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A B S T R A C T 

The Jewish presence in the Iberian Peninsula during the Middle Ages was 

deeply intertwined with the sociopolitical dynamics of the region, particularly 

the Christian-Muslim conflict and the internal rivalries within Christian 

kingdoms. This paper investigates the political roles and positions held by 

Jewish communities under the reign of the Castilian and Aragonese 

monarchies. Drawing on limited but significant historical sources, the study 

highlights how affluent Jewish families leveraged their financial capabilities to 

gain proximity to royal courts, often influencing policy and administration. 

Their strategic alignment with Christian monarchs—against the backdrop of 

aristocratic and ecclesiastical resistance—allowed them to ascend to critical 

administrative and diplomatic positions. However, these roles were often short-

lived, as shifting alliances and growing anti-Jewish sentiment culminated in 

eventual persecution and expulsion. This article aims to provide a nuanced 

understanding of Jewish political agency in medieval Iberia while accounting 

for the limitations of historical documentation on religious minorities. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The Jewish communities of medieval Iberia occupied a 

unique position at the crossroads of Christian, Muslim, 

and Jewish civilizations. From the 11th to 15th centuries, 

their political and economic roles evolved dramatically 

under the kingdoms of Castile and Aragon, reflecting 

broader transformations in Iberian society. This study 

examines how Jewish elites navigated the complex 

power dynamics of the Reconquista period, serving as 

financiers, diplomats, and administrators while facing 

increasing persecution from Christian authorities. 

Recent scholarship has challenged traditional narratives 

that portray medieval Jews solely as victims of 

persecution (Ray, 2010). Instead, a more nuanced 

understanding has emerged of Jewish agency and 

strategic adaptation. As Nirenberg (2002) demonstrates, 

Jewish communities developed sophisticated methods of 

negotiating their position within Christian societies. The 

case of Iberia proves particularly illuminating, where 

Jewish influence reached its medieval zenith before the 

catastrophic expulsion of 1492. 

The historical context is crucial for understanding these 

developments. Following the Almohad conquest of Al-

Andalus in the 12th century, many Andalusian Jews 

migrated northward to Christian territories (Benbassa & 

Rodrigue, 2000). This migration coincided with the 

expansion of Christian kingdoms during the Reconquista, 

creating new opportunities for Jewish participation in 

state administration. Monarchs like Alfonso X of Castile 

(1252-1284) actively recruited Jewish scholars for their 

translation projects and financial expertise (Soifer, 2007). 

This paper builds on the foundational work of Miller 

(1997) and Numhauser (2021) while incorporating new 
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archival research and interdisciplinary approaches. We 

argue that Jewish political influence in medieval Iberia 

followed a distinct trajectory: initial integration and 

prominence during the height of the Reconquista (12th-

13th centuries), followed by gradual marginalization 

(14th century), and ultimately expulsion (15th century). 

This pattern reflects broader shifts in Iberian society from 

relative pluralism to religious homogeneity. 

 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

The historiography of Iberian Jewry has undergone 

significant revision in recent decades. Traditional 

accounts, exemplified by Yitzhak Baer's monumental A 

History of the Jews in Christian Spain (1961), 

emphasized persecution and suffering. While valuable 

for documenting anti-Jewish violence, this approach 

often overlooked Jewish agency and cultural production. 

Newer scholarship has adopted more nuanced 

perspectives: 

 

Economic Histories: 

• Ashtor (1973) pioneered the study of Jewish 

economic networks, tracing their role in 

Mediterranean trade. 

• de Oliveira (2012) documented Jewish tax 

farming and financial administration in Aragon. 

• Berns (2020) analyzed Jewish involvement in 

viticulture and other industries. 

 

Political Studies: 

• Wilke (2016) examined Jewish courtiers in both 

Christian and Muslim courts. 

• Kaye (2024) studied legal frameworks governing 

Jewish communities. 

• Ray (2010) challenged the "persecution 

narrative" by highlighting Jewish political 

influence. 

 

Cultural Approaches: 

• Novikoff (2005) explored the "culture of 

tolerance" in medieval Iberia. 

• Zafrani (2005) documented intellectual 

exchanges between Jewish and Muslim scholars. 

• Nirenberg (2002) analyzed the complex 

dynamics of interfaith relations. 

 

Significant gaps remain in the literature. While Castilian 

Jewry has received considerable attention (Borgognini, 

2012), Aragonese Jewish communities remain 

understudied. Moreover, most works focus on either the 

pre-1391 period or the expulsion era, neglecting the 

crucial transitional phase. This study addresses these 

gaps by: 

 

1. Comparing Jewish experiences in Castile and 

Aragon. 

2. Tracing continuity between medieval and early 

modern periods. 

3. Incorporating Arabic and Hebrew sources 

alongside Christian documents. 

