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What role did religion play in the Reconquista?  
The role of religion within the Reconquista is one of varying importance, used to different degrees and ends by the Spanish. Though it wouldn’t be accurate to say that religious belief was the sole driving force behind the Reconquista, it can be said that it provided useful justification for achieving the aims the Spanish did have across the centuries it covered. Within this essay I aim to assess the importance of religion in the Reconquista, and to discuss its relationship with other potential motivators, in order to determine the significance of the role it played. In order to do this I will first discuss the context in which the Reconquista was formed, continued and ended, to provide background into the changing priorities of the Spanish Empire. I have split the remainder of this essay into two main categories to fully explore the different roles that religion played throughout the Reconquista: religion as a motivator in itself, and religion as a justification for other factors, namely social and economic. 
Before I move on to discuss the outlined factors, I believe it is important to first outline the wider history of the Reconquista, in order to provide context for the changing motivations and attitudes of the Spanish Kingdoms. The Reconquista is widely accepted to have begun with the Christian victory at Covadonga in 718/722[footnoteRef:1], and ended with the Muslim defeat at Granada in 1492.  In the expansion leading up to 718, the Muslim Moors had gained control of nearly all of the Iberian Peninsula, except the far north-west where the Christians were forced back to. As such, the beginning of the Reconquista was largely focused on the regaining of territory as opposed to the spreading of the Christian religion. Though there were some intermittent skirmishes throughout the first few centuries, active movement of the Reconquista only began after the eleventh century as it started to gain ground as an ideology [footnoteRef:2]. At the same time as this ideology began to develop, support for the first crusade had peaked and the first Western European crusaders had begun to arrive in the Holy Land. Considering, then, that an organised response began in this period after nearly 400 years of conflict, united under one ideology, it is reasonable to assume that this resurgence of force is in the very least partly due to the introduction of the Crusades. With the Christian kingdoms paying even more attention to the east, the already centuries long conflict between the Spanish and the Moors began to shift in focus, adopting a diluted version of the crusader mindset. The beginning of the Crusades in the eleventh century is the first of several significant events in this period to have an impact on the Reconquista.  After the final crusade in the late 13th century,  and the continuation of its gradual expansion, the start of the reign of the Catholic monarchs signified not only the unification of the two Christian kingdoms in Spain (Castile and Aragon) but the final phases of the Reconquista. The end of the Reconquista is arguably where religion plays its greatest role, with the establishment of Christianity firmly across the whole Iberian Peninsula and the creation of the Spanish Inquisition to ensure its success. This essay will primarily focus on these two events and periods as they offer the clearest representations of the differing roles of religion within the Reconquista. [1:  Xenia Bonch-Bruevich, ‘Ideologies of the Spanish Reconquest and Isidore’s Political Thought’, Mediterranean Studies, 17(2008), 27-45(pp27-29)]  [2:  Roberto Marin-Guzman, ‘Crusade in Al-Adalus: The Eleventh Century Formation of the Reconquista as an Ideology’, Islamic Studies, 31(1992), 287-318] 

There are several factors that support the idea of the Reconquista being, first and foremost, religiously motivated by a desire to establish Christian influence across the globe. Though these factors are typically closely linked to the social and economic interests of the Spanish empire, they offer some evidence that supports the idea of religion playing a primary role in the continuation of the Reconquista. These religious motivations manifest themselves in several ways: firstly, through the Reconquista’s identification with a crusade, then through the conversions of Jews and Muslims, the intolerance of the Spanish Inquisition and finally the eventual expansion and conversion of the Americas. The first centuries of the Reconquista cannot convincingly be counted as religiously motivated because of their typically territorial nature; it is realistically only with the start of the Crusades that its religious dedication is conceived. Opposition and resistance to the Moor invasion is viewed by some as a continuation of the ‘native resistance’ shown by the Spanish peoples previously, whether to the Visigoths or to Rome etc.[footnoteRef:3], highlighting an element of nationalism or, at the very least, cultural pride.  This assertion fits well with the narrative of the Reconquista beginning as a territorial conflict, but also with its transition to a religious crusade. With the renewed emphasis on the religious differences between the Moors and the Spanish, this long-held nationalism adopts a religious front, encouraged by the beginning of the Crusades in the Middle East. From here the Reconquista is not only a matter of regaining territory but also a unified attempt to re-establish the Iberian Peninsula and its occupants in Christian society. In this way religion is important through its provision of a new aim for the Spanish to fight for, and its creation of a new surge of enthusiasm, as well as giving the people of the north western kingdoms a unifying characteristic against the Moors.  [3:  Jocelyn Hillgarth, ‘Spanish Historiography and Iberian Reality’, History and Theory, 24(1985), 23-43(pp.27-30)] 

