are several instances where Moriscos confessed their Islamic practice to the inquisition, 

and perhaps the most remarkable facets of these confessions is the emphatic nature of 

their claims to Muslim-ness.  

While these confessions remain problematic they should be contextualized from 

the start as coming mainly from Moriscos and Moriscas, who had been caught after the 

failed rebellion of 1568-71. Their confessions are those of people who have already 

directly challenged the authority of the state and the rebellious nature of their actions 

carries over into their confessions. In the first instance, we have the case of Beatriz el 

Tez: 

Beatriz el Tez, slave, resident of Arena, Morisca.  She went to the Guajaras with 
the rebellious Moors. Once she was there, she said, “There is no God except God 
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and Muhammad is His messenger,” which are the words by which one becomes a 
Moor. When someone asked her how she was, she answered that she was bad off, 
and with any luck she would die and Muhammad would take her away. She said 
that the law of the Moors was good for salvation and going to heaven. Sanbenito 
which shall be removed immediately. She shall be delivered to her owner, and 
given 100 lashes.192 

From the brief synopsis of her case before the inquisition, we gather that Beatriz was 

unrepentant in her Islamic practice and that she traveled to be a part of this rebellion even 

though she seems to be an older woman and not in good health. Like the stories related 

by the Mancebo of Arevalo above, this particular case also highlights how women served 

as transmitters of Islam, especially during this crucial period of war. Since women have 

traditionally participated in the transmission of Islamic histories as was the case with 

early hadith transmission, her example provides a case in point where Moriscas provided 

religious leadership and direction. 

 In this second case, we we witness the confession of Lady Constanca Lopez. She 

was a noblewoman, who joined the Second Alpujarras War on the side of the Moriscos. 

Her testimony is powerful in that she claims to have always been a Moor, regardless of 

the forced circumstances placed on her by her Old Christian neighbors and authorities. 

Lady Constanca Lopez, wife of Andres de Cordoba, Morisca, resident of Valor el 
Alto, in the Alpujarras. She was extremely happy when the Moors rebelled. In her 
house, under the floor of the drawing room, she possessed a consecrated, broken 
altar of a church. She used the wood of that church’s retablo as firewood in her 
house. And in front of many Old Christians, she said, “What do you think? That 
the world is always going to be yours? And because you dress us in a certain way, 
we have to be Christians? Underneath it all, we have done and will do what we 
want, because we were Moors, and Moors we shall remain.”193 

                                                
192 As cited in Lu Ann Homza, The Spanish Inquisition, 1478-1614: An Anthology of Sources 
(New York: Hackett Publishing Company, 2006), 245. 
193 Ibid., 245. 
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The defiance exhibited in this particular case is incredible considering that the inquisitors 

held her life in their hands, yet her confession is not unique in the archive and supports 

some the claims of the Christian chroniclers, who witnessed the future expulsion of the 

Moriscos and how defiant some Moriscos were even then at the bitter end of their tenure 

in Spain. The claim that she was able to acquire wood from an old church and used it as 

firewood seems dubious at best, but her attack on the foundations of the Christian 

worldview that they were superior and would remain so is incredibly powerful and 

compelling to say the least. She is claiming Muslim-ness as a state of being that the 

Moriscos never departed from regardless of how Christianity was imposed and that part 

and parcel of the belief was the hopeful end to their wretched position. Her confession 

resonates through the centuries as an act of willful defiance in the face of death, yet also 

as a testimony to the aspirational hopes of the Morisco community as a whole. 
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CHAPTER 6 

ANTI-MORISCO POLEMICS 

 

(The Moriscos) are Spaniards like everyone else who lives in Spain, since it has been 
almost 900 years that they have been born and raised in her and you can clearly see the 
similarities and uniformity between their look, and the rest of the population. 

- Pedro de Valencia194 

On April 9, 1609, the Spanish King Phillip III signed a treaty ending a disastrous 

war with the Dutch, and on that very same day he also issued a royal decree expelling 

more than one hundred and sixteen thousand Morisco men, women and children from 

Valencia.195 While some have argued that the signing of the decree of expulsion on that 

day was a face saving measure by Philip III, it can also be argued that the Spanish 

monarchy had been seeking a solution to the Morisco question for quite some time, ever 

since the Moriscos had begun being characterized as a Muslim 5th column.196 In what 

could be characterized as an internal peninsular colonization that spanned the reigns of 

four Spanish monarchs, the colonization of Granada during the sixteenth century included 

the forcible conversion of tens of thousands of Muslims to Christianity; the deportation 

and internal dispersion of Granadine Moriscos; and ultimately ended with the expulsion 

of the entire Spanish Morisco population from Iberia during the first two decades of the 

                                                
194 “(S)on españoles como los demás que havitan en España, pues ha casi 900 años que nacen y se 
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17th century.197 The ideological justifications used to account for the forcible conversion 

of hundreds of thousands of Muslims to Christianity, the relegation of their descendants 

to second-class citizenship, cultural epistemicide, and ultimate expulsion would later be 

similarly deployed to justify the racial hierarchies and systems of oppression 

implemented across several continents via Spanish colonialism. In an effort to excavate 

and reveal some of the early conceptual roots of these systems of oppression, this chapter 

will focus on the justifications for Morisco expulsion as expressions of difference 

articulated by Spanish and Catholic authorities during the late sixteenth and early 17th 

centuries. Likewise, these polemical texts serve to reify the Moriscos as a Muslim 5th 

column and ensure their ultimate fate. 

 When examining Morisco culture and religion, many anti-Morisco polemical texts 

sought to establish direct linkages between Moriscos and the Muslims of North Africa in 

an effort to mark a clearer divide between the New Christian converts of Muslim descent 

and the Old Christian populations of Spain. North Africa as a land full of Muslims tied to 

a history of invading forces, who intervened at several key junctures in Spanish history, 

was thought of as religiously and fundamentally foreign and different even if there were 

more similarities between the Spain and North Africa than there were between Spain and 

its European neighbors to the North. In the case of anti-Morisco polemical writings, we 

have the articulation of the boundaries of what it meant to be a good and faithful 

Christian from the perspective of the clerical establishment.  

Polemical texts assume the primacy of Christianity not only as a cohesive set of 

beliefs but also as a succinct set of laws governing everyday life. Moriscos not living up 
                                                
197 Harvey, Muslims in Spain, 1, 23-36. 
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to the standards articulated in these polemical texts were viewed as transgressing the 

norms established by the church and to which they were supposed to adhere after their 

conversions whether coerced or not. The legislative nature of the polemical texts speaks 

to the ways in which the cannon law of the church was seen as an extension of the laws 

of nature and the performative aspects of the discourse itself set boundaries and delimited 

acceptable behavior. By extension, Morisco identity, as one performed in opposition to 

the ways and norms of Christianity, was cast as an affront to nature and the performance 

of their animalistic natures. All of the texts examined below address the ways in which 

language was and continues to be used to enforce normative iterations of hegemonic 

religious practice, which is often in contrast to cultural performance of religious 

minorities.  

In this particular case, the Moriscos were systematically asked to perform 

Christianity in the ways predetermined by Spanish clergy, while simultaneously being 

left to their own devices in matters of religious inculcation and reminded of their 

difference and inferiority at every turn. It is the dual supportive and restrictive roles 

played by the polemical texts in question that make them crucial to the understanding of 

Morisco identity. The Antialcoran, with its accompanying Dialogos Cristianos of 

Bernardo Perez de Chinchon, and which will be discussed in detail below, operates on 

this dual level. They both start with appeals to the better nature of the Moriscos as 

Christians, yet they end with diatribes against the falsity of Muslim law and scripture 

alongside attacks on the character of the Prophet Muhammad. 

 The culminating event of this drama was the actual physical expulsion of 

approximately 116,000 Moriscos from Valencia, starting in late 1609 and ending with a 
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total of 275,000 to 300,000. This removal was spread throughout the rest of Spain until 

about 1614.198 The discharge clearly marks the point of no return for the Spanish policy 

towards the Moriscos, and was the end of a fierce campaign to designate what could and 

could not be considered authentically Spanish. Some of the pre-expulsion solutions that 

were discussed during the 1580s included the mass deportation of Moriscos to the 

Americas, the use of Moriscos as slave labor in Spain’s salt mines until their deaths, 

castration of all Morisco males and sterilization of females, and the mass extermination 

of all Moriscos by taking them out to sea and drowning them as suggested in 1601 by the 

Valencian, Juan Boil de Arenos.199   

The question of how long expulsion, as a solution to Iberia’s Morisco problem, 

had been on the table is a difficult one to answer since the Spanish narrative of 

reconquista would suggest that the plan was to rid Iberia of Muslims since the first 

Muslims crossed the Strait of Gibraltar in 711.200  For example, as L. P. Harvey points 

out in Muslims in Spain, “the expulsion of Jews and Muslims from Portugal at the close 

of the previous century had served as a test bed for the policy of expulsion.”201  This 

expulsion from Portugal had been precipitated on the request of the Catholic Monarchs, 

Ferdinand and Isabella, during the marriage negotiations with Portugal of 1497.  The 

Catholic Monarchs insisted that Portugal rid itself of both Jews and Muslims before they 

                                                
198 Henri Lapeyre, Geografia de la España Morisca (Valencia: Universidad de Valencia, 1986), 
71 & 219. 
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agreed to allow their daughter, Isabel, to marry the Portuguese King Manuel the 

Fortunate.202 

 

Justifications for Morisco Expulsion 

 As deeper distinctions were drawn between Old Christians and New Christians, 

Moriscos were subjected to ever increasing disparagement and suspicion via economic, 

political, cultural and religious lines. They were systematically pushed to the fringes of a 

social hierarchy based on ideas of Hispanidad or Hispanicity, and subordinated in 

relation to Old Christians regardless of individual social standing. It was during the reign 

of Phillip II (1556 to 1598) that a literature developed to address the Morisco question 

and the debates over whether or not to expel the entire community began in earnest. In 

one example, Fr. Aznar Cardona in his treatise on the justification of the Morisco 

expulsion states that the Moriscos “were clumsy in their reasoning, animalistic in their 

discourse, barbarous with their language and ridiculous in their garb.”203 Central to these 

discussions were the economic motivators that prompted negative views of Morisco 

ingenuity and enterprise.   

What’s more, it was also a commonly held belief that Morisco industriousness 

carried over into the sphere of family life. Moriscos were believed to reproduce faster 

than the rest of the population. One disparaging commentary has them outnumbering Old 

                                                
202 Harvey, Muslims in Spain, 14-21. 
203 “… [e]ran torpes en sus razones, bestiales en su discurso, barbaros en su language, (y) 
ridiculos en su traje.”: “De la condicion, trato, traje, comida, officio, vicio y pestilencia pegajosa 
de los Moriscos” as found in Mercedes Garcia Arenal, Los Moriscos (Madrid: Editora Nacional, 
1975), 230. 
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Christians, because they “multipl(ied) like royal rabbits.”204 These animalistic 

comparisons, while seemingly trivial on the surface, served to reify the subhuman status 

of the Moriscos in the Spanish Christian Imaginary. In keeping with the medieval trope 

of the lustful Moor, the Dominican friar Jaime Bleda describes Moriscos as “vicious and 

libidinous, symbols of the goat, (who) gave themselves up to every kind of sin.”205 For 

many of those concerned with the Morisco question, the realities that contested these 

alarmist notions were not as real as the belief that the “Moriscos were growing each day 

in number and wealth, and (the Spanish were) becoming less in everything.”206 Even 

though the reality may have been quite the opposite, Don Martin de Salvatierra, the 

Bishop of Segorbia, states in his treatise on Moriscos that “there are Moors who have 

more than 100,000 ducats of land and if Your Majesty is not disposed to remedy this, in a 

few years they will multiply in such a fashion that they will surpass many of the Old 

Christians not only in number of people but also in quantity of lands, especially in gold 

and silver, because they gather everything and don’t spend anything since they don’t eat 

nor drink.”207 

To further illustrate the ways in which these arguments against the Moriscos were 

expressed, the quotations from the polemical texts presented here should be viewed in 

terms of their larger political ramifications and not merely as theological arguments 
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concerning a heretical sect within the fold of Christendom. Mills demonstrates the 

deployment of this framework in the development of colonial systems of oppression, 

when he states “the intellectual framework (for the subjugation and assimilation of other 

peoples) was a theological one, with normative inclusion and exclusion manifesting itself 

as the demarcation between Christians and heathens.”208  

Within this framework, Muslims as non-Christians were outside of the correct 

natural law as determined by Christian theology. This distinction is evident in the 

selection below from the Antialcorán by Bernardo Perez de Chinchón (1532 CE): 

For the most part you (Moriscos) are a people who don’t know how to read nor 
write; neither do you know anything about God in heaven nor here on Earth; 
instead you travel through the forests and fields like savages like the Arabs do in 
Barbary, who are a barbarian people without a law, without a king, without peace, 
without a proper upbringing, without a fixed home, one day here and tomorrow 
there; (you are) a traitorous people and thieves, who are addicted to the vice of 
sodomy like all of the Moors of Africa are… (and) even you say that the Moors of 
Africa are traitorous and bad people… 

Todos por la mayor parte soys gente que ni sabeys leer, ni escrevir: ni sabeys 
nada de dios ni del cielo, ni de la tierra: sino andar por los campos como 
salvages a la manera que andan los alárabes en bervería los quales son una 
gente bárbara sin ley, sin rey, sin paz, sin crianga, sin assiento cierto, oy aquí 
mañana allí: gente traydora y ladrona, untada del vicio de sodomía como todos 
los más moros de áfrica lo son… que vosotros mesmos dezís que son gente mala y 
traydora…209 

Perez de Chinchón stresses the Moriscos’ lack of law, knowledge of God and civility. He 

continuously compares Muslims to beasts and extends this to include both the Muslims of 

North Africa and the Turks, whom he characterizes as “people without faith, without law, 

haughty, barbarous, lustful, beastly, thieving, killing, cruel; without art nor the order of 
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209 Bernardo Perez de Chinchón, (2009-04-28). Antialcorano y Diálogos christianos: Conversión 
y evangelización de moriscos, (Universidad de Alicante/Digitalia 1532/2009), Kindle edition 
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honest life; without fear of God; people without science and letters; [and] friends to blood 

and war.”210 The Turks here represent the Ottoman Empire that under the leadership of 

the Sultan, Suleiman the Magnificent, had made significant inroads in Eastern Europe 

during the sixteenth century and were the main inhibitors of Spanish imperial designs in 

the Mediterranean. Furthermore, by linking the Morisco community with a foreign 

power, Chinchon is buying into the arguments that presented Moriscos as a Muslim 5th 

column whose loyalties could not be trusted. 

