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Ferdinand & Isabella: Saints or Sinners?
Unpacking a Royal Legacy

Hi Heidi! Today, we're diving into the world of late 15th-century Spain to meet one of history's most
famous power couples: King Ferdinand Il and Queen Isabella I. They did some amazing things, but
also some things that had terrible consequences. Let's explore the good, the bad, and the science
behind their reign!

Who Were They?

Imagine Spain before it was one country. It was divided into several kingdoms. Ferdinand was heir to
the throne of Aragon, and Isabella was heir to the throne of Castile. Their marriage in 1469 was a
huge deal! It eventually led to the unification of most of Spain under their rule.
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The "Good": Achievements & Exploration

¢ Uniting Spain: Their biggest political achievement was bringing the powerful kingdoms of
Castile and Aragon together. They finished the 'Reconquista' by conquering Granada, the last
Muslim stronghold in Iberia, in 1492. This created a powerful, unified Christian kingdom.
(History & Social Studies)
¢ Sponsoring Columbus & the Age of Exploration (Science Link!): This is probably what
they're most famous for! In 1492, they agreed to fund Christopher Columbus's voyage west,
hoping to find a new trade route to Asia. While he didn't reach Asia, he landed in the Americas,
kicking off a new era of global exploration. This was only possible because of scientific
advancements in:
o Navigation: Sailors used tools like the astrolabe (to determine latitude using stars)
and the magnetic compass.
o Cartography (Map Making): Maps were becoming more detailed, though still
inaccurate about the wider world.
o Shipbuilding: Ships like the caravel were designed to be faster and sail better against
the wind. (Science & History)
¢ Centralizing Power: They worked hard to strengthen the power of the monarchy, creating a
more modern state structure. (History & Social Studies)

The "Bad": Controversy & Consequences

¢ The Spanish Inquisition (Established 1478): This was a powerful court system set up to
ensure everyone in their kingdom followed Catholicism strictly. It targeted 'conversos' (Jews
who had converted to Christianity, often under pressure) and later Muslims who converted,
suspecting they weren't truly faithful. Methods included secret testimony, torture, and public
executions (auto-da-fé). It created a climate of fear and persecution. (History & Social Studies)

¢ Expulsion of the Jews (1492): In the same year Columbus sailed, Ferdinand and Isabella
issued the Alhambra Decree, ordering all practicing Jews to either convert to Catholicism or
leave Spain within months. Tens of thousands were forced to abandon their homes and
property, scattering across North Africa, the Ottoman Empire, and other parts of Europe. This
was a human tragedy and also hurt Spain's economy and cultural diversity. (History & Social
Studies)

¢ Expulsion of Muslims (Starting 1502): Similar decrees were later issued forcing Muslims to
convert or leave. (History & Social Studies)
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¢ Impact on Indigenous Peoples: Columbus's voyages, funded by Ferdinand and Isabella, led
directly to European colonization of the Americas, which had devastating consequences for
Indigenous populations through disease, violence, and exploitation. (History & Social Studies)

Connecting the Dots: Science, Ambition & Impact

Ferdinand and Isabella's reign shows how political ambition (unifying Spain, finding wealth), religious
fervor (spreading Catholicism), and scientific/technological developments (navigation, shipbuilding)
were deeply intertwined. Their desire for a unified Catholic Spain led to the Inquisition and
expulsions. Their ambition for wealth and influence, combined with new sailing technology, led to the
funding of Columbus and the profound, complex consequences that followed across the globe.

Activity Time!
Let's think critically about Ferdinand and Isabella:

1. T-Chart: Draw a T-chart in your notebook. Label one side "Positive Impacts/Achievements"
and the other "Negative Impacts/Consequences." List at least 3 points for each side based on
what we learned.

2. Navigation Tech: Choose one navigational tool mentioned (astrolabe, compass, caravel) and
do a quick online search to find out more about how it worked and why it was important for
explorers like Columbus. Write a short paragraph summarizing your findings.

3. Perspective Piece: Imagine you are living in Spain in 1492. Choose one perspective: a) A
Jewish person facing expulsion, b) A 'converso' worried about the Inquisition, c¢) A sailor
preparing for Columbus's voyage, or d) A soldier celebrating the victory in Granada. Write a
short diary entry (3-4 sentences) about your thoughts and feelings.

Conclusion

Ferdinand and Isabella were incredibly influential rulers who shaped Spain and the world. They
achieved great political success and sponsored voyages that changed history forever. However, their
reign was also marked by intolerance, persecution, and policies that caused immense suffering.
Understanding both sides helps us see how complex history and its figures can be. Great job
exploring this fascinating period, Heidi!
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