What role did religion play in the Reconquista? 


To tackle the role of religion in the Reconquista we first must establish exactly what the Reconquista was. 
The Reconquista consists of a nearly 800-year long war, beginning in the early 8th century in the Iberian Peninsula with the defeat of Islamic armies in Northern Spain. Specifically, Covadonga, by a Christian army. (Walbert, 2021) This was the formation of the kingdom of Asturias and the starting point for the years of bitter conflict to follow between the Islamic and Christian forces in Iberia. (Walbert, 2021) The conflict can simply be boiled down by its name, Reconquista, meaning to reclaim, as the Christians sought to reclaim the peninsula from Islamic control. This ended in 1492 with the destruction of Granada, the last of the Islamic kingdom in Iberia and following this, 3 of the remaining Christian kingdoms (Castille, Navarre and Aragon) would shortly form Spain. 

On the surface Religion, therefore, seems to have an instrumental role in this war, as it was no doubt a holy war by definition as this conflict was purely arising over differences in religious control. With Christians wanting to return Iberia to its Visigothic roots, which had been its previous rule after the fall of the roman empire until the Visigoth kings were defeated and the Islamic forces took control. (Walbert, 2021) 
However, we can’t fully ascertain if this was the key role in this conflict without examining other factors that also undoubtedly played an important role in the Reconquista too. 

Another factor that could be argued to have a larger role than that of religion are economic factors. During this time there was a desire for wealth which gave way to a large opportunity in Iberia as their enemies were notably quite wealthy, in addition, these leaders of armies did gain rights over conquered land and a share of the wealth for their service. (Walbert, 2021) This does provide solid motivation for the kings of the kingdoms in pursuit of economic power, not to mention this conflict was funded by the Spanish church, one that had a strained relationship with Rome at best and as such privately funded the Reconquista. (Walbert, 2021) Which means that they were in need of wealth to even fund a long-term fight. It also provides a reason for the soldiers themselves outside of Religion as it was wholly possible to accumulate wealth this way. (Cartwright, 2018)
Furthermore, there wasn’t just a financial prospect for the kings and soldiers, but also women and in some cases, criminals including even murderers or adulterers. (Webster, 2021)
As the Reconquista continued the Christians built a number of frontier towns. These towns were mobilized for conflict, everything down to the architectural layout was optimised in case of attack or a need to suddenly deploy men. (Oto-Peralías, pg. 3, 2020) The only issue they ran into with frontier towns was that they needed more people, migrants to populate the towns and more soldiers too. (Oto-Peralías, pg. 12-13, 2020) As such, they accepted just about everyone. This did include criminals and a lot of women too. Criminals would be motivated by the chance to actually start a life in exchange for military service. Women were primarily needed for children as a way to ensure the continued survival of the military and population (Oto-Peralías, pg. 12-13, 2020), in fact in order to advance knights actually needed to be married, which highlights that the importance of women did really come down to the stability of the population. Although they may have also had some economic prospects via inheritance rights, which were quite fair. (Webster, 2021)
Although it is hard to say that opportunities for economic growth were equal as rapid rates of growth in frontier towns could disproportionately benefit the nobility over the working class. (Oto-Peralías and Romero-Ávila, pg. 10-11, 2016) However, if the growth was at a steady rate it did help provide for a more equal society, so economic prospects did vary depending on which of the towns you occupied. (Oto-Peralías and Romero-Ávila, pg. 10-11, 2016) An example for this disproportionate standard in economy is shown in 1212, following the recapture of the Almohad Caliphate. The victory meant they conquered a vast territory in an incredibly short time period, because of the rapid advancement it made repopulating the territory difficult which in turn would give rise to the nobility and military having a more predominant role in this occupation, in the long-term producing a system of economy that would favour these people. (Oto-Peralías and Romero-Ávila, pg. 20, 2016)

In conclusion when it comes to Economy, we can’t say its role is more important than that of religion as the economic development could be skewed in certain areas, meaning that its importance would likely vary depending on whether the system in place was fair or not. The only constant importance it held was with the fact that the war itself was privately funded, meaning attaining wealth was a necessity for the continuation of the conflict, but this likely wouldn’t be a commonly shared concern between the masses of soldiers or occupants of the kingdoms and likely limited to those in charge of the war and the church. 