Analogously, Chinchon also explicitly connects the Moriscos with the Moors of 

Africa, who prior to the sixteenth century had been labeled infidels and subject to 

enslavement with papal sanction.211 The importation of enslaved Africans during the 15th 

and sixteenth centuries to Iberia and its colonies only served to concretize the 

phonotypical separation between black African slaves and their European masters.212 

African slaves, already present in Portugal by the mid-fifteenth century, formed ten 

percent of the population of Lisbon by 1552, and la sociedad de castas, or society of 

castes, was implemented in the Spanish colonies as a social hierarchy based on phenotype 

and racial purity with the European Spanish at the top and Moriscos beneath by the mid-

sixteenth century.213 The term Morisco was employed in the proto-racial system of 

classification as a person who was the product of a “mulatto” and a “blanco,” or in other 

words someone who was a quarter black. In the quote below, Chinchon makes the 
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luxuriosa, bestial, robadora, matadora, cruel: mal ataviada: sin arte ni orden de vida honesta, sin 
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explicit connection between the Moriscos and the enslaved Africans flooding into Iberia 

and the Americas. 

(Tell me who you spend time with) and you’ll see foolish men, because they were 
raised alongside other fools; and you’ll see rustic men and quasi-beasts, because 
they’ve been raised in the countryside with shepherds; and you’ll see a well-raised 
and wise man, because he was raised in the houses of the gentry, (where) he was 
taught how to speak properly, good virtues, and manners; and you’ll see a man 
with one religious law, whether Jew, (or) Muslim, because as a child he was not 
shown another law/religion; and you’ll see another man who doesn’t have a 
law/religion at all, instead he is like a beast, because he was raised with others 
like him; and in such fashion are many of these blacks who are brought here from 
the indies, Guinea, Wolof lands and of the Mandinga, who don’t know who is 
God or the law/religion or for what reason they were born, nor do they know that 
there is a heaven or hell because in their lands they were not taught anything of 
this. 
 
(Dime con quién paces) Y de aquí viene que verás unos hombres nescios, porque 
se criaron con otros nescios: y verás unos hombres rústicos y quasi bestias, 
porque se han criado en los campos con los pastores: y verás un hombre bien 
criado y agudo y sabio, porque se crió en casa de señores, y allí le mostraron a 
bien hablar y buenas virtudes y crianga: y verás un hombre de una ley, como 
judío, moro, porque de niño no le mostraron otra ley. y verás otro hombre que no 
tiene ley ninguna, sino que es gentil y como bestia, porque se crió entre otros 
como él. y desta manera son muchos destos negros que traen de las indias y de 
guinea y de gelofe y mandinga: que no saben qué es dios ni qués ley ni para qué 
nascieron: ni si ay parayso ni infierno porque en sus tierras no les enseñaron 
nada desto.214 

Chinchon compares both the Moriscos (here being simply called Moors) and the enslaved 

Africans to beasts and simpletons, who are ignorant of the true nature of religion and 

human purpose on earth because they have been inculcated either in a false religion or 

have simply not been provided with proper religious instruction. Not surprisingly, the 

Antialcoran reiterates these common tropes associated with polemical texts against Islam 

like the licentious nature of Muslims and the Prophet Muhammad specifically centered 

on attacks regarding polygamy. What is perhaps most illuminating is the continued use of 
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the term “bestia,” or beasts, to describe Muslims and by extension all those among the 

Moriscos who were believed to be crypto-Muslims. In one such instance, Chinchon states 

in reference to the Qur’an that “no man of the world would find it enough to make this 

law false, a lie and contrary to reason, so the Devil was its inventor and troubadour of 

these couplets of the Qur’an, since it fell amongst those ignorant and beast-like people, 

given up to error an blinded by idolatry.”215 This in very short order sums up many of the 

libels leveled against the Qur’an and the Prophet Muhammad, by accusing the text of 

being a fabrication that was brought to the gullible Arabs. Suffice it to say that these 

arguments are not new and are part of a larger corpus of writings that demean the Islamic 

tradition, Muslims and seek to characterize Muhammad as a charlatan. 

 

Apologists and Proponents of Expulsion 

 The scholars known collectively as the Catholic Apologists of the expulsion 

supplied both the theological instigation for the Morisco expulsion prior to its launch and 

its defense afterwards.  The utilization of common medieval anti-Muslim tropes by the 

Catholic Apologists illustrates the connection between medieval polemical tracts and 

these early modern examples of cultural racism or Islamophobia.  As Grosfoguel and 

Mielants situate historically, “Islamophobia (can be considered as) the subalternization 

and inferiorization of Islam produced by the Christian-centric religious hierarchy of the 
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world-system since the end of the 15th century.”216  In her text Pedro de Valencia and the 

Catholic Apologists, Grace Magnier attempts to locate the impetus for these beliefs and 

assists in revealing the nature of the hierarchical structures used to explain the necessity 

of expulsion: 

(The Catholic Apologists) justified mass expulsion by denying the true conversion 
of any Moriscos, believing them to be congenitally incapable of change… They 
employed medical imagery to defend their prescription of a general purging of 
Spain from all Moriscos, thus preserving the health of (el) ‘cuerpo místico de la 
Christiana República Española’ ([or] the mystical body of the Christian Spanish 
state).217 

The Catholic Apologists provided a framework from which expulsion could not only be 

justified and defended on ecclesiastical grounds, but also concomitantly subsumed within 

a vitriolic anti-Muslim tradition of invectives stretching far back into the pre-modern 

Christian past.218  Among them could be counted some of the most erudite members of 

the Spanish clergy such as Fr. Damian Fonseca, Pedro Aznar Cardona, and Fray Blas 

Verdu.  Even though all of the Catholic Apologists listed here deploy many of the same 

themes found in Perez de Chinchon’s Antialcoran, they each provide different 

perspectives on the justification of the expulsion.  What remains constant though in all 

the texts discussed below is the location of the Morisco community firmly outside of 

Christianity and Hispanicity. 
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 The case of Damian Fonseca is an interesting one in that he was sent to Rome to 

defend the expulsion of the Moriscos to a Catholic hierarchy that was not necessarily in 

favor of expelling a large number of its membership in an economically thriving 

community. He had to first establish the valid conversion of Moriscos to Catholicism, 

and then that they had reneged and become apostates.219 The apostasy of the community 

placed them outside of Christendom, so they could be treated as simply another heretical 

sect. As Fonseca states clearly, “with all of the efforts that were done to instruct them in 

our Holy Faith, and the little that they have been able to take advantage of since we have 

not seen any who have converted, instead they have grown day to day in their obstinacy, 

and will and desire they have always had to machinate against these kingdoms.”220 The 

Morisco community, once situated both as enemies of the state and religion, could be 

dispatched and done with as the Spanish crown saw fit.  In a sermon Fonseca quotes from 

in his text, the Valencian population is warned of the dangers Moriscos pose to the state 

when he quotes that “all of these grave dangers we will necessarily incur from the 

damage that results by having domestic enemies in our midst, who desire to drink our 

blood and revolt against Spain.”221 The Moriscos are here portrayed as being squarely 

positioned as an internal enemy bent on the destruction of Spain and in league with 

Spain’s external enemies in North Africa and the Turks. In his recounting of the days 
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after the expulsion decree had been issued, Fonseca also points out the Moriscos rejoiced 

in their ability to finally practice Islam openly, which is recounted via as a conversation 

with an Old Christian informant who tells the story of how the Moriscos were seen 

enacting “all of the rites of Muhammad’s sect.”222 Notwithstanding the fact that the 

account is dubious at best, it is included within the text as evidential corroboration of the 

Moriscos as crypto-Muslims, which is what the Old Christians suspected of them all 

along. 

 In another example of the rhetoric deployed by the Catholic Apologists, the text 

entitled Expulsion justificada de los moriscos Españoles y suma de las excelencias 

Christianas del rey don Felipe III by Pedro Aznar Cardona, begins with several chapters 

dedicated to defaming the Prophet Muhammad and portraying him as the “precursor to 

the Antichrist” and false prophet, juxtaposing him against the purportedly “real” prophets 

found in the Christian scriptures. This is an accusation commonly found in the arguments 

of the Catholic Apologists.223 After addressing the many ways in which Muslims are 

following a law that is contrary Christian theology, the trope of the lustful Muslim is used 

by Aznar Cardona in the twenty-fifth chapter to denigrate the Prophet Muhammad as 

man who married illicitly and order his followers to engage in a “bestial disorder” of 

marrying within their own lineages without regard to the prohibited unions as expressed 

by God’s law.224 While attacks on Muhammad’s marriages were not new within the 

                                                
222 “… me dixeron los Christianos, que los Moriscos lleuauan a enterrar vna Morisca, y 
siguiendolos la gente del lugar, vieron que guardauan en el entierro todos los ritos de la secta de 
Mahoma.”: Fonseca, Relacion de la expulsion de los moriscos de reino de Valencia, 2nd ed., 98. 
223 Magnier, Pedro de Valencia and the Catholic Apologists, 153-156. 
224 “Vendio tambien por licito, y ordeno para bestial desorden (sin atendencia a los grados 
prohibidos por la espressa ley de Dios, so color de conferuacion de amistad y de linage) que se 
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corpus of anti-Muslim invectives, Aznar Cardona here marks this as a sign of the 

subhuman bestial order instituted by Islam.  In one more “violation to the natural law” 

pointed out by Aznar Cardona, Muhammad approves of “sodomy, between men as well 

among women,” and asserts that certain jurisprudential leaders “covered in shame” deny 

and gloss over this conception of their faith to defend the “honor of their bad teacher.”225 

While it is beyond the scope of this dissertation to address issues of homosexuality within 

medieval Muslim lands, it is safe to say that accusations of any forms of sexual deviance 

among Muslims are in line with the trope discussed above of the licentious Muslim. What 

is equally important though is the employment of motifs that exemplify how Muslims 

existed outside of “natural law.” By placing all Muslims, and by extension the Morisco 

community, outside of this framework of natural laws, Aznar Cardona gives free license 

for them to be treated as subhuman subjects, who are unworthy to be considered part of 

the Christian community, the Catholic Church and the Spanish state. Aznar Cardona also 

speaks of God as man’s true “doctor” and the Catholic Church as the true distributer of 

the “souls medicine,” by teaching all the rules of good living.226 This use of medicinal 

language is intended to situate the Moriscos, and Muslims in general, as a disease of the 

state and outside of the bounds early modern conceptions of national health. 

By the same token, the Catholic Apologists use of medical terminology to justify 

the expulsion cast the Moriscos as a sickness that needed to be cured, again adds to the 

                                                                                                                                            
pudiessen casar, tios cons osbrinas, primos con primas, yernos con suegras, entenados con 
madrastras, & vice versa, pareientes muy cercanos, con cercanas, y afines con afines.”: Pedro 
Aznar Cardona, Expulsion justificada des los moriscos Españoles y suma de las excelencias 
Christianas del rey don Felipe III (Huesca: Pedro Cabarte, 1612), 162. 
225 Ibid., 163. 
226 Ibid., 64. 
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idea that Moriscos were subhuman and should not be considered equal to Old Christians. 

The Catholic apologists spoke of the Moriscos in terms of them being a plague and a 

cancer in the midst of Spain, and so the land needed to be purged from what was ailing it.  

In the following example from the Discurso de la Expulsion de los Moriscos de España 

by Fray Blas Verdu, the medical imagery is quite clearly employed alongside a religious 

appeal: 

And so, Phillip III seeing that Spain burned from the mixture of such bad humors 
as are the Morisco that he bled the vein and purged it, yet purges are usually sour. 
But this Monarch’s effort has been dignified and done with such brevity, 
smoothness, execution, and without any loss of Christian blood (and this is what 
will be most commented on in the histories) that it seems impossible for anyone to 
say that God’s hand cannot be found in this work.227 

Not only does Verdu position Moriscos as some sort of malicious internal entity harming 

Spain, but he then speaks of the expulsion as a “dignified” labor sanctioned by God. He 

also speaks of the expulsion as a smooth process, where no Christian blood was spilt, and 

it is clearly evident from the text that Christian blood was more valuable than Morisco 

blood. The sanctity of Christian blood is compounded by the fact that the Moriscos were 

considered heretics, who were outside of Christendom. Fray Blas Verdu goes on to 

describe the multitude of people who went to witness the boarding of Moriscos on ships 

set to take them across the Mediterranean to North Africa, as if they were going to a 

wedding with great fanfare and trumpets signaling the forced marched of the Morisco to 

                                                
227 “Y asi Felipe tecero viendo que ardia en calentura España con las mezcla de tan mal humor 
como es el morisco, picole la vena purgola, y los purgas amargas suelen ser. Obra ha sido esta 
digna de este Monarca, y hecha con tanta brevedad, suavidad, y execucion, y tan sin perdida de 
sangre Christiana (que es lo que mas se pondera en las historias) con parecer impossible, que no 
ay quien no advierta [que] anda el braso de Dios en esta labor.”: Fray Blas Verdu, Engaños y 
desengaños del tiempo, con un Discurso de la expulsion de los Moriscos de España (Barcelona: 
Mathenad, 1612), 291.  
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their points of departure. These celebrations associated with the removal of the Morisco 

would go on throughout the five-year expulsion process, and the anniversary of the royal 

decree would be celebrated for years in Spain and other parts of Europe.228 

While the polemical texts discussed above either helped to plant the seed of the 

expulsion and/or helped to justify it in Spain and the rest of Europe, the expulsion itself 

had three main architects who were the archbishop of Valencia, Juan de Ribera; the 

favorite of the Spanish monarch, the Duke of Lerma; and the young Spanish monarch 

himself, Phillip III. Out of all of the sizeable Morisco communities throughout the 

Spanish territory, the Valencian community was perhaps the largest, especially since the 

Moriscos of Granada had been internally dispersed.  

