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“Keep yourself from the flames! The reverend fathers are coming.”
 (A friar to a Jewish convert Christian, Soria, 1491).


Alternatively, “No-one expects the Spanish Inquisition.” (Monty Python)


A few years ago in Avila, visiting the city’s Dominican church, I remember peering through the keyhole of the medieval wooden door into the old sacristy. One could just make out a couple of plaques in the middle of the tiled floor. One or other marked the tomb of Tomás de Torquemada, head of the Sacred Inquisition.


The locked door signified that the Dominicans of Avila are not anxious to encourage devotion at the tomb of the Grand Inquisitor, whose name in his lifetime struck fear and foreboding into the hearts of Catholics, convert Jews, or indeed anyone who had enemies ready to denounce them. 


The Spanish Inquisition was the monstrous child of Ferdinand of Aragon, whose marriage to Isabella of Castile in 1469 effectively created Spain as we know it. Ferdinand saw religion as one means of controlling and unifying the new country. He petitioned the Pope to have the Roman Inquisition extended to Spain, but under his own royal control.


Pope Sixtus IV was unwilling, but desperately needed Ferdinand’s military help. In 1480 the Turks attacked Otranto in Southern Italy. 12,000 defenders died in the siege. The victorious Turks sawed the Archbishop in half, martyred 800 of the inhabitants who refused to Islamise, and deported many more into slavery. Since Ferdinand ruled Sicily, his military assistance was vital in repelling the Turks. So, by hook and by crook, he got his Inquisition.


In 1483 he appointed Tomás de Torquemada as the Inquisitor-General for most of Spain. Torquemada established the rules of procedure and created tribunals in the major cities: Seville first, then Valladolid, Córdoba, Jaén, Toledo, Ciudad Real etc.  He supervised it until his death in 1498 through its most bloodthirsty era.


The Inquisition had no authority over Muslims and Jews, only over professed Christians. The monarchs, not the Inquisition, were responsible for the expulsion of Spain’s remaining Jews in 1492. To some extent it was driven by a fear of fifth columnists. Muslim and Jewish “conversos” who had accepted baptism, were often unjustly suspected of secretly practicing their previous rites and being willing to betray the nation to the heathen. 


Pope Sixtus rapidly came to disapprove of Ferdinand’s extreme measures, alleging that it was simply a way of confiscating the property of convert Jews and Muslims. He ordered the cessation of the public executions, but Ferdinand ignored his pleas. 


 The Spanish monarchs tried to establish the Inquisition in the Spanish Netherlands, but the local officials refused to cooperate. An attempt to introduce it in Naples also backfired in 1510, when the Inquisitors were chased out of the city, apparently with the Pope’s connivance. It did however take effect in the New World, in Mexico, Lima, and Cartagena.


The Inquisitors were usually canon lawyers who adhered closely to the set procedures rather than to any personal feelings. For the era, the procedures were relatively advanced.  They required that evidence be presented, allowed the accused to defend themselves, and dismissed dubious evidence.  


Usually the verdict was “just” insofar as it followed from the evidence. Heresy was viewed as a dangerous crime which undermined the whole of society, every institution and everything which made ordered life possible. The heretic should be brought to recant for the sake of his own soul, even if that meant destroying his body. Torture was used only in a minority of cases, when there was strong evidence that the defendant was lying. 


The commonest punishment was public penance. Some received life imprisonment, often commuted after a few years. 1-2% actually went to the auto da fé, to be burnt at the stake.  


Later the Inquisition took action against witchcraft. In Spain it executed 12 people, compared with the 30-50,000 witches burned elsewhere in Europe. Ironically, had the Inquisition been operative in England and Germany, far fewer people might have died in the witch-hunts. hysteria. For the Inquisition insisted upon due process, witnesses, proper evidence and the chance to recant.


In 1609 a witchhunting panic in Navarre threatened to engulf 1,800 victims (1,500 children), but an Inquisition judge, Alonso Salazar y Frias, cross-checked testimonies, analysed “magical” substances and became convinced that the whole affair was hysteria. He managed to get all the accused freed in 1614. 

