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Abstract Though interesting research has been done on Jewish women conversas in Spain,
as well as on Morisco women converts, no comparison of the activities of the two groups
has been made. This paper comes to fill this lacuna, examining their commitment to Judaism
and Islam and ritual practices, especially as reflected in Inquisitional records. Despite basic
differences, a surprising number of parallels appear in the behavior of both groups, suggesting
the importance of women in preserving ties to the past and maintaining the converso mentality.

As the result of scholarly interest in Inquisitional documents and in the ac-
tivities and fate of women, serious advances have occurred in studies con-
cerning the clandestine lives of conversas in Iberia, women of both Jewish
and Muslim origin. Scholars have remarked that there are most likely par-
allels between the worlds of these two, but the line between crypto-Judaism
and crypto-Islam has yet to be crossed. This paper is a first attempt to com-
pare and contrast these two groups by using some of the source material that
Perry and others have made available.1 Needless to say, the experiences of
the two groups differed considerably. The majority of the Jews in Spain were
economically positioned in the middle class and resided in urban areas. They
engaged in a wide variety of professions ranging from artisans, shopkeepers,
and owners of vineyards to merchants, physicians, and wealthier tax farmers.
The century of conversions of Jews to Catholicism, which began in 1391,
did not result in drastic social and economic changes. Nonetheless, new op-
tions were offered to the conversos, which, previously, had been closed to
them as Jews, a situation that displeased many Old Christians and resulted in
statutes of limitations, beginning in 1449. The discriminatory Purity of Blood
Statutes enacted in Toledo in that year were eventually applied throughout
Iberia.

The Muslims of Aragon and the south were essential to agricultural pro-
duction, where they held semi-servile positions akin to those of peasants.
They also engaged in the silk industry, craftsmanship, medicine, and trade.
In the eastern areas, they were sorely oppressed and exploited, yet they re-
mained in Aragonese villages where their contribution to agriculture was es-
sential. In Castile, a larger number of Christians engaged in agriculture; thus
Moriscos began to move to the cities, where they often survived by growing
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produce in private gardens. It seems that the itinerant peddlers among them
roaming from community to community with their produce were responsible
for fostering contacts between the dislocated groups.2

Socially, even prior to the conversions, the Jews were better integrated
into Hispanic society than the Muslims; linguistically, the Jews were fluent
in Spanish, whereas the majority of the Muslims continued to speak Ara-
bic. In dress as well, the Jew was nowhere as easy to distinguish from the
Christian as was the Muslim, marked by his or her traditional garb. In addi-
tion, the level of contact between Jews and Christians differed considerably
from that of the Jew and Muslim, which also provided for a less problematic
assimilation.3 With the conversions of the Jews remaining in the Peninsula
in 1492, contact between Old Christians and New Christians increased on
some levels, although former Jews were still labeled distinctively, in a con-
certed effort to keep them at a distance, as New Christians. With the eventual
conversions of the Muslims, contact between Old Christians and Moriscos
who had little knowledge of the basics of Christianity, tended to deteriorate,
especially in the sixteenth century.4

For example, King Philip II sought to coerce the Moriscos of Castile to
assimilate; in 1567, he banned the use of Arabic and the wearing of Muslim
clothing, in particular the distinctive headgear.5 But the Moriscos, who gen-
erally had large families, resisted assimilation and ignored attempts to force
them to abandon their language, religion and garb. Because of their affilia-
tion with Islam, they were also assumed to be aligned with the Ottomans,
who presented a serious threat to Spain in the western Mediterranean. Even
after the defeat of the Turks at Lepanto in 1571, the Moriscos were suspect
of functioning as a potential fifth column. While the Jews in Seville and Cor-
doba were relocated in 1483 in order to prevent cooperation with the Muslim
enemy and to neutralize their influence,6 the possibility of a Muslim alliance
with co-religionists seemed to be a far greater threat to the Crown. In Va-
lencia, in 1582, royal decrees forbade Moriscos from approaching the sea.7

Thus the basis of the relationship between the two former rivals of the Cru-
sader period and the Christians and the Jews in Iberia were far from identical.