After the second Alpujarras War, the large Morisco community of Granada had 

been redistributed throughout Spain in an effort to quell any future rebellions. The 

Morisco community in Valencia then became the de facto largest and longest surviving 

community. Bishop Juan de Ribera began his relationship with the Morisco community 

advocating for their assimilation into the larger Spanish polity and assisted them along 

their process of conversion through what were characterized as soft measures to ensure 

their compliance out of sincere devotion versus coercion. Similarly, the Duke of Lerma 

also first advocated a gentler response to the Morisco question, but his advocacy of 

expulsion prior to 1609 was finally instrumental in the institution of the policy. 

 It is hard to determine whether or not King Phillip III intended from the very 

beginning of his reign to expel the Moriscos, but surely the question weighed heavily on 

his mind from the moment he ascended the throne, since he reinstituted measures 
                                                
228 Magnier, Pedro de Valencia and the Catholic Apologists, 51. 
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intended to foster greater Morisco compliance to Catholic orthodoxy. There is also some 

indication that the young king vacillated between expulsion and further efforts to 

acculturate the Moriscos. By late 1608 though, he was convinced that all attempts to fully 

convert the Moriscos had been futile that any future actions in that direction would yield 

the same results. To that end, on April 22, 1609 Phillip III issued a royal decree expelling 

the Moriscos of Valencia. Several royal decrees expelling Moriscos would be instituted 

in similar fashion throughout the rest of his territories. In the selection below from the 

original decree, Phillip III attempts to provide some justification for the initial expulsion 

of the Valencian Moriscos: 

For we know that (Moriscos) from (Valencia) and those from Castile continue to 
move forward with their ill intent, and I have learned from certain advisers and 
truth speakers that they (Moriscos) have continued their apostasy, acquired 
perdition and have procured via their ambassadors and through other means the 
damage and disturbance of our kingdoms; and so desiring to fulfill the obligation 
I have with their conservation and security, and in particular that of Valencia and 
its good and loyal subjects, its peril has become more evident; and so that the 
heresies and apostasy may cease; I have determined that all Moriscos be removed 
from this kingdom and be cast off to Barbary.229 

This first expulsion order was sent to the Marqués de Carazena of Valencia and forcefully 

requested that all men, women and children be expelled within three days.230 The text 

frames the expulsion as a necessary action that was the result of the continued apostasy 

                                                
229 “Pero, aviéndose sabido que los desse y los deste de Castilla passavan adelante con su 
dañado intento, y he entendido por avisos ciertos y verdaderos que, continuando su apostasía y 
prodición, han procurado y procuran por medio de sus embaxadores, y por otros caminos, el 
daño y perturbación de nuestros reynos; y desseando cumplir con la obligación que tengo de su 
conservación y siguridad, y en particular la de esse de Valencia y de los buenos y fieles súbditos 
dél, por ser más evidente su peligro, y que cesse la heregía y apostasía; y aviéndolo hecho 
encomendar a Nuestro Señor y confiado en su divino favor por lo que toca a su honra y gloria, 
he resuelto que se saquen todos los moriscos desse reyno y que se echen en Berbería.”: Ana 
Isabel Carrasco Manchado, De la convivencia a la exclusión. Imágenes legislativas de mudéjares 
y moriscos. Siglos XIII-XVII (Barcelona: Silex Ediciones, 2012), Kindle Locations 5942-5947. 
230 Fonseca, Relacion de la expulsion de los moriscos de reino de Valencia, 2nd ed., 36-40. 



 184 

and heresy of the community. Alongside these religious justifications, the Moriscos are 

again painted as a Muslim 5th column that is intent on bringing down the Spanish 

kingdoms from within. The imagery deployed by the royal decree is consistent with the 

justifications outlined above in the polemical texts of the Catholic Apologists and the 

Perez de Chinchon. The Moriscos were expelled because they did not conform to the 

ways and norms established by the Spanish monarchy and clerical elite. Their collective 

crime, as outlined by this royal decree, is of remaining separate and distinct from the rest 

of the population both religiously and politically. As a community, the Moriscos were 

unable to move towards complete and total assimilation, so they had to be excised like a 

malignant tumor in the midst of the “good and loyal” Valencian subjects of the crown 

and “cast off to Barbary.” 

 

Morisco Difference and Race 

As noted by historians of the intellectual history on race, the history of the Iberian 

Jewish population is integral to understanding what occurred to the Muslims of Iberia.231 

And, it is crucial to understand that what occurred to the Moriscos did not occur in a 

vacuum, and that the polemical text being discussed here are situated a historical and 

social context that stretched beyond the sixteenth century and Iberia. Morisco difference 

and how it was framed by Spanish intellectuals is directly related to system of oppression 

that existed before and after, yet the specificities of the Morisco experience speak to 

Spain’s unique relationship to an Iberian Muslim past. 
                                                
231 See George Fredrickson, Racism: A Short History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2002), and Ali Rattansi, Racism: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2007). 
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As Walter Mignolo points out, the Spanish word raza, or race, was first used in 

connection with animal husbandry – specifically in relation to horse and cow breeding. It 

was used to designate different classifications of animals and how to maintain pure blood 

lines in order to replicate specific characteristics. The word raza in terms of humans was 

used within the Iberian context to designate Muslims and Jews as distinct populations 

with characteristics and traits that were similarly replicated through blood and 

ancestry.232 So when in 1391 the Jews of Iberia were asked to convert, leave or be put to 

death, a significant number of those who did choose to convert were believed to have 

continued to practice their Jewish faith in secret, thus giving birth to what has been 

labeled crypto-Judaism.233 Shortly after the completion of the conquest of Granada in 

January of 1492, the remaining Jewish population of Iberia was given the choice again to 

either convert or be expelled.234 Those who chose to remain were called Conversos or 

pejoratively Marranos/pigs, and were subject to much of the same inquisitorial 

persecution and legislated cultural injunctions Moriscos would face during the same time 

period. While the experience of the Iberian Jewish community has been included in the 

history of racism, Morisco history has been excluded from such discussions or relegated 

to the fringes by reducing their experience to mere ethnocentrism or cultural chauvinism 

on the part of the Spanish.235 Yet, it is the history of forced conversions, internal 

displacement, ultimate expulsion and its justifications that squarely situate the Morisco 

                                                
232 Mignolo, “Islamophobia/Hispanophobia: The (Re) Configuration of the Racial 
Imperial/Colonial Matrix,” Human Architecture: Journal of he Sociology of Self-Knowledge 1 
(2006), 18. 
233 Hordes, To the End of the Earth, 19. 
234 Fernandez-Armesto, 1492, 97-99. 
235 George M. Fredrickson, Racism: A Short History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2002), Kindle location 484. 
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experience within the intellectual development of race, racism and white supremacy, 

since some of the roots of these modern phenomenon and their tools of oppression can be 

found here. These systems of oppression are important to keep in mind when discussing 

the Morisco century, because the treatment Moriscos received as a religious minority 

would be again replicated throughout Spanish colonial possessions in the New World, 

and the identities formulated in opposition to these racial and social hierarchies are often 

demarcated as being anti-state or marked as politically rebellious.236 

From the outset then it might be best to begin this discussion by defining racism 

within the context of this chapter. To accomplish this, I turn to Charles Mills who in 

Blackness Visible describes racism “as a particular mode of domination, with its special 

norms for allocating benefits and burdens, rights and duties; its own ideology; and an 

internal, at least semi-autonomous logic that influences law, culture, and 

consciousness.”237 Its existence is simultaneously denied and enforced by those who 

benefit from it, and decried and acquiesced to by those who owe their disadvantage and 

subjugation to its oppression.238 By focusing on the ways in which its systems of 

oppression are validated, racism begins to move from an abstract mental exercise to a 

reified historical phenomenon with constituent components that can be observed in the 

                                                
236 The conquest of the Muslim territories on the Iberian Peninsula and the subsequent 
subjugation of the Morisco population were part of a larger Spanish imperialist project of 
conquest that spread to the Western hemisphere with the discovery of America. The language 
deployed by the Spanish and justifications used in their colonial project in the Americas were 
borrowed from the conquest of Granada. For example, when the Spanish went on to conquer the 
territory that would become Mexico, they “call(ed) each of the first temples they discover(ed) a 
‘mosque,’ and the first city glimpsed… [g]reat Cairo.” As found in Tzvetan Todorov, The 
Conquest of America (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1999), 108. 
237 Charles Mills, Blackness Visible: Essays on Philosophy and Race (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1998), 98. 
238 Charles Mills, The Racial Contract (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997), 110, 119-20. 
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interactions Europeans have had with non-European Others.239 As Mills notes, “the 

experience of ‘people of color’ in the first place – is one of expropriation, genocide, 

enslavement, and colonization,”240 and examples of these phenomena can be found in 

Morisco history. As Mills elaborates further, “in all cases ‘race’ is the common 

conceptual denominator that gradually came to signify the respective global statuses of 

superiority and inferiority, privilege and subordination (with) an opposition of us against 

them with multiple overlapping dimensions: Europeans versus non-Europeans 

(geographically), civilized versus wild/savage/barbarians (culturally), Christians versus 

heathens (religiously)… eventually coalesc(ing) into the basic opposition of white versus 

nonwhite.”241 Modern racism is thus characterized by the bifurcation of humanity into 

categories of white and non-white within a framework that places whites above all others. 

 To understand what can be situated within this imagined superiority and the 

identity it engenders it is necessary to determine its boundaries and locate what is 

definitively outside of its confines and labeled as other.242  Whether it was the Slavic 

barbarian tribes on the fringes of Eastern Europe or the Muslims and Jews in Iberia, to be 

excluded from Europe-ness meant to be a non-Christian.243 When Europeans looked to 

these fringes of European-ness, none loomed more threatening than the Muslim Kingdom 

                                                
239 In a snippet of a lecture from September 16, 2010 titled “The Whiteness of John Rawls” by 
Charles Mills at the University of King’s College, he is able to lucidly bridge the gap between the 
absurdities of white supremacy and its realities by performing a Chris Rock monologue, where he 
challenges Rawls’s notion of society as a “cooperative venture for mutual advantage.” 
240 Mills, “Liberalism and the Racial State,” 37. 
241 Mills, The Racial Contract, 21. 
242 Walter Mignolo, “Islamophobia/Hispanophobia: The (Re) Configuration of the Racial 
Imperial/Colonial Matrix,” Human Architecture: Journal of he Sociology of Self-Knowledge 1 
(2006), 16.   
243 George M. Fredrickson, Racism: A Short History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2002), Kindle edition location 163. 
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of Granada. Granada represented one of the last vestiges of a European Islamic presence 

that had at one time stretched all the way to the Pyrenees Mountains. The Christian 

imaginary was built in opposition to the Muslim Other, and the conquest of Granada in 

1492 CE by the Catholic monarchs, Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile, must be 

understood in relation to the creation of a Spanish identity. When Christian knights 

throughout Europe were called upon to rid the Holy Land of the infidel Muslims, Iberian 

knights were prohibited from participating because they had to first liberate Iberia from 

the Moors.244 

Likewise, within these frameworks of oppression, both Muslims and Jews were 

subjected to what can be characterized as the racialization of their religiosities. This 

racialization manifested itself in the form of legislation intended to restrict or curtail the 

performance of many aspects of Morisco and/or Converso culture that could be construed 

as secret Islamicizing or Judaizing. In Iberia’s towns and cities, Old Christians began to 

disassociate themselves from the newly converted and distinguished themselves based on 

ideas related to the purity or their blood or limpieza de sangre. As Hordes underscores in 

To the End of the Earth, both former Jews and Muslims were excluded from fully 

participating as citizens, since “(i)t was no longer enough just to be a Christian, (and) in 

order to hold significant posts, one had to be a “pure” Christian, without the stain of 

Jewish or Muslim blood, (so) what started as a campaign for religious conformity 

evolved into the establishment of racial and ethnic distinction.”245 While this process of 

racialization occurred earlier for Sephardic Jews on the peninsula, the racialization of the 
                                                
244 Chris Lowney, A Vanished World: Muslims, Christians, and Jews in Medieval Spain (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2006), 10, 107-110. 
245 Hordes, To the End of the Earth, 21. 
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Morisco population was equally as harsh and warrants equitable examination. In post-

conquest Granada, de jure discrimination created a second-class citizenry under what 

amounted to an occupying force of Christian administrators, whose purpose was to 

ensure full Morisco conversion and compliance.246 

The conquest of Granada positioned Christians as protangonists within an 

emancipatory narrative, wherein Iberian Muslims were the villains who needed be 

reeducated, cleansed and assimilated. The forcible conversion of the Morisco population 

was thus an emancipatory project that freed Moriscos from the false religion of Islam, 

and “that saw Spain’s recent triumphs on the international stage as an indication of divine 

favor, religious purity was essential to ensure Spain’s continuing power and prestige in 

the outside world.”247 As with other forms of hierarchical frameworks, the proto-racism 

of sixteenth century Iberia created a social hierarchy that sought to police and remove all 

forms of deviation. In order to enforce compliance to the norm, Moriscos were subjected 

to increasingly harsh punishments from the Inquisition, from floggings and imprisonment 

to fines or a fixed period of service as rowers in the Spanish navy. Morisco galley slaves 

provided essential manpower for the Spanish Mediterranean fleet, while fines and 

confiscations helped pay the salaries and running costs of the Inquisition itself, at a time 

when the Holy Office was in financial difficulties.248 Punishments like the ones listed 

above were given for all sorts of infractions associated with perceived crypto-Islamic 

practice. Legislation intending to curtail the practice of Islam focused on the performative 

nature of Morisco culture including bathing habits; the food Moriscos ate; Morisco 
                                                
246 Harvey, Muslims in Spain, 69-71. 
247 Carr, Blood and Faith, 116. 
248 Ibid., 126. 
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clothing and how it was worn; the use of Arabic in everyday speech, books and 

commercial transactions; marriages and the maintenance of domestic spaces.249  

Included in this discourse of early Spanish nationalism were expressions of a 

fundamental antipathy for Moriscos, and a turn to racialized notions of the community’s 

otherness, as expressed by Spanish elites who debated the merits of expulsion, 

assimilation and other possible solutions to the problem of the perceived Morisco 

persistence in and attachment to Islam. It is within these tracts that the first glimpses of a 

racial order begin to take shape in reference to the Morisco question. Of course, it is 

anachronistic to deploy our contemporary racial realities and overlay them on the past, 

yet it would also be equally erroneous to dismiss these early racial formulations as simply 

anomalies or aberrations of the past. What happened to Moriscos and how their enemies 

and compatriots alike described them points to the roots of a discursive genealogy for 

modern Western iterations or race, racism and distinction. While the Morisco debate was 

raging at home in relation to a new sense of Spanish European-ness, early proto-racism 

was being deployed in other parts of the Spanish empire to justify its expansion through 

the subjugation and enslavement of indigenous peoples in the Americas and Africa. 

