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In 1469, Ferdinand of Aragon married his more powerful cousin, Isabella of Castile. Under the unification of Castile and Aragon, relations among the provinces of Spain were tense. Only through dynastic marriage of their children to a German-speaking family of central Europe, the Hapsburgs, did the Spanish monarchs emerge on the international scene. During their rule, they laid the foundation for the Spanish empire. They sought to build the army and state by waging a campaign to reconquer Spanish territory held by the Muslims. At the same time, they strove to make an alliance with the church. In order to develop a strong monarchy, they had to make their goals and the church’s the same. The war against the Muslims was this. While other Europeans questioned the church’s leadership and attacked its corruption, the Catholic Kings reformed the church, making it responsive to their needs and invulnerable to criticism. In 1492, the Muslims were kicked out of Granada, their last territory in Spain. The 500 year struggle left the Spanish very religious and suspicious of foreigners. By the early 16th century, purity of blood and orthodoxy of faith became necessary for Spanish identity. The Spanish state were engaged in persecuting Muslims and Jews who had contributed to Spanish cultural and economic life. In 1492, the crown expelled Jews who would not convert. The Inquisition made sure no one backslided. From 1609-1614, the Muslims were expelled. The wars against the Muslims gave the Spanish one of the finest armies on Europe. However, they always won in the south. With a superior army, the Catholic Kings expanded their interests and embarked on an imperialist foreign policy in Europe and abroad. Ultimately, it made Spain dominant in the New World. Ferdinand and Isabella won with Columbus, and in 1519, Cortes defeated the Aztecs. The Spanish forces were lead by members of the minor aristocracy, hildagos. For the hildagos, war was a means to riches and land. Ferdinand and Isabella’s grandson, Charles, ruled from 1516-1556, and inherited Spain, the Netherlands, Austria, Sardinia, Sicily, Naples, and Franche-Comte. In 1519, he was elected Holy Roman emperor (with bribery). He became the most powerful monarch in Europe. He probably saw that problems would emerge that would lead to Spain’s decline. His inheritance was too much to govern. The Reformation challenged Hapsburg power. The achievements of Charles V’s reign rested on his army and bureaucracy. His Empire in the New World was vast and effectively administered. Out of it came gold and silver. Constant warfare in Europe required a steady intake of capital. But this seems to have been bad in the long run to the Spanish economy. There was no incentive to develop industry, entrepreneurship, or commerce. Moreover, constant war made a social order geared to a military class rather than a social one. In the reign of Philip II (1556-1598), Spain’s position became evident. Philip’s empire was facing bankruptcy and heresy. Heresy compelled the attention of this devout Catholic monarch. Philip bided his time until he had enough revenue to launch a war on the Turks and Protestantism. To him, being Spanish meant being Christian in faith and blood. Increasingly, the country came to be ruled by a class of old Christians who claimed that they were pure. They controlled everything-all to preserve an imperial system in need of reform. In the 1560’s, Philip sent the largest land army ever into the Netherlands to try to crush Protestantism. The revolt of the Netherlands lasted until 1609, and Spain lost. In 1576, the Spanish army flooded and sacked Antwerp. Antwerp’s trade gradually moved to Amsterdam, a Protestant stronghold. Philip regarded an assault on England, the main Protestant power, as a holy crusade. In May of 1588, the Spanish Armada, 22,000 men strong were defeated. Its ships were too bulky to negotiate the English Channel. This defeat had a psychological effect on the Spanish. At the defeat of the Armada, Spain abandoned its imperial ambitions in northern Europe. In 1596, Philip II was bankrupt. Despite these setbacks, Spain was still capable of taking a very aggressive posture during the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648). The Austrian Hapsburgs and the Spanish ones joined forces, and the Swedes, Germans, nor Dutch could stop them. Only the French did, with help on the Protestant side. With the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, Spain recognized the independence of the Netherlands, and cut its ties with Austria. By 1660, the golden age of Spain had come to an end. The quality of life in Spain deteriorated rapidly. The gap between the rich and poor grew. The church and aristocracy could not produce effective leadership. The commercial elite than became important elsewhere failed to develop in Spain. The Spanish experience demonstrates that 1. The state could only survive in the domestic economic base continued to expand. Living off the colonies meant stagnation at home. 2. The states where a mercantile class developed generally prospered in the early modern period. In such states, the elite no longer consisted exclusively of those with landed wealth. However, in Spain, the aristocracy and the church dominated everything. After 1700, the major states were nurtured by an expansion of the elite to include merchants. As the educated and commercial elite in the early modern states widened, courts and kings became less necessary. The English parliament began to look attractive to reformers. In France, the monarchy continued to function, but only with a vast and expensive bureaucracy that tried to stimulate commerce and industry. 