Research on the lives of conversas who maintained ties to Judaism is fairly
well known, beginning with the general statements about the centrality of the
role of women in crypto-Judaism made by the first cadre of Jewish histori-
ans who encountered the documentation of their experiences8 and continu-
ing to the more detailed research published by the generation that followed.
With respect to Moriscos, Bernard Vincent discusses the centrality of women
in crypto-Islam both in the imagination of the Old Christians, as well as in
reality,9 and surmises that “the women were, above all, the conservers of the
ancient practices and customs, starting with the Arabic language, which the
Granadan and Valencian Moriscos maintained against wind and tide during
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the majority of the sixteenth century.”10 These illiterate women purportedly
had minimal to no contact with Christians and, as a result, were far less as-
similated than their male counterparts,11 enabling them, as Vincent puts it, to
remain fiercely loyal to their religion.12 As was being said of their conversa
counterparts, “the Morisca women played a fundamental role in the survival
of Islam in Spain.”13

Following the conquest of Granada in 1492, the Muslims, technically
Mudejars or Muslims under Christian authority, faced numerous restrictions
(despite promises of religious toleration), which created a great deal of ten-
sion and then rebellions between 1499 and 1501. Infuriated, the Crown
forced the conversion of Muslims in Granada and the south and, by 1502,
of those in Castile as well.14 In addition, less than twenty years after the
conversions, tensions developed in Aragon, mainly because members of
the Germanía artisan brotherhood resented the protection its members be-
lieved Mudejars were receiving from the nobility. Their discontent led to
attacks on the Moriscos, which, in the end, produced another 15,000 forced
conversions.15 Ultimately, in 1522, Carlos V sealed the fate of the rest of the
community when he decreed that all remaining Aragonese Moslems must
convert;16 demographically, the Moriscos had originally comprised about fif-
teen percent of the population of sixteenth century Aragon, but their presence
in Castile was much smaller, only about one-half percent.

To prevent reversion to Islam, a wide range of prohibitions regarding pre-
vious laws and customs was decreed. Women, with their distinctive rites,
sometimes superstitions, and dress, a white mantle that reached down to her
feet and that covered half of her face, were viewed as the more serious obsta-
cles to assimilation.17 Eventually the Inquisition tried nearly 10,000 of these
Moriscos between 1540 and 1614. Moreover, in 1568, Granadan Moriscos
from the Alpujarras, who numbered between 50,000 and 80,000, rebelled, to
which Philip II responded by forced dispersion throughout Castile. In 1610,
the Moriscos were expelled en bloc. No similar action occurred with Judeo-
conversos, who also never organized to rebel.

Once the Inquisition began to function, the home, once a secure haven
for conversos, could no longer fulfill that function, especially because of
the presence of servants, who were potential informants. Nonetheless, the
women’s domain became central to the continuation of any crypto-religion
in Spain.18 As Perry explains, the home became the site of resistance es-
pecially for Moriscos, where Arabic could be taught along with prayers,
the instruction often provided by women.19 For the Moriscas, the resistance
was heightened, because their normal language, Arabic, had been outlawed.
For both Jewish and Muslim conversas, as García-Arenal has emphasized,
the private domain became the center for transmitting knowledge; no other
schools were allowed.20 The contention is that the women replaced the men
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by offering their children an entrée to their faith from their home.21 Since
public observance and displays of faith were forbidden and would incrim-
inate the observer as a heretic, the private domain became the only option
for ritual, which also strengthened the influence of Moriscas and conversas
in their environment, enhancing traditional women’s roles.22 Some Moriscas
were also well equipped to teach prayers, as well as spoken Arabic. Granadan
immigrants, who arrived in communities like Cuenca after the Alpujarran re-
bellion and exile, also brought knowledge of Islam that was disappearing. By
contrast, Judeo-conversas were not knowledgeable linguistically, rarely hav-
ing mastered the Hebrew language, which was quickly disappearing in the
post-Expulsion crypto-Jewish world.