The debate on the Spanish mainland was a reflection of a larger discourse on the 

meaning of colonial domination and the creation of systems of oppression, where non-

Europeans were subordinate and in many cases classified as sub-human. As Carr 

elucidates, at issue is more than the simple inclusion of race into the Morisco equation 

because the systems being created were an attempt to justify larger process of colonial 

expansion and domination: 
                                                
249 Harvey, Muslims in Spain, 71-74. 
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Some historians have argued that modern concepts of racism are anachronistic in 
the context of sixteenth-century Spain and that religion rather than race was the 
deciding factor in Christian hostility toward Muslims and Jews. Such criticisms 
ignore the extent to which modern notions of racism are a continuation of a 
tradition whose essential contours can be traced back to classical times. Crucial to 
this tradition is the idea that all members of a particular society or social group 
share the same inherently hateful, inferior, or contemptible characteristics. 
Whether these narratives of inferiority are attributed to culture, religion, or 
biology, they invariably serve to justify domination, exclusion, and even 
extermination by the group that takes its own superiority for granted.250 

Debates in Spain over internal and external Others were in essence debates over the very 

meaning of Hispanidad or Hispanicity, and how the state would relate to those who 

threatened its existence and domination by their mere presence. The Moriscos, as internal 

Others, were a hindrance for the Spanish who wished to eradicate all memories of an 

Islamic past. Like children born out of an adulterous affair, the Moriscos were a constant 

reminder in the Spanish imaginary that so-called foreigners and infidels had invaded their 

land and forced them into subjugation. The European prism through which the Spanish 

monarchy attempted to view itself in the late sixteenth century magnified Morisco 

resistance to cultural assimilation and Catholic conversion until it was an unbearable stain 

on the Spanish state as it attempted to position itself as the dominant European power 

both in the Atlantic World and in Western Europe. 

While the Spanish empire grew in the Americas, Spain was considered a vile and 

filthy place by her neighbors because of this large internal population of Muslims who 

still resided on the Peninsula.251 Part of the reason why Moriscos were despised had to do 

with Spain’s international reputation, but most of the harassment and suffering endured 

by the Morisco population during the sixteenth century had perhaps more to do with 
                                                
250 Carr, Blood and Faith, 185. 
251 Ibid., 191. 
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Spanish ideas about themselves and their early formulations of a national identity. As 

elaborated by Harvey below, there was no way of determining who was of pure old 

Christian stock in the sixteenth century because of the intermingling and mass conversion 

to Islam in the centuries before: 

Even if we were to posit two genetic stocks that started out as quite distinct, one, 
that of the "native" inhabitants of the Iberian Peninsula, and the other, that of the 
invaders of 711, it has to be borne in mind that by the time the final expulsion 
came, the two groups would have had nine centuries to intermingle. If the two 
groups had remained totally "uncontaminated," the one by the other, over such a 
long time span, that would itself have been a most remarkable biological 
phenomenon.252 

The myth of Liempieza de Sangre, or blood purity, was paramount to how Old Christians 

understood themselves.253 Purity of blood was an obsession the Spanish would carry to 

their New World territories along with the Inquisition.254 Because of centuries of Muslim 

rule and incessant wars to expand the borders of Christianity southward, the fledgling 

Spanish national identity was founded on ideas of self that were in relation to this internal 

Muslim Other. 

                                                
252 Harvey, Muslims in Spain, 7-8. 
253 Even while Moriscos were trying to navigate their societal status as New Christians, they had 
to contend with blood purity statutes that legally sought to limit what Moriscos could do in 
society. Moriscos in many cases were not allowed to travel by themselves outside of their place 
of origin, and so interprovincial travel was limited or restricted. Similarly, Moriscos were not 
allowed to carry weapons and were often apprehended by state authorities on charges of weapons 
possession, which was totally acceptable for Old Christians. These laws allowed for distinctions 
to be made between Old and New Christians and helped to reify the Moriscos’ communal 
position at the bottom of sixteenth century Spanish society. Blood Purity statutes also had the 
effect of limiting social mobility for Moriscos by not allowing them to hold key official positions 
with government and in certain cases, especially at the end of the sixteenth century, not allowing 
for Morisco membership within the clergy, which had been the traditional route for educated men 
to elevate their status and that of their families. 
254 Stanley M. Hordes, To the End of the Earth: A History of the Crypto-Jews of New Mexico 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 21. 
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Furthermore, the language used at the time was focused on ideas related to the 

cleansing of bloodlines, or la liempieza de sangre. The Spanish insistence on 

characterizing difference in sanguineous terms would contribute directly to Morisco 

oppression and the community’s ultimate expulsion. On a visit to Spain in 1501, the 

Hapsburg-Birgundian Archduke Phillip the Fair, son-in-law to the Catholic Monarchs, 

apparently: 

(E)xpressed his amazement at the “multitude of white Moors who lived in Spain” 
and asked why their presence was tolerated. Informed of the annual tributes that 
the Muslims paid to the Crown, Philip warned that “some day they could do more 
harm to the kingdom than their tribute was worth.”255   

Archduke Phillip’s comment is dually interesting in that it points to the fact that the 

Morisco population was not necessarily phenotypically distinct from their Christian 

neighbors, yet their cultural and religious differences were enough to mark them as Other 

and markedly distinguished from the rest of the population. In the continental 

consciousness of the European elite, Spain was as “Moorish” in the sixteenth century as it 

had ever been, and this troubled the Spanish monarchy deeply.256 In order to free 

themselves from this Moorish blight on their history, the Spanish needed to distance 

themselves from their Islamic past and eradicate any vestigial forms of Islam through the 

steady conversion of the Muslim population to Catholicism. As the sixteenth century 

wore on, the physical and architectural remnants of once thriving Muslim communities 

were slowly erased, but the people remained as reminders of Spain’s Islamic past. 

As highlighted above, claims by Old Christian families that they were of “pure 

blood” were at best a myth, because there was no effective way of determining whether 
                                                
255 Carr, Blood and Faith, 70. 
256 Ibid., 23-24. 
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or not a family had intermingled with Muslims during the long Muslim presence on the 

peninsula. In many territories under Islamic rule, intermarriage and conversion to Islam 

was one of the few ways in which families gained access to social mobility within the 

Arab/Berber oligarchy. With these realities on the ground, it is impossible to say that 

Muslims only married other Muslims during over 700 years of Islamic domination, nor is 

it possible to unequivocally state that Christians only married other Christians.  

Intermarriage with the native population was very common during the Muslim conquest 

of Iberia and during the many centuries of Muslim political domination. During the 

golden age of the Umayyad Emirate and Caliphate (754 to 1031 CE), countless numbers 

of Christians converted to Islam from the indigenous population thereby creating a native 

group of Muslims who were virtually indistinguishable from the rest of the so-called Old 

Christian Spanish. The only distinguishing factors between the two populations were 

religion and cultural norms, which had to do neither with ancestry nor with blood. 

Furthermore, the fascination with attributing a specifically African phenotype to 

all Moors is another area where the image of the Moro has been fictionalized and 

exoticized. When looking at Morisco culture and religion, many seek to establish stronger 

ties to North Africa to mark a clear racial or ethnic divide between the Muslim and 

Christian populations at the fall of the Kingdom of Granada in 1492. The truth is that 

they were not separate populations with distinct racial features, but one population. To be 

clear, Muslims and Christians at the fall of the last Muslim empire in Granada were part 

of a racially mixed population with its roots in both Europe and North Africa. As Carr 

addresses below, the Moriscos were tied directly in the Spanish imaginary to North 

Africa through a shared religious affiliation with the Muslims to the South of Spain. 



 195 

In the Spanish imagination, the Moriscos not only shared the same barbaric 
characteristics as their North African contemporaries, which placed them on a 
level lower than a Castilian society that believed itself to be the height of 
civilization, but they were a constant reminder of an Islamic past that was 
regarded with shame, contempt, and disgust. At a time when some Spanish 
intellectuals were beginning to imagine a common national identity based on the 
concept of Hispanidad (Spanish-ness), with its roots in the Latin and Visigothic 
past, the “Oriental” and “African” vestiges of Morisco culture were particularly 
anomalous and unwelcome.257   

By the sixteenth century, Africa and Islam where unequivocally viewed unfavorably by 

the Spanish and as beneath the civilizational project being attempted in Iberia and abroad. 

The question of ancestry examined by Carr and the tainted nature of Muslim ancestry 

also had much to do with how Spain was attempting to articulate its own national culture 

and the ways in which Moriscos were perceived to be in opposition to Spanish 

nationalism. While the majority of the Spanish aristocracy sought to plant their ancestral 

roots firmly in Europe, there is and was no clear cut way of figuring out who had mixed 

with their former Arab and Berber rulers and who had not, except for a few mountain 

enclaves, where the Muslims armies never infiltrated. In addition, there were African 

slaves in Spain from parts of North and West Africa along with Slavic slaves from 

Eastern Europe, who differed in appearance from the Spanish population regardless of 

religious affiliation.258  

One method of distinguishing Muslim males from Old Christian males during the 

inquisition trials of the sixteenth century was to see if those accused had been 

circumcised.259 Circumcision was a determinant of religious affiliation for both former 

Jews and former Muslims. If there had been an easier way to distinguish based on 
                                                
257 Carr, Blood and Faith, 187. 
258 Ibid., 348. 
259 Harvey, Muslims in Spain, 55. 
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outward appearance, it would have been utilized by the Inquisition. Instead, they chose to 

torture and maim in order to coerce confessions of Crypto-Muslim practice from the 

Morisco population. The extreme attitudes towards the Moriscos were purely fueled by 

the animosity of the Christians towards the Muslims in an era where the Muslims no 

longer held a numeric superiority in any part of Iberia nor political parity with their 

Christian conquerors, thus allowing those in power to relegate them to second-class 

citizenship and ultimately to expel them from Iberia completely. 

Morisco identity as a religious minority was created against the backdrop of this 

burgeoning racial edifice of difference in Iberia and beyond, and it is best understood 

through the examination of this discursive framing of difference. It is within the 

discussions highlighted above that we see how Spanish thinking concerning the Morisco 

question or problem was ultimately a long historical justification for expulsion. Expulsion 

itself was the ultimate act of purging undertaken by the Spanish in order to remove the 

perceived vestigial limb of Islam represented by the Moriscos in both real and imagined 

terms. As Majid states in We are all Moors, “(b)ecause of his or her quintessential 

difference in the long European imagination, the Moor is not only someone who is 

religiously Muslim; even more importantly, he or she is also a figure that stands for 

anyone who is not considered to be part of the social mainstream, and (i)t is only in this 

symbolic or metaphorical sense that minorities living in the West after 1492 are the 

descendants of the Moors (and) (g)iven that the archetypal Other of Europe before 1492 

was the Muslim, the world's non-European natives or religions were all stamped with the 
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taint of Muslim impurity.” 260 Because of this innate similarity yet imposed difference, it 

took over a century for Spain to rid itself of the Moriscos partly because by the end - the 

Moriscos were virtually indistinguishable from the rest of the population. They weren't a 

group of foreigners who looked different from everyone else and all had converted to 

Catholicism by force or pressure at some point during the sixteenth century. Whether it is 

the language deployed or the legislation passed, Moriscos were imagined to be essentially 

different from the Old Christian population of Spain, and that difference was irreversible. 

Morisco identity was in opposition to the state both by choice and by existence. 

 

 

                                                
260 Anouar Majid. We Are All Moors: Ending Centuries of Crusades against Muslims and Other 
Minorities (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009), 5. 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

 

The French novelist Alexander Dumas said that “Africa begins at the Pyrenees,” and 

mountains and mountain ranges have formed an integral part of Spanish history. It was at 

the foot of the Pyrenees Mountains that the Muslim forces were prevented from 

continuing their march through France and perhaps conquering all of Western Europe, 

and it was from the mountain ranges of North Africa that Berber tribesmen descended to 

heed the call of Islam and follow Tariq Ibn Ziyad in the spring of 711 C. E. across the 

Strait of Gibraltar, which bears his name, and bring Islam to Iberia. 