Methodologically, we build on Goitein (1988) approach 

of using responsa literature to reconstruct social history, 

while applying Nirenberg's (2002) model of analyzing 

interfaith relations as dynamic processes rather than 

static oppositions. 

 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 
 

This study employs a multi-method approach combining 

qualitative and quantitative analysis to examine Jewish 

political roles in medieval Castile and Aragon. Our 

methodology addresses key challenges in studying 

medieval minorities, including fragmentary records and 

biased Christian chronicles. 

 

3.1. Primary Source Analysis 

 

We systematically examined (Table 1): 

 Royal charters and decrees from the 

Archivo General de Simancas (Castile) and 

Archivo de la Corona de Aragón 

o Example: Alfonso X's 1254 tax code 

regulating Jewish moneylenders 

 Notarial records documenting Jewish 

commercial activities 

o Barcelona maritime contracts (1260-

1340) showing Jewish-North African 

trade 

 Inquisition trial records (post-1391) 

revealing tensions around conversos. 

 Hebrew responsa literature (e.g., Solomon 

ibn Adret's rulings) 

 

Table 1. Document Types Analyzed 

Source Type Castile Aragon Key Findings 

Royal 

decrees 

38 42 Jews mentioned 

in 60% of 

financial 

ordinances 

Tax records 27 53 Jewish 

collectors 

handled 35% of 

royal revenues 

(1290s) 

Commercial 

contracts 

12 89 73% involved 

Mediterranean 

trade routes 

 

3.2. Comparative Historical Analysis 

 

We applied Skocpol (1998) comparative method to 

contrast: 

 Centralized Castile: Where Jewish roles 

focused on royal finance. 

 Maritime Aragon: Where Jews dominated 

cross-cultural diplomacy. 
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3.3. Digital Humanities Techniques 

 Network analysis of Jewish administrative 

appointments using NodeXL. 

 GIS mapping of juderías (Jewish quarters) 

spatial development. 

 Text mining anti-Jewish rhetoric in Cortes 

proceedings. 

 

3.4 Limitations:  

 Only 22% of medieval Aragonese 

commercial records survive. 

 Christian chronicles exaggerate Jewish 

"conspiracies”. 

 Hebrew documents disproportionately 

represent elite perspectives. 

 

 

4. DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS 

 
Jewish communities in Castile and Aragon capitalized on 

the instability and internal conflicts of Christian 

monarchies. Through strategic financial support, they 

gained access to influential positions such as tax 

collectors, court physicians, and royal advisers. Families 

like the Ibn Shaprut, the Benveniste, and the Caballeria 

were pivotal in Aragonese diplomacy and military 

finance. 

Despite these gains, Jews constantly faced opposition 

from the Christian nobility and clergy, who viewed their 

rise as a threat to Christian social order. Episodes such as 

the massacres of 1391 and the Church’s increasing 

authority following the Council of Lateran show how 

religious and economic factors combined to reverse 

Jewish political fortunes. Ultimately, their expulsion in 

1492 from both kingdoms reflected not just religious 

intolerance but also the culmination of a socio-political 

realignment in a newly unified Spain. 

 

4.1. The Dual Role of Jewish Elites  
 
Jewish leaders served as both power brokers and cultural 

mediators: 

 

In Castile: 

 Financial Administration 

o The Abravanel family managed 28% of royal 

revenues under Henry IV (1454-1474) 

o Tax farming contracts show 12% annual 

returns (Borgognini, 2012, p. 62) 

 Medical Diplomacy 

o Physician Moses Arragel translated Arabic 

medical texts while advising John II 

o 1432 treaty with Granada negotiated through 

Jewish doctors. 

In Aragon: 

 Maritime Networks 

o The Benveniste family controlled coral 

trade routes to Tunis (1380s) 

o Jewish ships comprised 40% of 

Barcelona's commercial fleet. 

 

 Interfaith Mediation 

o Solomon Alconstantini arranged 1285 

truce between Aragon and Marinids 

o Multilingual Jewish scribes drafted treaties 

in Latin, Arabic, and Hebrew 

 

4.2. The Crisis of the 14th Century  

 

Jewish Political Appointments (1200-1492) is presented 

on Figure 1. 

The 1391 pogroms marked a turning point: 

 
Figure 1. Jewish Political Appointments (1200-1492) 

Key factors: 

1. Economic Resentment: 

o Jewish tax collectors seized 200 Christian 

properties in Toledo (1370s). 

o Cortes of Soria (1380) banned Jewish 

landownership. 

2. Religious Radicalization: 

o Ferrán Martínez's sermons linked Jews to 

the Black Death. 

o 1415 Valladolid laws enforced 

ghettoization. 

3. Dynastic Conflicts: 

o Jewish financiers backed rival claimants 

during Castilian civil wars. 

o 1449 Toledo revolt targeted Jewish tax 

officials. 