Another role in the Reconquista were political factors. This mainly comes down to the reclamation of lands and the growth of power from this. Around the time power for nobles or kings was typically measured by the amount of land they had, (Walbert, 2021), as such this Reconquista offered a good opportunity for the kingdoms to grow their political standing which does have long term benefits thinking beyond the conflict at hand. (Cartwright, 2018) Or even in the present war it would help them stay a stable opposition and increase their chances of a successful reclamation.
But this factor does hold some weight considering the kingdoms would show they had grown incredibly in a political sense with the formation of Spain and consequently the Spanish empire at the end of this which fully demonstrates their growth from a series of factions and kingdoms to a fully-fledged country because of this war. 

One final role in the Reconquista is Identity and consequently people’s pride from that. Before the peninsula was conquered it was ruled by the Visigothic kings, and the kingdoms showed great pride in their heritage. (Walbert, 2021)
The kingdoms themselves were somewhat estranged from the papacy at the time as the frontier kings weren’t formally anointed in a ceremony, as shown in Castille and Aragon. (Webster, 2021) This distance allowed them to focus more on their own culture as the church had less control over their actions. Military identity was one of the biggest, this can be seen with the kings of Aragon adopting their sword motif over that of a crown. Military was the heart of the kingdoms given they were the frontier for this war, that more so over the papacy and religious tradition. (Webster, 2021)
Their pride in their heritage however can also be clearly seen with some manuscripts that show that some people would falsify their heritage to link back to great warriors and a claim to their Visigothic ancestry too. (Webster, 2021)
Archaeology also shows that they discovered a number of virgin Mary statues dating from their roots which did become a figurehead for the frontier communities and a patroness for the knights. (Bevan, 2021)
The people’s clear pride in their heritage could therefore be argued to have a bigger role than that of even religion. The church at the time was more of a national church than anything and their weak relationship with Rome shows just how little the traditional sense of Religion did matter at some point, which does make sense considering the Visigothic religion was also fairly estranged from traditional Christianity. (Spainthenandnow.com, 2017) 

So, while Religion may have had a role as the trigger for this war, in the end it may mostly come down to the soldiers and the kings’ pride in their history and desire to honour it that drove the war on. However, this wouldn’t account for the migrant soldiers nor those born in frontier towns and could only really account for the first generation of soldiers. 

Re-examining the role of religion after considering other large roles in the Reconquista it’s hard to argue that it does not have the largest role in this conflict. Religion ties into most other factors here, especially that of national identity as the reason this conflict began were to reclaim the lost Christian lands. (Walbert, 2021) While in the first generation of soldiers you could argue it may be more so a matter of patriotism and a want to honour their Visigothic heritage, this can’t account for later generations or migrants and their commitment to the cause. (Bevan, 2021) For those born into a frontier town, religion is likely to be their driving motivation, as they don’t have any ulterior motivation besides that of potentially a mix of economic or political reasons.
 In addition, the migrants coming into these towns would likely only be doing so if they believed in the cause of reclaiming Christian land or it was their only option for a better life in the case of criminals. 
Then also upon examining political and economic roles it’s hard to argue that for politics, religion doesn’t have the underlying factor. The land lost and the desire to regain them was at its roots a religion driven role. (Walbert, 2021) At some point, it may have also been for the desire for growth in power and stability for the kingdoms, but ultimately the push for this is religion at its root. 
Economics does not have such strong links to religion but weighing it up against Religion its hard to argue that it was more important. The role of economic factors really came down to a personal drive or motivation for the people to accumulate some form of wealth while also fighting this war and also heavily influenced by whether the economic system in the town was fair or not. (Oto-Peralías and Romero-Ávila, pg. 10-11, 2016) In some cases, it could be said that there is a weak link to Religion as this was all funded by their church and as such accumulating revenue only benefitted them too, which we can prove it did as the Spanish church was notably wealthier than a lot of the papacy at this time. (Webster, 2021)
Therefore, overall Religion plays a leading role in the Reconquista, it was at the root of this conflict as the Christian goal was to ultimately reclaim Iberia, the other factors too had Religious undertones or could be seen as just a beneficial by-product of this conflict. 
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