For over seven centuries after Tariq’s intrepid journey, Muslim states existed in 

Iberia and at their peak controlled over three quarters of the peninsula. The Muslims 

called Iberia al-Andalus, which has several, disputed etymological roots, but what they 

sought to describe was a far off province full of beauty situated at the edge of the known 

world. Al-Andalus operated as the farthest western outpost of the Umayyad Empire until 

the fall of the dynasty precipitated by the Abbasid revolution in 750 CE brought its last 

surviving heir, Abdu-Rahman I, to the peninsula to revive the Syrian court on Iberian 

soil. Later, under Abdur-Rahman III al-Andalus (912 to 961 CE) would reach its apogee 

and would again become the seat of the Umayyad Caliphate in the West and a marvel of 

the medieval world.261 This golden age of Muslim Spain continued until the fall of the 

caliphate in 1085, which also marked the beginning of the long downward march of the 
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Christian kingdoms until the year 1492 when Boabdil, or Abu Abdullah Muhammad VII, 

surrendered to the Christian siege of Granada and subsequently sailed across the strait of 

Gibraltar to North Africa. 

Of course, few histories remain completely uncontested, especially when 

historians are granted hindsight to judge communities that came before. The task of 

historical critique seems to be easiest in light of perceived injustices. The forced 

conversion of Spain’s Muslim population to Catholicism in the early sixteenth century 

and their subsequent expulsion in 1609 is no different. Judgments are plentiful on both 

sides of the fence regarding the Moriscos place in history. Most contemporary historians 

tend to view the history of the Moriscos without adding value to their interpretations, yet 

even silence can be interpreted as a political act. Early Spanish chroniclers and supporters 

of Spanish nationalism considered the oppression and expulsion of Moriscos as necessary 

evils required to establish Spain as a Christian and European nation.262 Along this same 

vein, Morisco customs, culture and language were not Christian or European enough; 

their religious practice was not Catholic enough; and they were too foreign to continue 

living in Spain. They had to be subjugated and in due course expelled in order for the 

distinct kingdoms of Iberia to become Spain.  

Much of what has been written about the Moriscos assumes the accuracy of what 

the chroniclers describe, and most of what can be gathered about the plight of the 

Moriscos is a byproduct of the histories sanctioned by the state such as those written by 

Diego Hurtado and Luis Marmol de Carvajal. The assumption is that those who 

witnessed the sixteenth century and wrote about it are to be considered trustworthy in 
                                                
262 Chejne, Islam in the West, 2. 
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their assessments of what occurred, regardless of their affiliation with the state. Part of 

this archival corpus constitutes these particular histories and those materials presented in 

the Inquisitorial record. The challenge with taking for granted the historicity of the events 

is that they are infused with the biases of the individuals who wrote them, and thus these 

histories prove to be highly problematic, especially in the fundamental and unquestioned 

assumption that the Moriscos were a Muslim fifth column in the nascent Spanish state, an 

apparatus that was hindering the establishment of a singular national identity. Sixteenth 

century nationalism cannot be compared to how citizenship affiliations are currently 

understood and articulated. Still, there are some overlaps, particularly how various forms 

of civil religion are forged out of national myths and adopted by modern nation states. In 

the case of Spain, there is no greater myth than the narrative of the Christian re-conquest 

of al-Andalus and the reestablishment of Christianity, especically as a force for national 

unity and the foundation upon which Hispanicity was forged.  

To be sure, I am not suggesting that we dismantle Spanish national myths, but that 

we highlight the diverse nature of the Iberian peoples to which the Moriscos belonged. In 

most academic works on Moriscos, they are positioned as the quintessential example of 

Crypto-Islam, but the movement of Moriscos from a state of Muslim-ness to a state of 

crypto-Islam is too straight a line. This trajectory should be questioned beyond offering 

up hybridity and syncretism as the solution to the problem of Morisco religious variety, 

vibrancy and heterodoxy from both Christian and Islamic notions of orthodoxy. 

Likewise, the presence of the state in the archive cannot simply go unquestioned and the 

voice of the inquisitorial archives should be interrogated. This is not to deny the 

intentional hardships placed in the way of emigration by Spanish authorities, but to 
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problematize the way we are reifying the notion that Moriscos were Muslims “in hiding,” 

especially when there is plenty of evidence to indicate that they were more than just 

crypto-Muslims and/or a Muslim 5th column. Their Islamicity should not be taken for 

granted, and Islam at the turn of the sixteenth century should not be simplistically viewed 

as a monolith—devoid of deviation and variety either on the ground or within the official 

records. 

While it can surely be said that the majority of Moriscos failed to perform some 

of the most basic aspects of Christianity, this does not mean that all Moriscos were 

apostates and secret Muslims. It also does not mean that they were a Muslim fifth column 

waiting to overthrow the government. Quite the contrary, Christianity as civil religion 

was all powerful in sixteenth century Spain and its performance was a requirement of 

survival, especially when one’s religious affiliation was so closely associated with or 

synonymous with one political identity. Those who did not participate as good and 

faithful Catholics were excluded from advancement and lowered in social standing. 

Performing Christianity, as it were, was incumbent upon Moriscos if they wished to 

thrive and remain a part of Spanish society.  So, why have so few been recorded as 

“good” Christians in much of the historical record of the period, and why is it that 

Moriscos are almost universally presented as Crypto-Muslims? 

The answer to this question has much to do with the nature of their conversions 

and how they were understood by those in power. But more important, how their 

neighbors understood them and their religious practice appears to have frustrated our 

ability to see the full and accurate picture. Conversion by force led to teleological 

arguments of secret Muslim practice. But while torture was used by the Inquisition to 
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garner confessions or denials that indicated guilt, coercion and force were understood to 

mask the true intentions of people and their sincerity. This should not be understood as a 

mechanism to dismiss any features of Morisco religious practice as mere byproducts of 

coercion and simply situational with regards to how their performance of religion was 

being informed. Rather, it is vital that we acknowledge that the performance of religion 

by Moriscos did not occur in a vacuum. Similar to these situations occurring within other 

colonial contexts, Morisco religion was informed by and a reaction to the forces and 

pressures emanating from state structures, an apparatus that determined what existed 

inside the realm of religious possibility and demarcated what was outside and irrevocably 

tainted by the stain of Islam. 

Furthermore, this dissertation asserts that the Morisco community was not 

monolithic in their religious practice, and while secret Muslim practice has come to 

undergird these assumptions, it does not truly represent the inherent diversity of religious 

practice in sixteenth century Spain. Morisco Christianity was by default not an example 

of uniformity and/or conformity. Moriscos chose to interact with Christianity depending 

on their social status and geographic location. Histories and longstanding interactions 

with neighboring Christian communities also informed the way Moriscos chose to 

practice Christianity after their conversions. Moriscos, like most large communities, were 

not uniform in their performance of Christianity and looked to popular regional practices 

to help navigate the new and infuse it with what was familiar. It should come as no 

surprise that some chose to continue Islamic practices, masked by their practice of 

Christianity, and they can be compared to those Moriscos who experienced genuine 

conversions and practiced Christianity with heartfelt devotion. The Moriscos represented 
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a range of human responses to often difficult situations, persistent oppression and 

struggle. The techniques they deployed included the use of religion to help shield 

themselves and create methods for survival. These actions were often convoluted and 

situational but rarely uniform or commonplace. 

Since I am arguing here that religious performance is never uniform, what I have 

chosen to highlight is not just the many ways in which the Moriscos performed Islamic 

acts in private. Instead, I have focused on the construction of knowledge and the 

dissemination of that knowledge. Of course, this does not chronicle the full story about 

how Moriscos lived and performed their religious identities. Still, I have attempted to 

illustrate the ways in which Moriscos were able to participate in the creation of their own 

epistemic sources and how those sources were used to not only convey the essentials of 

Islamic practice but also the lasting nature of Islamic traditions on the Iberian Peninsula, 

particularly in the face of the cultural and religious oppression. There should be no 

confusion as the to the “end game” for the Spanish state, which sought at every turn to 

designate the Moriscos as different and distinct, and attempted to eradicate those 

distinctions through forced conversion and assimilation. The Aljamiado literature 

examined was produced under such harsh circumstances that even the possession of 

Arabic materials was not only blameworthy but life threatening. Creating new texts and 

copying old ones signified subversive acts for these Moriscos, because it was performed 

with their full knowledge of the consequences.  

Similarly, the intention behind religious practice in Islam is very important, as 

was illustrated by the clever ways suggested to circumvent shirk in the Oran Fatwa. Some 

have argued that the Oran Fatwa was used by Moriscos to justify Crypto-Islamic practice 
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and that the performance of Islam was relegated to the inner domain of the home or done 

surreptitiously. What this dissertation contends is that much of what was performed must 

have either been openly or kept as a well-known secret. That is, Muslim activity could 

not have been hidden from other members of the Morisco community and that even those 

amongst the assimilationist oligarchy must have known that Islamic practice was being 

maintained clandestinely at least by some. 

While I have primarily focused on texts and the performative purpose these 

documents served within the Morisco community, Aljamiado written materials were also 

linked to larger communities of knowledge and an extended Muslim network of 

epistemic creation that was directly connected to the Iberian Muslim past. Moreover, 

these educational networks, and the sites where these texts were being shared, could not 

have survived without communal support and most importantly protection, since it was 

clear to all within the Morisco community that being caught by authorities meant 

imprisonment, slavery or death. But they continued to practice Islam under these 

repressed conditions, and this reveals an oppositional stature in the Morisco performance 

of Islam. 

In the end, Moriscos were caught in what can be considered a double bind. They 

were forced to convert to Catholicism and then accused of being insincere converts. The 

official legislation further compounded the dire straits they faced by highlighting the 

cultural distinctions that marked the community as Other. In the eyes of the Church, the 

Moriscos lacked adequate “practical and knowledgeable mastery” of Christianity to be 

considered true members of the religious community and by extension the state. From the 

very beginning of the mass conversions, there was a national discussion among the 
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Castilian elite as to whether or not Morisco conversions were valid, because they were 

enacted under the extreme duress. While the Catholic leadership in Rome sanctioned 

these conversions, the sincerity of the community’s religious convictions was deemed 

dubious at best. Countless attempts were made by the Spanish Church and state to 

inculcate the Christian corpus of norms and knowledge among the Moriscos, but in the 

eyes of these same authorities – they failed. The layers of this convoluted self-

legitimating structure of oppression were never structured to favor Moriscos. The very 

same authoritative structures that sought to include them were concomitantly being 

deployed to exclude them. Notwithstanding the fact that there were many within the 

Catholic hierarchy that clearly saw the hypocrisy of it all, and it is believed that they 

desired to include these Moriscos as members of the church and state. Still, they were 

ultimately excluded and expelled. After all the work and struggle suffered by the 

community and its allies for over one hundred years, they were found deficient in 

Hispanicity, blood purity, and Christianity. 

Similarly, through this process of declaring what could and could not be 

authoritatively included in Spanish-ness, European-ness, Islam became racialized in 

sixteenth century Iberia. Using the frame of European exceptionality, Christian Spain’s 

conquest of Muslim Granada started what Enrique Dussel calls “el encubrimiento del 

otro” or the covering of the Other. As Charles Mills points out, it is through these 

processes that “the thesis of European specialness and exceptionalism is presupposed 

(and) it is still assumed that rationalism and science, innovativeness and inventiveness 

found their special home (in Europe), as against the intellectual stagnation and 
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traditionalism of the rest of the world.”263 The so-called “Age of Discovery,” with its 

universal conception of Europe as the pinnacle of human progress versus the 

traditionalism of those considered Other, did not begin with Columbus’s fateful voyage. 

Instead it begins with the conquest of Granada and the subjugation, exploitation, 

enslavement, forcible conversion, cultural destruction and ultimate expulsion of Spain’s 

internal Other—the Moriscos. Dussel argues that 1492 marks the moment of 

“modernity’s” birth and with it the myth of the “sacrificial violence” associated with the 

European identities of conqueror, conquistador, and colonizer at the expense of all those 

colonized, beginning with the Muslims of Granada.264 

Within this framework, Islam and Muslims existed outside of Spanish-ness and in 

opposition to Christian European-ness. As explained by Daulatzai in Black Star, Crescent 

Moon, “the very idea of the West emerges from and through the figure of the Muslim, 

which was Europe’s archetypal Other before 1492…  (and) it was through the Muslim 

that the modern concepts of whiteness and Christianity, race and religion deeply 

informed each other.”265 Mills also makes it clear that the precursors to racism lie in the 

theological distinctions made between European whites and non-whites when he states, 

“[r]ace gradually became the formal marker of this differentiated status, replacing the 

religious divide (and) [t]hus a category crystallized over time in European thought to 

represent entities who are humanoid but not fully human (“savages,” “barbarians”) and 
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who are identified as such by being members of the general set of nonwhite races.”266 

The oppression, cultural destruction, and ultimate expulsion endured by the Moriscos 

exemplify some of the key tools of future racial projects. The language utilized by the 

Spanish during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries to underscore Muslim 

difference demonstrate the rhetorical justifications for racial hierarchies later faced by 

people of color throughout the Americas in the centuries that followed. What can be 

found in these justifications is not necessarily all of the constituent parts that would later 

comprise racism, per se. Instead, I would argue that what can be discerned from this 

Morisco History is the distinct privileging of the European aspects of an embryonic 

Spanish identity and the extrication of any vestiges of an Islamic past. Future ideas of 

European whiteness and its superiority over all other cultures & phenotypical 

representations are here being worked out as a process of Spanish national self-definition. 

Moriscos, on the other hand, served as the archetypical mirror in which the nascent 

Spanish polity determined its authenticity and legitimated its European identity by 

divorcing itself from its internal Muslim Other. 