The similarities between the two worlds of crypto-observance are striking,
most notably, in the matters of bathing, fasting, rites de passage, especially
birth and midwifery, as well as death, the central role of women as teachers
in their respective communities, disagreements within families, the appear-
ance of visionaries, and acts of defiance toward the Catholic world. The first,
bathing customs, common to both communities, were particularly noticeable
in a world where a bath was by no means an everyday occurrence and where
the use of water from sources outside the home could not be easily concealed.
In Judeo-converso homes, the servants were expected to draw the water from
wells and to prepare baths for members of the household. These baths usually
were scheduled on Friday in order properly to welcome the Sabbath. Notions
of cleanliness and the means of bathing in Judaism and especially in Islam
were in direct conflict with those of sixteenth century Catholic Spain. The
act of bathing nude was viewed as shocking, especially when dealing with
women; one report makes this very clear. In 1572, a maidservant explained
how she saw her mistress, María de Mendoça of Purchena take a pitcher of
water to a remote portion of her home near the chimney. María was “stark
naked, as when her mother gave birth to her, barefoot without shoes. . . and
in a squatting position and washing her hair.”23 Apparently, the Moriscos as-
sumed that every act of washing was a ritual act; washing was never carried
out for the sake of cleanliness itself.24 In addition, Hasenfeld points out that
dry baths were the practice for upper class Christians; the belief was that the
use of so much water might indicate unorthodox proclivities.25

For crypto-Jewish women, the absence of the ritual bath or mikveh left
bathing as the acceptable substitute. Isabel del Campo told the tribunal that
her mother taught her to bathe before the Yom Kippur fast and after men-
struation and to wash her hands after completing bodily functions.26 A con-
versa from Herrera confessed that when her menstrual cycle came, she had to
wash and bathe her entire body as required by Jewish law.27 Mayor González
also of Herrera, bathed after menstruating as well as after childbirth.28 The
Morisca engaged in minor ritual ablutions or guadoc,29 as well as major pu-
rifications, or tahor, in order to enable her to observe the Islamic obligations.
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Menstruation, childbirth, and intercourse were major impurities that required
a full bath, whereas minor ablution only entailed washing the extremities. In
the trial records of Moriscas, the distinction between these two categories be-
came somewhat blurred; guadoc became the common term used for all ablu-
tions before prayer, including those practiced each morning of the month of
Ramadan.30

In the crypto-Jewish as well as crypto-Muslim world, the obligation to
fast left a lasting impression on the faithful. In many trials, observance of
Ramadan or Yom Kippur might be all that remained of the ties to the an-
cestral religion. Observance of Yom Kippur was probably the most common
Judaizing act; Mencía Rodríguez of Cadahalso was observing and honoring
this day by fasting.31 Elvira López was taught to fast by her mother when she
was twelve years old and continued to fast together with her husband.32 Most
crypto-Muslims did not fast the entire month, but many fasted for about two
weeks.33

Birth rituals were quite common in both communities, as crypto-Jewish
and Muslim women were celebrating fadas or hadas after the birth of their
children, whether male or female. Hasenfeld claims that this custom is “pre-
scribed by Sunni law” and includes bathing the infant on the eighth day when
the baby would be dressed festively, decorated with henna; at this time a pro-
fession of faith was whispered into his or her ear.34 García-Arenal describes
it more as a naming ceremony that became a way to nullify the baptism.
The child would be washed in order to remove the baptismal oils and rub
off the chrism. He or she would be adorned, often with beads and then given
a Moslem name along with recitations in Arabic. A celebratory feast fol-
lowed; even the poor arranged a modest gathering where sweets and fruit
were served.35 In the Spanish Jewish community, both before and after the
Expulsion, as well as among the conversos, hadas were celebrated on the
eighth day after the child’s birth. As described in various trials, relatives and
friends would congregate and dress the infant in white, a collation including
fruit would be served, and the participants often sang to the accompaniment
of tambourines.36