Nevertheless, for centuries the Spanish Inquisition has been synonymous with terror, bigotry and persecution.


Much sixteenth century writing about it was crude anti-Catholic and anti-Spanish propaganda –John Foxe dedicated an entire chapter of his “Book of Martyrs” to the Spanish Inquisition. Exiled Spanish Protestants were ready to blacken the name of their Catholic homeland. England and Holland were the principal sources of this “leyenda negra”, the “black legend”, which for political reasons succeeded in spreading horror and hatred of the Spanish Catholic enemy.


Some internet sources and anti-Catholic writers still unquestioningly reproduce this dated propaganda. For example, the internet encyclopedia Wikipedia, on its “democide” page alleges that the Spanish Inquisition was responsible for 350,000 deaths, as does Protestant polemicist Dave Hunt in his book: “A Woman rides the Beast.”


There are always some people eager to believe the worst about the Catholic Church, and if they cannot find it, then to invent it. 


A more modest estimate of the wickedness of the Inquisition comes from the pen of the Spanish priest Juan Antonio Llorente. He was in fact the general secretary of the Inquisition from 1789 to 1801, and so had access to original documents.


During Napoleon’s invasion of Spain, he sided with the French. After their defeat he was forced into exile. Possibly in an attempt to justify his betrayal of his motherland, he painted a scandalous picture of cruelty in his Historia critica de la Inquisición. (Paris, 1822) 

He claimed that over the course of its operation (1480 – 1820) the Inquisition processed a total of 341,021 people and 31,912 of these (about 9%) were executed. 

Llorente however was not an exact historian and did not derive his statistics rigorously. For instance, many of the condemned escaped, were sentenced in their absence or burnt only in effigy.

Modern historians now question Llorente’s figures. García Cárcel’s detailed analysis of the tribunal of Valencia led him to estimate an execution rate of about 2% of some 150,000 individuals processed by the Inquisition in Spain as a whole. That suggests a total death toll of some 3,000.  Dedieu’s studies of the Toledo tribunal give similar results.  However in its first twenty years the Inquisition was much bloodier, so the total may range up to 5,000 fatalities.


Recent years have witnessed the rise of Inquisition “revisionism.” The two main texts are Inquisition (1988) by Edward Peters, the Henry Charles Lea Professor of History at the University of Pennsylvania, and The Spanish Inquisition: A Historical Revision (1997) by Henry Kamen of Oxford University and now Barcelona.

Kamen, who is not a Catholic, notes that "Taking into account all the tribunals of Spain up to about 1530, it is unlikely that more than two thousand people were executed for heresy by the Inquisition....for most of its existence that Inquisition was far from being a juggernaut of death either in intention or in capability." 


Later he writes “it would seem that during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries fewer than three people a year were executed in the whole of the Spanish monarchy from Sicily to Peru, certainly a lower rate than in any provincial court of justice in Spain or anywhere else in Europe." 

Pope John Paul II apologized for the Inquisition in Tertio Millennio Adveniente, 35.
"Yet the consideration of mitigating factors does not exonerate the Church from the obligation to express profound regret for the weaknesses of so many of her sons and daughters who sullied her face, preventing her from fully mirroring the image of her crucified Lord, the supreme witness of patient love and of humble meekness. From these painful moments of the past a lesson can be drawn for the future, leading all Christians to adhere fully to the sublime principle stated by the Council: “The truth cannot impose itself except by virtue of its own truth, as it wins over the mind with both gentleness and power.” 

The Inquisition is a shameful episode in church history, but understandable against the background of the times, when torture and the death sentence were routine cf. the English Catholic martyrs.

Another angle: The Black Book of Communism written by five left-wing French historians, admits that 20th century communist regimes inflicted a death-toll of between 85,000,000 and 110,000,000 between 1917 and 1989. This works out at a minimum of 3,600 deaths for every day of every week of every month, for the entire 72 years of communist hegemony. 

Every single day, communist atheist regimes murdered as many human beings as the Spanish Inquisition did in the entire 344 years of its operation. Alternatively, the Spanish Inquisition killed approximately as many people as Britain now kills by abortion every week. That does not excuse the Inquisition, but it does put its crimes in perspective. 