 The Second Alpujarras rebellion and its aftermath led to the internal dispersion of 

the Granadan Morisco community throughout Castile and Leon. As discussed previously, 

this dispersion of Moriscos in the early 1570s created pockets of Morisco resistance that 

fomented dissent within the Morisco community as well as garnered Spanish suspicion. 

But the story of Morisco distinction and the imagining of them as a Muslim fifth column 

started decades before. With each new law passed and ecclesiastical pronouncement 

issued, the social position of the Moriscos as societal outcasts was naturalized and made 
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part of the common sense language of distinction. New layers of difference were 

subsequently added, demonstrating how and why Moriscos were to be excluded, and the 

Church and state authorities were caught in a downward spiral that ended in Morisco 

expulsion. Even though there is considerable evidence suggesting some form of authentic 

Morisco conversion to Catholicism, as well as those who sought to return to Spain after 

the expulsion, Moriscos summarily remained an unassimilable minority. 

If we take this argument a step further and label the Moriscos an oppressed 

Muslim community, it is not that far fetched to imagine that they would turn to Islam for 

solace and redemption. Equally, if we imagine them as a community marked as different 

and not allowed to fully participate in the privileges and protections of citizenship within 

an embryonic Spanish nationalism, the rebellious nature of their communal opposition to 

the state does not seem so mired in treason and intrigue. Yet, the Moriscos persisted in an 

in-between state (both inside and outside Hispanicity), and the tactics of forced 

conversion and second class citizenship deployed against the Moriscos would find their 

home in the New World and help shape the society of castes that placed different social 

groups above one another, but always with the Europeans on top.267 

As a suspect community, the Moriscos inhabited bodies that were marked as 

different and subject to unfair treatment under the law. They embodied difference from 

the rest of the population and served as a contrasted identity to Hispanicity. This does not 

mean that there were not members of the Morisco elite that collaborated with Spanish 

authorities and found ways to legitimize their elevated states as a “comprador” class, a 

designation borrowed from Latin America statecraft. In all instances, though, being a 
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Morisco or even being accused of being a Morisco marked them as undesirables. Under 

these conditions, Morisco religious performance of Islam must be viewed as a religio-

political act, formed in opposition to state authority and the Hispanicity of sixteenth 

century Spanish nationalism and Catholicism.  

Similarly, under a rubric of opposition to the state – Morisco religious practice 

was always a performance to be judged and assessed by their neighbors, state authorities 

and by the church. Their religious performance was always a display or either 

acculturation to Catholicism or loyalty to their own communities. What Moriscos could 

not escape was the gaze of others, and so how and what they did religiously was 

constantly under observation in order to decipher their true motivations and intentions. 

For instance, much of what we know about the hidden religious lives of Moriscos comes 

from inquisitorial trials and the meticulous recorded statements made by defendants 

before and after pressure was applied to often force confessions, which is why the archive 

is flawed, incomplete, and ultimately problematic. Yet, as Chejne aptly explains, 

“(w)hether living in Granada, Andalusía, Valencia, Aragón, Castile, Estremadura, or 

Cataluña, the Morisco and his forerunner, the Mudejar, had historical consciousness 

about his past Islamic ascendancy and, by extension, about his place in history, (and) this 

produced not only strong pride in past Islamic accomplishments and faithfulness to 

Islamic values and practices, but also the unshakable belief in the Morisco's ultimate 

deliverance.”268 With this complexity in mind, it can be said that Morisco religious 

performance was a tapestry of imbricated layers of cloth representing the competing 
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identifiers and histories of belonging and distinction. They were at once part of Spain and 

separate, and their performance of religious represented this fact in all its convolution.  

Moreover, this forced complication in religious performance was exemplified 

both by how they were understood from outside of the community as well as from within. 

For the Moriscos, culture was what they could preserve from their collective past and 

religion was a negotiated space where power was enforced through a top down model, 

where the Spanish state set the terms and delimited the boundaries. The policing of the 

community’s religiosity was an extension of the Spanish state’s desire to formulate a 

subject who conformed to the ways and norms of an idealized Christianity. The idea here 

is to present a framework to understand Morisco religious life that does not privilege 

either a monolithic Christianity or an Orientalized Islam. 

Moriscos fit into this muddle of religious practice as Spanish subjects who did not 

conform by choice or were not allowed to conform. Regardless of whether or not the 

Moriscos had agency in their religious practices, the end result of expulsion in the name 

of national cohesion remains as the truest testament to Morisco difference. Islam in the 

Morisco context was so irretrievably foreign that it had to be removed like a cancerous 

tumor. What Spain attempted to create by ridding themselves of the Moriscos was a 

modern nation free from the befuddlement of the late medieval past. As a product of 

Spain’s process of defining its early nationalism, the Moriscos were perhaps one of the 

earliest casualties of European modernity. While some Moriscos attempted tooth and nail 

to preserve their Muslim identities separate from the imposed Catholicism of the state, 

others chose to pass as Old Christians. For those Moriscos who chose to oppose the state 

by retaining their Islam or confront the state in open rebellion, the end product was the 
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removal of Moriscos from their ancestral lands irrespective of where they fell on the 

assimilation spectrum.  

Ultimately, the Spanish state was able to decide the terms of this physical and 

spiritual divorcing of the other, and the Morisco performance and non-performance of 

religion set the stage for the reification of modern Hispanicity and the solidification of a 

future Spanish nationalism in contradistinction to the Iberian Muslim past. Morisco 

religious identity was cast in opposition to the state and orthodox iterations of a national 

Spanish identity. Islam and its practice did not fit into the nationalistic vision of the 

Spanish state, and Moriscos, as the perpetual reminder of the Iberian Muslim past, 

suffered the only fate available to them, annihilation and forced removal. 
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APPENDIX 

105 EXAMPLES OF ANTI-MORISCO LEGISLATION 

 
Laws limiting Morisco cultural production/reproduction 
Year Law/Regulation/Ecclesiastical Pronouncement 
12/31/1495 Baza. Agreement by the municipality of Baza for the Moorish minstrels 

to travel from their places of residence to this city for the celebration of 
the feast of Corpus Christi. 

* Acuerdo del Ayuntamiento de Baza para que los ministriles moros de 
los lugares de su tierra fuesen a dicha ciudad para la celebracion de la 
fiesta del Corpus Christi.‡ 

06/20/1511 Granada. Decree ordering that from henceforth, none of the newly 
converted from the kingdom of Granada can dress themselves in the 
Moorish fashion, but instead in the manner used by Old Christians. 

* Cedula ordenando que en adelante ninguno de los nuevamente 
convertidos del reino de Granada pueda hacerse vestidos a la manera de 
los moros, sino en la forma usada por los cristianos viejos. 

12/14/1512 Granada. Agreement made by the municipality of Granada regarding the 
clothes that Morisco tailors could cut and make. 

* Acuerdo tomado por el Ayuntamineto de Granada sobre las ropas que 
podian cortar y hacer los sastres Moriscos. 

07/29/1513 Decree seeking the enforcement of the mandate regarding Morisca 
clothing and that in two years hence, none of the newly converted could 
wear the almalafa (traditional veil employed by Morisco women). 

* Cedula para que guarde lo mandado sobre las ropas moriscas y que 
pasados dos años ninguna nuevamente convertida pueda traer almalafa 

07/29/1513 Decree ordering Old Christian women to stop dressing like Moriscas and 
to stop wearing the veil. 

* Cedula para que las cristianas viejas no se vistan a la morisca ni 
traigan almalafa. 

  
                                                
‡ Antonio Gallego Burin and Alfonso Gamir Sandoval, Los Moriscos del Reino de Granada: 
Segun el Sinodo de Gaudix de 1554 (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 1996). 
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01/27/1517 Summons made by the juries of the municipality of Granada so that the 
entitlement on Moriscos called the tarcon, which was paid during 
zambras, weddings and betrothals, not be levied. 
 
* Requerimineto hecho pos los jurrados del Ayuntamiento de Granada 
para que no se cobrase el derecho Morisco llamado tarcon, que se 
llevaba por las zambras, bodas y desposorios. 

03/11/1518 Favor granted by the city of Granada at the death of the New Christian, 
Fernando Morales Fisteli, to cease the collection of the entitlement 
formerly paid by minstrels and zambras musicians during Moorish times. 
 
* Merced hecha a la cuidad de Granada para que cuando muriese el 
Cristiano Nuevo Fernando Morales el Fisteli cesase y consumiese el 
derecho que en tiempo de los moros pagaban los juglares o zambreros. 

01/04/1519 Agreement by the City of Granada ending the tax paid to hold zambras. 
 
* Acuerdo del Ayuntamiento de Granada dando por extiguir el impuesto 
que se pagaba por las zambras. 

07/18/1524 City of Baza agreements to prevent women from covering their faces with 
mantles. 
 
* Acuerdos del Ayuntamiento de Baza para que las mujeres no se 
cubriesen el rostro con mantos. 

11/04/1524 Agreement by the municipality of Baza requiring that the inhabitants of 
the villages of Zujar, Freila, Caniles and Benamaurel travel to Baza 
during the jubilee celebration with those who are in charge of its zambra. 
 
* Acuerdo del Ayuntamiento de Baza para que a esta cuidad fuesen los 
moradores de las villas de Zujar, Freila, Caniles y Benamaurel al 
recibimineto del jubilee y que con los de caniles fuesen los que tenian 
cargo de su zambra. 

07/17/1528 Monzón. Copy of a list of concessions granted to the newly converted in 
the Kingdom of Valencia. 
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* Copia de un asiento de las cosas que se concedieron a los nuevamente 
convertidos del Reyno de Valencia. † 

06/25/1529 Warrant preserving the accords from the Congregation of 1526 regarding 
the newly converted, with exceptions regarding the almalafas, and that the 
clergy not prescribe conditions in wills. 

* Cedula para que se guarde lo acordado en la Congregacion de 1526 
respecto a los nuevamente convertidos, except en lo de las almalafas, y 
que los clerigos no interesen mandas en los testamentos. 

02/22/1530 Warrant for the president and judges of the Court of Granada, together 
with the archbishop and the Marquis of Mondejar, to approve what had 
been agreed upon regarding the clothing worn by the women and 
daughters of the newly converted mudejares. 

* Cedula para que el president y oidores de la Audencia de Granada, 
juntamente con el arzobispo y el marques de Mondejar, proveyesen lo que 
conviniera acerca del habito de las mujeres e hijas de los mudejares 
nuevamente convertidos. 

06/20/1530 Warrant ordering the Archbishop of Granada to be informed of the 
reasons why zambra celebrations were prohibited. 

* Cedula para que el arzobispo de Granada informase de las razones que 
habia tenido para prohibir la zambra. 

07/01/1530 Letter to the Archbishop of Granada responding to his proposed reforms 
regarding the customs of the newly converted. 

* Carta al arzobispo de Granada contestandole a lo que proponia para la 
reforma de las costumbres de los nuevamente convertidos. 

07/01/1530 Warrant for the newly converted in order for them to transition out of 
their customs. 

* Cedula para los nuevamente convertidos a fin que muden el habito. 

  

                                                
† Ana Isabel Carrasco Manchado (2012-04-23). De la convivencia a la exclusión. Imágenes 
legislativas de mudéjares y moriscos. Siglos XIII-XVII (Spanish Edition) Silex Ediciones. Kindle 
Edition. 
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09/23/1530 Response by the Empress to the Archbishop of Granada regarding certain 
points concerning the New Christians. 

* Cedula de la Emperatriz al arzobispo de Granada respondiendo a 
ciertos puntos relativos a los cristianos nuevos. 

03/10/1532 Medina del Campo. 
Writ allowing the president and judges to choose what is best regarding 
the New Christian request for permission to celebrate and sing their music 
at weddings. 

* Cédula para que presidente y oydores provean lo que más convenga 
sobre lo que piden los christianos nuevos, de que les dexen tañer y cantar 
con sus músicas en sus bodas. 

08/07/1535 Specific agreement by the City Council of Malaga to allow rejoicing with 
zambras in places like Axarquia. 

* Particular de un acurdo del Ayuntamiento de Malaga para hacer un 
regocijo con las zambras de los lugares de su Axarquia y de su Hoya. 

1566 Agreed upon chapters by the Board of the city of Madrid regarding the 
reform of Morisco customs in Granada. 

* Capitulos acordados en la Junta de la villa de Mardid sobre la reforma 
de las costumbres de los Moriscos de Granada. 

09/3/1585 (On passing) Royal provision by His Majesty, concerning the order must 
be given extolling the Moors of the Kingdom of Granada, who pretend to 
be Old Christians. 

* Provisión real de S.M., sobre el orden que se ha de tener en los 
negocios tocantes a los moriscos del Reyno de Granada, que pretendieren 
ser cristianos viejos. 

 
 
Laws limiting Morisco religious production/reproduction 
Year Law/Regulation/Ecclesiastical Pronouncement 
01/02/1492 Capitulations from the War of Granada. 

* Capitulaciones de la Guerra de Granada.⊗ 

  
                                                
⊗ Mercedes Garcia Arenal, Los Moriscos, Madrid: Editora Nacional, 1975. 
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09/30/1500 Baza. Stipulation by law that the Moors of the Moorish quarter of Baza 
and the towns and villages of their land be converted to Catholicism. 

* Capitulacion por ley que los moros de la Moreria de Baza y los de las 
villas y lugares de su tierra se convirtieron al catolicismo. 

02/26/1501 Huescar. Adjusted capitulation agreement with the Moors of Huescar 
allowing for their conversion to Catholicism. 

* Capitulacion ajustada con los moros de Huescar para su conversion al 
catolicismo. 

07/30/1501 Granada. Agreement by the City of Granada regarding Morisco bath 
houses. 

Acuerdo del Ayuntamiento de Granada acerca de los baños. 