At the same time, another rite related to birth appears in trial records,
for both groups of conversas were performing a particularly subversive act
which the Inquisition viewed as heretical, namely, the rite of “debaptizing.”
Returning home after their infants experienced the rite of baptism, crypto-
Jews would symbolically wash off the baptismal oils, thus hoping to cancel
this act’s affects and thus to reclaim their progeny. The Moriscas also de-
baptized infants, but chose to link this rite to the hadas, at which time they
rinsed off the holy oil with warm water, sometimes rubbing the baby’s head
with bread crumbs or with blood from a chicken.37 Baptism itself might be
performed by midwives, if the child’s life was considered in danger. This
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was, canonically, a last resort, and it was disturbing to clergy when per-
formed by conversas or Moriscas, whose motives and religious orthodoxy
were suspect—even though this did not blemish the baptism itself—not to
mention the additional suspicion attached to fears about the magic and other
healing rituals midwives were thought to know and perform regardless of
their general illiteracy.38 In addition, in 1554, a synod decreed that only Old
Christian midwives could deliver newborn babies, which was in the hope
that this would prevent celebration of fadas and other birth rituals, as well as
circumcisions.39 Yet, as Perry points out, these ceremonies were eventually
relegated to the women as they became more private.40

Traditionally, women served as keeners and accumulated a repertoire of
dirges to be chanted at funerals; despite their conversion to Christianity,
these ritual experts did not neglect duties like washing the dead and sewing
shrouds. The Moriscas would perform a ritual ablution before touching a
corpse and often, despite Islamic objection, adorn the body of a deceased
woman in order to glorify her beauty to enhance her chances to fare well
in heaven.41 In one trial, that of María de Montemayor, the description is
uncanny. She is said to have shrouded her relative in the way that the New
Christian women do, although it is not clear whether the New Christians
meant here were originally Jewish or Muslim. Twice, María engaged in
preparing the dead by shrouding them in linens, a new blouse, and head-
piece with jewels and rings, yet provided no cross to bear.42 While the Judeo-
conversas did not have the custom of burying their dead laden with jewels,
the rest of the description could easily apply to them, for these women were
likewise concerned with preparing the shrouds, as well the bodies of their
deceased.43 Some Judaizing women confessed to bathing the deceased, as
did María González of Herrera44 and Beatriz González of Toledo,45 whereas
María González of Casarrubios del Monte specifically alluded to preparing a
shroud.46

The Inquisition was well aware of the activities of these women and did
not refrain from arresting and condemning conversas of Jewish or Mus-
lim heritage as heretics.47 Hasenfeld found examples of dogmatizadoras or
women instructors of religion; some were members of a particular family
or community while others were peddlers, migrant workers, or visitors from
other towns.48 Evidence of active women teachers, some of whom were re-
munerated by receiving food or lodging, can be found in various locales in-
cluding Cuenca, Seville, and Saragossa. One woman, Ana de Liñan of Deza,
the wife of a muleteer, was accused in 1570 of wanting to transmit Islam to
others, serving as a dogmatizadora and teacher of the “sect of Mohammed.”49

An Aragonese Morisca might even be referred to as an alfaqui, a religious
leader literate in Arabic and the Koran. Fournel-Guérin refers to the trial of
a fifty-year old teacher of women from Saragossa50 and to a proselytizing
woman who even converted a Christian neighbor to Islam.51
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Vincent points to two widows who were highly regarded teachers in their
community, one of whom had her “hand was kissed with great respect.”52

He remarks that one could continue with similar examples ad infinitum! No
doubt a factor in this development was that many of the male leaders had been
quashed by the Inquisition.53 Perry discovered that when asked to identify the
source of their knowledge of Islam, most accused Moriscos replied that they
learned from their mothers, grandmothers, or mothers-in law.54 Inquisitional
files show that men, as well as women, were taught by women, usually fam-
ily members.55 Vincent discovered women who prepared Moriscas to arrange
proper Muslim weddings. He points to confessions extracted by the Inquis-
tion, such as that of the twenty-nine year old Gracía Bermejo, who explained
that her grandmother was her source of knowledge, or that of forty year old
Leonor Abenamir, who confessed that she had taught her own daughter.56