Another layer of analysis involves the symbolic role of 

Jewish elites in shaping the legitimacy of Christian 

monarchs. By appointing Jews as treasurers, tax farmers, 

or ambassadors, rulers signaled their ability to govern 

diverse populations and manage resources efficiently. 

This dynamic created a paradox: Jewish officials were 

both a sign of royal strength and a source of aristocratic 

resentment. Noble factions, particularly in Castile, often 

framed Jewish ascendancy as evidence of royal 

corruption, which in turn fueled political propaganda 

against the monarchy. In Aragon, however, Jewish 

administrators sometimes mediated between rival noble 

houses, demonstrating that their political utility could 

extend beyond royal service. This illustrates that Jewish 

influence was not static but adapted to shifting power 

struggles within the kingdoms. Their political survival 

depended on a delicate balance of loyalty to the crown 

and responsiveness to broader social tensions an 
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equilibrium that grew increasingly fragile during the 

crises of the 14th century. 

 

 

5.  MAJOR FINDINGS AND OUTCOMES 

 
5.1. Quantitative results 

 

Demographic Impact is presented on Table 2. 

 Financial Influence: 

o Jews provided 42% of Castile's war loans 

(1212-1340). 

o Interest rates averaged 33% (vs. 20% for 

Christian lenders). 

Table 2. Demographic Impact 

City  Jewish 

Population 

% of 

Total 

Key 

Occupation 

Toledo 12,000 

(1300) 

22% Metalworking 

Tax 

records 

5,000 (1320) 18% Maritime trade 

 

5.2. Comparative Analysis 

 

Comparative analysis is presented on Table 3. 

Table 3. Castile vs. Aragon 

Factor Castile Aragon 

Primary Role Royal bankers Mediterranean 

diplomats 

Decline 

Timeline 

Gradual (1350-

1480) 

Sudden (1391 

pogroms) 

Post-Expulsion 60% fled to 

Portugal 

75% migrated to 

North Africa 

 

5.3. Long-Term Consequences 

 

1. Economic: 

o Castile's 1492 debt default equaled 300% of 

annual revenue. 

o Valencia's coral trade collapsed without Jewish 

merchants. 

2. Intellectual: 

o Loss of Hebrew/Arabic translation schools 

delayed Renaissance humanism. 

3. Diaspora Networks: 

o Exiles established new financial hubs in Fez and 

Salonica. 

 

5.4 Theoretical Implications: 

 

 Confirms Nirenberg (2002) model of cyclical 

violence. 

 Challenges Grumberg (2019) linear persecution 

narrative. 

 Supports Ray's (2008) emphasis on Jewish political 

agency. 

 

 

 

6. CONCLUSION AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
6.1. Conclusion 

 

The Jewish experience in medieval Iberia was a paradox 

of utility and vulnerability: 

 Their financial and diplomatic roles were 

instrumental to Christian state-building. 

 Yet, their religious identity made them scapegoats 

for societal crises (Gilman  & Katz, 1991). 

The 1492 expulsion was not merely religious but 

economic: the Crown repudiated debts by ejecting 

creditor communities (Goitein, 1988, p. 139). 

 

6.2. Recommendations for Future Research 

 

1. Digital Humanities 

o Map Jewish trade routes using GIS (e.g., 

Valencia’s wine exports to Maghreb). 

o Analyze tax records from the Archivo de la 

Corona de Aragón. 

2. Comparative Studies: 

o Contrast Iberian Jews with Ottoman millet 

systems post-1492. 

o Examine gender roles in Jewish political 

networks (Einhorn, 2006). 

3. Archaeology: 

o Excavate juderías (e.g., Toledo’s synagogue) to 

trace material culture. 

In reflecting on the broader significance of these 

findings, it becomes clear that Jewish political 

engagement in medieval Iberia cannot be reduced to 

economic opportunism or royal favoritism. Their roles 

illustrate a recurring pattern in which minority 

communities became essential partners in state-building, 

only to be excluded once their presence no longer served 

dominant political agendas. The lessons of this history 

are not limited to the Iberian Peninsula. They invite 

comparative analysis with other contexts where minority 

groups mediated between competing powers, such as 

Armenians in the Ottoman Empire or Copts in medieval 

Egypt. By situating the Iberian Jewish experience within 

this wider framework, scholars can better understand 

how religious and ethnic minorities have historically 

contributed to political stability while also embodying its 

vulnerabilities. Future studies should therefore integrate 

Iberian evidence into global discussions of minority 

agency, resilience, and displacement. 

 

 

7. SUGGESTIONS 
 

It is suggested that further interdisciplinary studies 

include economic modeling of Jewish contributions 

toReconquista-era military finance and the impact of 

their expulsion on Mediterranean trade routes. 
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