06/20/1511 Decree permitting only Old Christians to be godparents in the baptisms and 
marriages of the newly converted. 

* Cedula para que solo los cristianos viejos fuesen padrinos en los 
bautismos y casamientos de los nuevamente convertidos. 

06/20/1511 Document prohibiting the newly converted from being butchers or 
slaughtering meat where there is an Old Christian butcher. 

* Cedula para que los nuevamente convertidos no pudiesen degollar 
carnes donde hubiera carnicero Cristiano Viejo. 

07/29/1513 Charter issued concerning the godparents at baptisms of the newly 
converted. 

* Sobrecarta de la dada acerca de los padrinos en los bautismos de los 
nuevamente convertidos. 

07/29/1513 Clarification of the instructions on the slaughtering of meat for food by the 
newly converted. 

* Aclaracion de lo mandado sobre el deguello de las carnes para el 
alimento de los nuevamente convertidos. 

06/09/1514 Ordinances made by Don Fernando de Toledo for the indoctrination of 
New Christians from Huescar and Castijejar. 

* Ordenanzas hechas por Don Fernando de Toledo para doctrina de los 
cristianos nuevos de Huescar y Castijejar. 



 227 

08/25/1523 Provision to let the Corregidor of Granada be informed of the request 
made by Francisco Nunez Muley for himself and on behalf of the newly 
converted so that they could be godparents in baptisms and vigils. 

* Provision para que el Corregidor de Granada informase la peticion 
hecha por Francisco Nuñez de Muley por si y en nombre de los 
nuevamente convertidos a fin de que estos pudiesen ser padrinos en 
bautismos y velaciones. 

08/25/1523 Provision allowing for the Corregidor of Granada to share information 
regarding the complaint of the newly converted with respect to the 
slaughter of meat. 

* Provision para que el Corregidor de Granada practique informacion 
sobre la queja de los nuevamente convertidos respect a la matanza de las 
carnes. 

04/04/1525 Madrid. Proclamation of the Emperor according to which the validity of 
Muslim baptisms performed in Valencia during the riots of the 
Germanies, as had declared the Board of Madrid is confirmed. 

* Cédula del emperador según la cual se confirma la validez de los 
bautizos de musulmanes realizados en Valencia durante las revueltas de 
las Germanías, tal y como había declarado la Junta de Madrid. 

09/13/1525 Segovia. Edict of Charles V to the Muslims of the Kingdom of Valencia 
commanding them to convert to Christianity, in lieu of the damage it 
would cause to have them thrown out of the kingdom. 

* Edicto de Carlos V a los musulmanes del Reino de Valencia 
mandándoles que se conviertan al cristianismo, para excusar el daño que 
les vendría de tener que ser expulsados de dicho reino. 

12/07/1526 Granada. Ordinances from the Royal Justice of the Peace of Granada 
[Book IV]. Regarding the natives of this kingdoms and what must be 
guarded against amongst the newly converted Christians Moors in the 
Kingdom of Granada. 

* Ordenanzas de la Real Audiencia de Granada [Libro IV]. De los 
naturales de estos reinos: acerca de lo que han de guardar los cristianos 
nuevamente convertidos de moros, en el Reino de Granada. 

12/10/1526 Instruction given to Fray Pedro de Alba, elected archbishop of Granada, 
for the fulfillment of the agreement regarding the reform of the newly 
converted and clergy. 

* Instruccion dada a fray Pedro de Alba, electo arzobispo de Granada, 
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para el cumplimiento de lo acordado en cuanto a la reforma de los 
nuevemente convertidos y del clero. 

1528 Courts of Madrid, 1528. Art. XLVII. The Moriscos are to be visited so 
that they are taught to live in the faith. 

* Cortes de Madrid de 1528. Art. CXLVII. Que los moriscos sean 
visitados para que vivan en la fe.  

11/12/1532 Provisional charter issued so that the lifeguards were either Christians or 
Old Christians and forbidding the converted again from going to the baths 
before Mass on Sundays and holy days. 

* Sobrecarta de la Provision dada para que los bañeros fuesen cristianos 
o cristianas Viejas y prohibiendo a los nuevamente convertidos ir a los 
baños antes de la misa en los domingos y fiestas de guardar. 

02/04/1539 
03/04/1539 

What was discussed and resolved in Toledo regarding the Moriscos of 
Granada. 

* Lo que se platico y resolvio en Toledo sobre lo de los Moriscos de 
Granada. 

9/19/1560 The Moriscos can not have nor buy black slaves. Art. 86. Courts of 
Toledo. 

* Que los moriscos no pueden tener ni comprar esclavos negros. Art. 86. 
Cortes de Toledo.  

1561 Decisions taken by the board of Francisco de Navarra prison regarding 
the conversion of the Moriscos. 

* Acuerdos tomados por la junta que presidio do Francisco de Navarra 
sobre el negocio de la conversion de los Moriscos. 

1564 '' Chapter XXIV. Manning of the churches. '' 1. To better convert the 
Moriscos, churches, which are poorly equipped, must receive more 
resources and add fervor to divine worship. 

* ''Capítulo XXIV. Sobre la dotación de las iglesias.'' 1. Que para mejor 
convertir a los moriscos se diese a las iglesias, pobremente dotadas, más 
medios y fervor al culto divino. 

1566 Valencia. Instructions to deepen the evangelization of the Moriscos, 
approved by royal and ecclesiastical authorities from the Kingdom of 
Valencia. 
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* Instrucciones para profundizar en la evangelización de los moriscos, 
aprobadas por las autoridades reales y eclesiásticas del Reino de 
Valencia. 

 
 
Laws regulating Morisco sexual reproduction/children 
Year Law/Regulation/Ecclesiastical Pronouncement 
10/31/1499 Granada. Pragmatics of 1499 on Christian children of the Muslim 

kingdom of Granada. 

* Pragmática de 1499 sobre los hijos cristianos de los musulmanes del 
reino de Granada. 

1510 Monzón. Provision against the ruffians who prostituted women, given in 
the Courts of Monzon in 1510. 

* Disposición contra los rufianes que prostituyen a mujeres, dada en las 
Cortes de Monzón de 1510. 

07/28/1530 Writ charging the Archbishop of Granada with regard to the dispensations 
of marriages prohibited in varying degrees among New Christians. 

* Cedula encargando al arzobispo de Granada lo tocante a las 
dispensaciones de los matrimonios en grados prohibidos entre los 
cristianos nuevos. 

07/29/1530 Provision so that the Archbishop of Granada allow New Christians to 
celebrate their marriages in prohibited degrees. 

* Provision para que el arzobispo de Granada pueda dispensar a los 
cristianos nuevos la celebracion del matrimonio en grados prohibidos. 

11/06/1530 Writ ordering the president and judges of the Court and Chancery of 
Granada, together with the Archbishop and Marquis of Mondejar, to 
propose the permissibility of marriages between newly converted men 
and Old Christian women and Newly converted women with Old 
Christian men. 

* Cedula para que el president y oidores de la Audencia y Chancilleria 
de Granada, juntamente con el arzobispo y marques de Mondejar, 
propusiesen la graticifacion que debia dares a los nuevamente 
convertidos que se casasen con cristianas Viejas y a las nuevas que se 
casasen con cristianos viejos. 

07/30/1572 Madrid. Declaration regarding the children of the kingdom of Granada. 

* Pragmática y declaración sobre los menores del reyno de Granada. 
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Laws regulating Morisco wine consumption 
Date/Year Location – Law/Regulation/Ecclesiastical Pronouncement 
04/07/1500 Granada – Accord by the municipality of Granada to regulate articles of 

consumption and limit the sale of wine to the newly converted. 
 
* Acuerdo del Ayuntamiento de Granada tasando articulos de consume y 
limitando la venta de vino para los nuevamente convertidos. 

07/03/1505 Gaudix – Royal provision for the Magistrate of Gaudix to remedy the 
excesses of the newly converted, who on all Sundays and feasts gather to 
drink wine. 
 
* Real Provision para que el Corregidor de Gaudix remediase el exceso 
de los nuevamente convertidos, que en todos los domingos y fiestas se 
juntaban a beber vino. 

08/19/1515 Writ condemning New Christians, who are found drunken in the streets, 
to one day of prison. 
 
* Cedula condenando a un dia de carcel a los cristianos nuevos que se 
encontrasen borrachos en las calles. 

09/02/1521 Baza – Accord of the municipality of Baza prohibiting the sale of wine in 
taverns/grocery stores, so that Moriscos do not get intoxicated. 
 
* Acuerdo del Ayuntamiento de Baza prohibiendo que se vendiese vino en 
los bedegones para que no se emborracharan los Moriscos. 

 
 
Laws regulating Morisco movement and travel 
Year Law/Regulation/Ecclesiastical Pronouncement 
10/03/1497 Granada. Agreement by the Council of Granada to change the days of its 

council, so that Moors can no longer attend. 

* Acuerdo tomado por el Concejo de Granada de cambiar los dias de su 
ayuntamiento, por no entrar ya en el los moros. 

07/20/1501 Granada. Writ given by the Catholic Monarchs prohibiting the entry of 
Muslims into the Kingdom of Granada and ordering the expulsion of the 
remaining Muslims (except those who are slaves). 

* Pragmática dada por los Reyes Católicos prohibiendo la entrada de 
musulmanes en el Reino de Granada y ordenando la expulsión de los 
musulmanes que permanecen en él (exceptuando los que son esclavos). 

02/12/1502 Provision by the Catholic Monarchs ordering the expulsion of Muslims 
from the kingdom. 

* Provisión de los Reyes Católicos ordenando la expulsión de los 
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musulmanes del reino. 

09/17/1502 Toledo. Decree issued by the Catholic Monarchs prohibiting the newly 
converted of Castilla to move to the kingdom of Granada. 

* Pragmática dada por los Reyes Católicos sobre que los recién 
convertidos de Castilla no se trasladen al reino de Granada. 

9/17/1502 Decree issued by the Catholic Monarchs in 1502 prohibitting the newly 
converted Moors from selling their goods for two years or go outside the 
realms of Castile and Leon and leave until the end of the said two years... 

* Pragmática dada por los Reyes Católicos en 1502 para que los 
nuevamente convertidos de moros no vendan sus bienes por tiempo de 
dos años ni salgan fuera de los reinos de Castilla y León ni se vayan por 
el tiempo de los dichos dos años de vivienda ni a tra [...]  

1510 Monzón. Provision prohibiting expulsion and forced conversion of 
Muslims, given in the Courts of Monzon in 1510. 

* Disposición prohibiendo la expulsión y la conversión forzosa de los 
musulmanes, dada en las Cortes de Monzón de 1510.  

02/15/1515 Arévalo. Provision prohibiting Mudejars from Arevalo from entering 
Granada. 

* Provisión para que los mudéjares destos reynos no puedan entrar en el 
de Granada.  

06/03/1524 Baza. Accord by the Baza City Council about the site that the New 
Christians have taken for burial. 

* Acuerdo del Ayuntamineto de Baza acerca del sitio que habian tomado 
los cristianos nuevos para su enterramiento. 

02/27/1525 Accord by the Baza City Council to ensure that the parish priests and 
friars no impede New Christians from using their churches as sepulchers 
for their cadavers. 

* Acuerdo del Ayuntamiento de Baza para procurer que los parrocos y 
frailes no impidiesen que se diera sepulture en sus Iglesias a los cadavers 
de los cristianos nuevos. 

04/28/1525 Agreement by the City of Baza granting New Christians the hermitages of 
San Marcos and San Sebastian as burial sites, outside the walls of the city. 

* Acuerdo del Ayuntamiento de Baza dando a los cristianos nuevos para 
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sitios de sus enterramintos las ermitas de San Marcos y San Sebastian, 
extramuros de la cuidad. 

1537 ''On the death penalty or galleys for the converted Moriscos. '' That the 
Moorish converts, or their children and women, who were imprisoned by 
reason of being in places near the sea against what was written in the 
decrees, can be only so penalized... 

* ''Sobre la pena de muerte o galeras a los moriscos convertidos.'' Que 
los moriscos convertidos, o sus hijos y mujeres, que fuesen presos por 
razón de estar en lugares cercanos al mar en contra de lo que disponían 
las pragmáticas, puedan tan sólo ser pena [...]  

10/03/1539 Madrid. Provision that no child or grandson of someone burned without 
reconciliation, Jew or Moor, by the Holy Inquisition, nor any newly 
converted Moor or Jew – can travel to the West Indies. 

* Provisión para que ningún hijo ni nieto de quemado sin reconciliación, 
de judío ni moro, por la Santa Inquisición, ni ninguno nuevamente 
convertido de moro ni judío pueda pasar a las Indias. 

6/21/1567 Writ ordering the newly converted not to move their homes from one 
location to another near the sea coast, or to make commerce with Moors 
from afar seeking wood or other things. 

* Pragmatica dels novament covertis, sobre lo mudar sos domiciles de un 
lloch a altres y del costarse a la mar, e tractar a los moros que venen 
dallende ab fustes, y de altres coses'.  

6/25/1567 Proclamation prohibiting converted Moriscos from changing his domicile 
and dealing with Moors. 1. Converts who moved from their homes with 
their families, so they suspected it was to go beyond the sea, ipso facto 
incurred the death penalty... 

* Pragmática prohibiendo a los moriscos convertidos mudar de domicilio 
y tratar con moros. 1. Los convertidos que se fuesen de sus lugares con 
sus familias, de tal manera que se sospechase que era para pasar allende 
el mar, incurran ipso facto en la pena d [...]  

6/25/1567 Decree prohibiting a converted Morisco from changing his domicile and 
dealing with Moors. 1. No convert should help or guide directly or 
indirectly or provide directions to Moors, Turks and pirates who steal 
from the Kingdom... 