The data from research on crypto-Judaism leads to nearly identical con-
clusions. The teachers were mainly female relatives, mothers and grand-
mothers, but with a small percentage of female influence from outside the
family.57 Beatriz Alonso of Ciudad Real confessed that she had taught her
four daughters to Judaize and observe the “Law of Moses and that she had
taught them since they were young girls who could comprehend; and when
they were maidens and married women, they did the things that this con-
fessant did.”58 In a family of Judaizers in sixteenth century Alcázar in La
Mancha, the sons and daughters of the López family singled out their mother
Elvira as indoctrinating them without the knowledge of their father.59 With
regard to its initiation, Hasenfeld ascertained that the age for leading the child
into the world of Islamic rituals corresponded with puberty60 whereas Judeo-
conversas usually exposed their daughters to Judaism at the age of twelve.61

Maintaining secrecy would be too difficult, as well as dangerous, at a younger
age, but if the parent or teacher were to wait until the child was too ma-
ture, Catholic beliefs may have already become too deeply seated to root out.
Erring in either direction might prove fatal should the child reveal informa-
tion that reached Inquisitional ears. Hence, mothers relied on their intuition,
usually starting indoctrination when their children reached puberty.

The majority of the families observed as a unit, although this was not
always the case. There are records of couples or family members who were
not of the same mind. Some Judeo-conversas married Old Christians and
ceased observing, fearing their spouse might inform on them.62 After being
widowed, followed by remarriage to a converso, they resumed observance.
María González, the wife of Pedro de Villarreal, hid her Sabbath observance
from members of her household. A witness explained that she would engage
in some minor activities on the Sabbath, “laying hold of cloths and other
items which entailed very little work, and if it were not in order not to be
perceived by her said husband and by the other persons in her house, she
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would have entirely observed the said Sabbaths.”63 But once again, there
was no fixed pattern. Some wives disagreed openly with their husbands, as in
the case of Marina González, where a witness stated that “if they ate bacon,
she would not eat it at the table. . . and if her husband ate bacon, she did not
want to drink from the cup from which her husband drank.”64 This witness,
a neighbor, also mentions partaking meals of pork, drowned partridges, and
wild boar with the husband, whereas Marina, despite being invited to join
them, refused to participate. He was present when her husband rebuked her
for abstaining: “I swear to God, woman: you are looking for trouble.” Marina
replied that he should leave it alone; “grief will come by itself.”65 A third
example reveals a family tiff when the brother-in-law of Leonor Alvarez saw
her kashering meat before cooking and said: “What is that sister? That is
heresy.” And she replied: “Of that which you do not have to eat, leave it to
cook by itself.”66

Hasenfeld found similar cases, such as those of the sisters Beatriz and
María del Sastre, in Arcos in the Diocese of Cuenca, who were extremely
active crypto-Muslims in the wealthier stratum of Morisco society. When
Beatriz’s daughter María passed away around 1578, eleven or more women
attended to the washing and shrouding of the deceased, whose husband and
father were not present.67 María fasted during Ramadan by herself. Both
sisters continued to observe Islamic traditions after being reconciled to the
Church and each one’s spouse was conspicuously absent from the scene.
One servant who had worked for María for three years testified that “the
said Maria lived like a Moor because during a certain time of the year she
did not see her eat. . . and she gave her and her husband food.”68 María la
Flamenca hid her lifestyle from her husband, because she felt it was risky,
since he was involved in politics—a wise decision, for he was appointed as
governor in 1581.69 By contrast, whereas some women hid their activities
from their husbands, others apparently intimidated them. Aragonese Inquisi-
tors reported that the women were worse Catholics than the men; the latter
refrained from eating pork, drinking wine, and doing other Christian acts be-
cause of “fear of their wives.”70

Another parallel development in the two communities was the appear-
ance of female visionaries whose enthusiastic reports frequently offered hope
and salvation to members of the two converso communities. One also sees
examples of women with roles in the public domain, asserting power and
influencing others. Perry explains that the ecclesiastical authorities became
alarmed when they learned about the existence of charismatic women, be-
cause they would influence others and spread their ideas and beliefs.71 As
a result, the Inquisition tended to act quickly and decisively whenever such
figures appeared. These included, in sixteenth century crypto-Jewish society,
Marí Gómez of Chillón, a female prophetess, who was nevertheless outshone
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by the charismatic twelve year old Inés de Herrera, about whom much has
been written.72 Inés’s visions and reports began in the fall of 1499, spreading
beyond her native district of Extremadura and affecting numerous conversos,
particularly women and young girls. Similarly, in the 1620s, Beatriz de Rob-
les, a middle aged housewife from Seville, claimed to have direct communi-
cation with God. Her style reflects the movement of the alumbrados (the il-
luminated ones) and the female beatas of Spain,73 who were also persecuted
by the Inquisition. That Beatriz was a Morisca complicated the situation, for
perhaps her ideas reflected the influence of Sufism, or, possibly, she was ob-
serving the tradition of taqiyya and secretly practicing Islam while appearing
to be a faithful Christian.74 Conversa visionaries were doubly problematic,
and effective means to terminate their influence were sought. Because the
Morisca de Robles presented her visions as personal experiences, her pun-
ishment was relatively light, namely, two years of reclusion. Inés, on the
other hand, had amassed numerous followers and encouraged heretical Jew-
ish practices; her trial was speedy and decisive, and in August 1500, she was
burned at the stake.

Many references are made, usually toward the end of the list of charges
compiled by an Inquisitional prosecutor, concerning a defendant’s inappro-
priate or derogatory attitude toward the Holy Faith. Both Moriscas and Judeo-
conversas are accused of being bad Christians, of intentionally eating meat on
Fridays and holy days, of displaying disrespect for the crucifix and other sym-
bols of the Church, and of questioning Mary’s virginity. Catalina de Zamora
went farther and called Mary a young Jewess-whore.75 Inés Rodríguez was
witnessed throwing a cross on the ground and saying that she had bought it
as a toy for her children,76 while María López was caught eating milk, meat
and eggs on forbidden days.77 Others, such as Francisca Alvarez, were ac-
cused of not crossing themselves, not making the signs of a true Christian,
and not bringing images of saints into their homes.78 Leonor Gutiérrez appar-
ently had an image of the Virgin in her home, but had the face turned toward
the wall.79 Others were said to mock the Church and its sacraments80 and
still others were discovered spinning or weaving on Sundays and Christian
holy days, eating meat during Lent, mocking Catholic prayers or the status
of the Holy Trinity.81 Isabel Ferrero referred to the miracles of the Virgin
as legends she did not believe and to the passion of Christ as ridiculous.82

Beatriz de Padilla was accused of eating meat on Fridays, holy days and on
Ash Wednesday.83 While these charges would never suffice to indict or con-
vict the accused, they would appear at the end of the list and signify a blatant
refusal to accept the newly acquired religion. Whether rejecting Catholicism,
reporting visions, teaching their co-religionists or simply observing customs
and laws, it should be clear that Judeo-conversas and Moriscas had a great
deal in common.
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***

Hopefully this paper will mark the starting point for additional intensive in-
vestigation. Despite the obvious differences in historical experience, in so-
cial or economic status, and acceptance by Old Christian society, converted
women and their descendants in Iberia were responsible for perpetuating,
whether in their homes84 or through their teachings, their former religion and
its practices.85 Moreover, the lives of the Moriscas, as well as of the judeo-
conversas, were not destined to remain static. The edict of expulsion of the
Moriscos in 1609 would force these people once again to choose the religious
path they would follow. Some actually remained in Spain, but the majority
resettled in the Maghreb, where they returned to their ancestral religion. Oth-
ers settled in western Europe, principally France and Italy, as Catholics. This
was akin to the fate of those judeo-conversos and conversas who left Iberia in
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and who, too, had to decide whether
they would remain Catholics or join Jewish or converso communities in the
Sephardi diaspora. The special practices observed in Iberia by both groups,
too, enjoyed mixed fortunes. The crypto-religious ritual of de-baptizing, for
example, would fall by the wayside, but the hadas continued to be observed
for generations to come. Here, too, therefore, there is serious grist for future
research, once again on a comparative note.
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