* Pragmática prohibiendo a los moriscos convertidos mudar de domicilio 
y tratar con moros. 1. Ningún convertido pudiese ayudar o guiar directa 
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o indirectamente ni mostrar caminos a moros, turcos y piratas que 
robaban en el Reino. 2. Que no tengan ninguna [...]  

6/25/1567 Decree prohibiting a converted Morisco from changing his domicile and 
dealing with Moors. 1. We establish that none of the converted since 
1559, including their descendants, can change his domicile or leave the 
place he dwells without a license... 

* Pragmática prohibiendo a los moriscos convertidos mudar de domicilio 
y tratar con moros. 1. Establecemos que ninguno de los convertidos desde 
el año 1559, incluyendo sus descendientes, puedan mudar de domicilio o 
marcharse del lugar que habiten sin licen [...]  

02/24/1571 Aranjuez. Privilege in favor of the new settlers of the Kingdom of 
Granada. Privileges and exemptions to encourage repopulation of lands 
and houses confiscated from the converted of the Kingdom of Granada as 
punishment for rebellion against the king. 

* Privilegio a favor de los nuevos pobladores del Reino de Granada. Se 
conceden privilegios y exenciones para fomentar la repoblación de las 
tierras y casas confiscadas a los convertidos del Reino de Granada como 
castigo por la rebelión contra el rey. 

05/31/1572 San Lorenzo del Escorial. actual provision on the properties of the 
converted from the Kingdom of Granada. 

* Provisión real sobre las propiedades de los convertidos del Reino de 
Granada. 

7/30/1586 Banning the Moriscos from of the Kingdom of Valencia from changing 
their domiciles unlicensed. ''We ordain that the Moors converted in 1519 
and their descendants can not move from their homes to other places near 
the sea, under penalty… 

* ''Prohibición a los moriscos del Reino de Valencia de mudar de 
domicilio sin licencia'' Ordenamos que los moriscos convertidos en 1519 
y sus descendientes no puedan mudarse de sus domicilios a otros lugares 
cercanos al mar, bajo la pena de quedar a merce [...]  

7/30/1586 Prohibiting the acceptance of Moriscos who moved without a license as 
vassals. “Nobody can accept as vassals from among the newly converted 
Moors who moved from home without having a license in his possession. 
penalty established [...] 

* ''Prohibición de aceptar como vasallos a moriscos mudados de 
domicilio sin licencia'' Que nadie pueda aceptar como vasallos a los 
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moriscos recién convertidos que hubiesen mudado de domicilio si estosno 
tuviesen la licencia en su poder. Se establecen pena [...]  

7/30/1586 (Prohibition on Moriscos camping near seaports) We ordain that no 
Morisco can camp near the sea without royal license, incurring penalties 
at the discretion of the Viceroy and the Royal Council to serve up to three 
years as a galley slave…  

* ''Prohibición a los moriscos de acampar cerca de puertos de mar'' 
Proveemos y mandamos que ningún morisco pueda acampar cerca del 
mar sin licencia real, incurriendo en penas a arbitrio del virrey y el 
Consejo Real hasta llegar a servir tres años en galer [...]  

7/30/1586 (Death penalty for Moriscos caught trying to leave the kingdom) That 
Moriscos who are caught trying to get by with part of his family or 
anything beyond the sea, incurred ipso facto the death penalty if they 
were older than sixteen… 

* ''Pena de muerte para los moriscos sorprendidos intentando irse del 
reino'' Que los moriscos que fuesen sorprendidos intentando pasar con 
parte de su familia o alguna cosa allende el mar, incurran ipso facto en 
la pena de muerte si fuesen mayores de diec [...]  

7/30/1586 (Death penalty for Moriscos that deviate from the actual paths to the sea) 
1. Moriscos caught by the sea on the way to Catalonia without the 
permission of the relevant lord or royal officer, or suspected of the 
intention of leaving… 

* ''Pena de muerte a los moriscos que se aparten de los caminos reales 
hacia el mar'' 1. Que los moriscos sorprendidos cerca del mar en el 
camino que iba a Cataluña sin licencia del señor o de los oficial real 
pertinente, sospechándose la intención de pasa [...]  

7/30/1586 (Banning unlicensed Moriscos from working or entering the barony of 
Palop) No morisco can enter Palop and his barony under penalty of death 
or galleys discretion of the Royal Council according to the quality of the 
event… 

* ''Prohibición a los moriscos sin licencia de paso por trabajo de entrar 
en la baronía de Palop'' Ningún morisco pueda entrar en Palop y su 
baronía bajo la pena de muerte o galeras a arbitrio del Consejo Real 
según la calidad del suceso y perdiendo en cua [...]  

7/30/1586 (Prohibition on Moors or Moriscos from outside of Spain from entering 
the kingdom) We command that no person under any condition can 
accept Moors and Moriscos of Castile and Aragon, nor those captives 
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who had been freed. 

* ''Prohibición de que entrasen en el reino moros y moriscos de otras 
partes'' Mandamos que ninguna persona de cualquier condición no pueda 
aceptar a moros y moriscos de Castilla o Aragón, ni tampoco a aquellos 
cautivos que hubiesen sido liberados. Que sol [...]  

07/29/1598 Judgment on Agriculture in the Council minutes of Guadalajara. (One of 
the remedies proposed is to obligate Moriscos to only work on farms.) 

* Parecer sobre lo de la Agricoltura, en las actas del Consejo de 
Guadalajara. (Uno de los remedies que mas insistencia se propone es 
obligor a los Moriscos a que trabajen unicamente en las labores del 
campo.) 

8/4/1609 Royal Charter: All Moriscos from the kingdom of Valencia are to be 
removed and throw to Barbary/North Africa. 

* Real Carta: se saquen todos los moriscos del reino de Valencia y que se 
echen en Berberia.  

9/11/1609 Royal Decree mandating the expulsion of the Moriscos from the Kingdom 
of Valencia. 

* Real Cédula mandando expulsar a los moriscos del Reino de Valencia.  

9/22/1609 Valencia. Royal Decree: mandating the expulsion of the Moriscos and the 
way to do it. 

* Real Cédula: mandando la expulsión de los moriscos y la forma de 
hacerla.  

10/1/1609 Valencia. Allowing Moriscos to sell the things they have, except the 
following things... 

* Crida para que los moriscos puguen vendre tots y qualsevol vens que 
aquells tinguen, except les coses y tens seguent...  

12/9/1609 Madrid. Royal Charter and proclamation ordering and announcing the 
expulsion of the Moriscos New Christians of the kingdoms of Granada, 
Murcia and Andalusia. 
 
* Cédula Real y pregón ordenando y anunciando la expulsión de los 
cristianos nuevos moriscos de los reinos de Granada, Murcia y 
Andalucía. 

12/28/1609 Royal Decree ordering that Moriscos of Castile, Extremadura and La 
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Mancha who want to leave Spain, be allowed to do so within thirty days 
from the publication of this certificate. 

* Cédula Real para que los Moriscos de Castilla, Extremadura y La 
Mancha que quisieren ir fuera de España, lo puedan hacer dentro de 
treinta días a partir de la publicación de esta Cédula  

1/10-
13/1610 

Royal Decree expelling Moriscos from the Kingdoms of Granada, Murcia 
and Andalusia. 

* Real Cédula expulsado de los Reinos de Granada, Murcia y Andalucía 
a los moriscos.  

05/29/1610 Zaragoza. Proclamation ordering the expulsion of the Moors from the 
Kingdom of Aragon. 

* Bando ordenando la expulsión de los moriscos del Reyno de Aragón. 

07/10/1610 Aranda de Duero. Warrant ordering the expulsion of all moriscos of the 
Kingdoms of Castile Old and New, Extremadura and La Mancha. 

* Cédula ordenando la expulsión de todos los moriscos de los Reinos de 
Castilla la Vieja y Nueva, Extremadura y la Mancha. 

08/29/1611 Valencia. Band ordering by distribution of the sons and daughters of the 
Moriscos among their neighbors in the Kingdom of Valencia. 

* Bando por el que se ordena repartir los hijos e hijas de los moriscas 
entre vecinos del Reino de Valencia. 

10/08/1611 Decree regarding Moriscos. 

* Cédula sobre moriscos.  

08/21/1612 Madrid. Warrant ordering that Moors who have returned to the realms be 
thrown to the galleys, and the Morisca women expelled, and those who 
had yet to leave to be expelled. 

* Cédula para que los moriscos que han vuelto a los Reinos sean echados 
a galeras, y las moriscas, expulsadas, y los que no hubieren salido sean 
expulsados. 

8/21/1612 Decree regarding Moriscos. 

* Cédula sobre moriscos. 
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1614 Writ on the expulsion of the Moors in Valencia and reducing their census. 
Chapter XXXIX: We ordain that no new villager of a place formerly 
owned by Moriscos to sell houses or land that had fallen into their 
hands… 

* Pragmática sobre la expulsión de los moriscos en Valencia y reducción 
de sus censales. Capítulo XXXIX: Ordenamos que ningún poblador nuevo 
de antiguo lugar de moriscos pueda vender o enagenar las casas o tierras 
que les habían caído en suerte, a favor de [...]  

1614 Proclamation on the expulsion of the Moors in Valencia and reduced their 
census. Chapter VI: We send the debts left by the Moors expelled, even if 
they were justified by deeds and letters of payment… 

* Pragmática sobre la expulsión de los moriscos en Valencia y reducción 
de sus censales. Capítulo VI: Mandamos que las deudas dejadas por los 
moriscos expulsados, aunque estuviesen justificadas por escrituras 
públicas y cartas de pago, no se pudiesen pedi [...]  

1614 Writ on the expulsion of the Moors in Valencia and reduced their census. 
Chapter I: We command and establish that the census henceforth be taken 
in places populated by Moriscos before their expulsion is reduced to 
twelve... 

* Pragmática sobre la expulsión de los moriscos en Valencia y reducción 
de sus censales. Capítulo I: Mandamos y establecemos que los censales 
que en adelante se cargasen sobre los lugares poblados de moriscos 
antes de su expulsión quede reducido a doce din [...]  

9/3/1616 Royal Decree on the sale of the estates of the Moors expelled from the 
kingdom (of Valencia) and many other things dependent on them. 

* Real Cédula sobre la venta de las haciendas de los moriscos expulsados 
de ese reino (de Valencia) y otras muchas cosas dependientes de ellas.  

1626 On the jurisdiction of the lords of ancient places where Moriscos lived. 
That the lords of populated places with fifteen houses on the day of the 
publication of the side of the expulsion of the Moors time to enjoy all the 
same juri [... ] 

* Sobre la jurisdicción de los señores de antiguos lugares de moriscos.'' 
Que los señores de los lugares de quince casas pobladas en el día de la 
publicación del bando de la expulsión de los moriscos gocen por todo 
tiempo de la misma juri [...]  
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Laws regulating Morisco access to weaponry 
Year Law/Regulation/Ecclesiastical Pronouncement 
9/18/1495 Ordinances regarding the possession of weapons made by the monarchs to 

the Board of the city of Santa María del Campo. Excluded from these 
ordinances on the possession of weapons are Mudejars from the kingdom 
of Granada and others who, by express command... 

* Ordenanzas sobre posesión de armas hecha por los reyes a suplicación 
de la Junta de Santa María del Campo. Se excluyen de estas ordenanzas 
sobre la posesión de armas a los mudéjares del reino de Granada y 
también a otras personas que, por expreso mandami [...]  

04/28/1501 Letter of Don Alonso Venegas and others to Fernando de Zafra giving 
news of his efforts concerning the Moors and the collection of their 
weapons. (This letter is not a law - but records the issuance of a letter by 
King Ferdinand, which limits Morisco access to weaponry.) 

* Carta de Don Alonso de Venegas y otros a Fernando de Zafra dandole 
noticias de sus gestiones acerca de los moros y de las armas recogidas. 

09/03/1501 Granada. Writ prohibiting the converted from the Kingdom of Granada 
from carrying weapons neither publically nor secretly. 

* Pragmática para que ningún convertido del Reino de Granada tenga ni 
traiga armas ni pública ni escondidamente. 

09/13/1549 Valladolid. His Majesty’s proclamation declaring who has the privilege of 
carrying weapons. 

* Cédula de su Magestad en que declara quiénes son los que an de gozar 
de privilegio de traer armas. 

11/05/1559 Edict by the Inquisition of Aragon prohibiting Moriscos from using 
firearms. 

* Edicto de la Inquisicion de Aragon prohibiendo a los Moriscos las 
armas de fuego. 

1/19/1563 Madrid. Proclamation prohibiting the possession of weapons by Morisco 
converts from the kingdom of Valencia and their children and 
descendants. 

* Pragmática por la que se prohíbe a los moriscos conversos del reino de 
Valencia y a sus hijos y descendientes la posesión de armas ofensivas.  
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1564 Chapter LXXVIII. Ensuring that certain penalties issued by the city of 
Valencia are met throughout the kingdom. '' Provisions and ordinances 
made by the city of Valencia refgarding those performing assaults with 
bottles, jars or reeds… 

* ''Capítulo LXXVIII. Sobre que ciertas penas de la ciudad de Valencia se 
cumplan en todo en el reino.'' Mandamiento para las provisiones y 
ordenaciones de la ciudad de Valencia acerca de los que realizaban 
agresiones con botellas, cántaros o cañas, y las [...]  

6/20/1567 Valencia. Prohibition of the Moriscos to have/own weapons: 1. We 
command and forbid that Morisco converts have defensive or offensive 
weapons. 2. Knives and tools necessary for their homes and offices are 
excluded... 

* Prohibición a los moriscos de poder tener armas propias: 1. 
Ordenamos y prohibimos que los moriscos convertidos puedan tener 
armas propias defensivas u ofensivas. 2. Se exceptúan cuchillos e 
instrumentos necesarios para sus casas y oficios. 3. Que qued [...]  

 