The religious nationalism that develops from this shift experiences no greater surge during the Reconquista than in its final years under the reign of the Catholic monarchs Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand II of Aragon. The strength of this religious identity lasted well beyond the Reconquista and into modern society, making religion far more significant a factor than it might have been previously. By the time of their reign, the role of religion within the Reconquista had varied, and after most of the Iberian Peninsula was reconquered, more pressing economic and social rose to prominence over that of religion. Under the Catholic monarchs however, religion played its biggest and most pivotal part in the Reconquista. The introduction of the Spanish inquisition in 1478 signified the beginning of a religiously led drive for complete unity under the Christian faith[footnoteRef:4]. In order to do this, mass forced conversion of Jews and Muslims was enforced under threat of exile. The extent to which these conversions were monitored and distrusted attests to the importance of religious identity within the Spanish Kingdoms at the time. Arguably there are numerous other social and economic reasons that these conversions would be beneficial (a united Christian Spain would be easier to govern than one made up of different religions for example) but considering the context of Queen Isabella’s reign, the ideal of one singular supreme religion is clearly the motivating factor. The Intolerance of the Spanish Inquisition and the monarchy at the end of the Reconquista reflects the position of religion in the minds of the Spanish government, and the belief of the superiority of the Christian faith. The forced conversions of citizens within Spanish territories and the introduction of a religio-political body like the Inquisition to ensure adherence to the national faith reflects the significant sway religion held over the monarchs and leading members of Spain. This in itself is enough to give religion a very significant role, even if the civilian population were motivated by ulterior ambitions, they are still led by the religious aims of their leaders. With Spanish expansion into the America’s, we can see further examples of this belief, and while economic ambitions were the catalyst, the topic of religion quickly takes the forefront with the discovery of indigenous peoples not of the Christian faith. It can be argued, therefore, that while the role of religion as the primary instigator of the Reconquista is varied, it holds significant weight and a central role in steering the Empire through its influence on the monarchy and leading members of government. [4:  Lori Nykanen, ‘Queen Isabella and the Spanish Inquisition: 1478-1505’ (University of Central Florida 2014)] 

While religion was the primary motivator for some out of a genuine desire to bring the Christian faith back to all the Spanish lands, for others it provided a different kind of encouragement. Those who had motive, be it social, political or economic, could find justification for following their ambitions through the religious ideals backing the reconquest. As Christian forces progressed across the Iberian Peninsula, gaining ground against the Moor forces, opportunities for social advancement and economic growth to fit these ambitions inevitably arose. Much of this reclaimed land required immediate repopulation, namely by workers and labourers able to settle it and make it economically viable. The administrative responsibilities for these territories typically fell to the ‘Caballeros Villanos’ (peasant knights), who required nothing but a horse and arms to be awarded their title[footnoteRef:5]. The ability to gain this position in newly re-established communities with relative ease is one of the first examples of a motivator for supporting the Reconquista outside of religious reasoning. A Christian citizen in the Spanish empire with enough ambition could secure a position above others in their community by participating in the Reconquista; whether they fought for religion or their own benefit would be of little consequence. In areas that were densely populated prior to their absorption by the Spanish Kingdoms, the population was typically allowed to continue residing in their homes. Eventually though the Jews and Muslims living in these areas would have to convert, becoming ‘New Christians’ in order to remain within Spanish lands.  [5:  Francisco Beltran Tapia, Alfonso Diez-Minguela, Julio Martinez-Galarraga, Daniel Tirado Fabregat, ‘A brief history of the Reconquista (718-1492 AD): Conquest, Repopulation and land distribution’, Documentos de Trabajo de La Sociedad Española de Historia Agraria (Sociedad Española de Historia Agraria, 2020) p.5 ] 

There was still a relatively prominent role for religion to play throughout the Reconquista, though this time as a means to an end for the aspirations of locals and citizens. Though converted, these New Christians still inspired varying degrees of suspicion, made worse by their position in society. The prominence of some of these converts, and the cheaper labour provided by others, led to their being blamed for the economic issues that arose in resettled areas across the peninsula. Their religious history offered disgruntled locals a way to remove them from their positions. Raising concerns about these converts reverting to their old religions provided the necessary excuse for the Spanish inquisition to investigate and ultimately depose these minorities. The ability of the Spanish inquisition to confiscate goods, finances, and property, to effectively “bleed the richest minority”[footnoteRef:6]  indicates one of its fundamental purposes – to combat the rising prominence of (ex) Jews and Muslims within society[footnoteRef:7]. The attitude of the Spanish people and governments to this social group shows a distinct disregard for the actual religious standing of these minorities, instead using it as a justification to reduce their social and economic prosperity. The prominence of these attitudes clearly marks the differences in the role religion played within Spanish society at the time; though the monarchy might have prioritised the religion of the people itself, the people saw ways to use it to change their position and justify their worldly ambitions.  [6:  Henry Kamen, ‘Confiscations in the Economy of the Spanish Inquisition’, Economic History Review, 18(1965), 511-525 (p.512)]  [7:  Jocelyn Hillgarth, p.30] 

These distinctly anti-foreign attitudes are further reflected in the response of the Spanish to the shortcomings of their own country. Alongside the suspicion and blame placed at the door of the new Christians, the “heresies invented in Germany and France”[footnoteRef:8]  also received a portion of responsibility. This view was championed by the Spanish politician Francisco de Quevedo who in his work ‘La Espana defendida’ (1609) pointedly asks “who does not call us barbarians, […] when all our vices come from abroad?”. Avoidance of foreign influence is a reoccurring theme throughout the Reconquista, especially with regards to religion. The best example of religion being used within the Reconquista to keep foreign influence at bay can be found in the 1080 bond between Spanish royalty and the Abbey of Cluny[footnoteRef:9]. Despite attempts by the papacy to “equate the Spanish Reconquista with that of the Holy Land”[footnoteRef:10], the bond with Cluny allowed the Spanish royalty to maintain their economic and political hold over the Iberian Peninsula, avoiding having to relinquish control to the papacy. Religion is evidently a secondary factor here, showing that even during the Crusades the religious identity of the Spanish didn’t warrant the relinquishing of their lands or their economic prospects.  [8:  Jocelyn Hillgarth, p.30]  [9:  Xenia Bonch-Bruevich, p.28]  [10:  Xenia Bonch-Bruevich, p.29] 

In summary, the roles of religion within the Reconquista are numerous and varied, rising and falling from prominence continuously throughout the period. The reconquest certainly began with largely territorial aims, but the importance of religion in driving the continuation of Spanish expansion is less concrete. With the introduction of the crusades, it’s reasonable to assume the emphasis on religious expansion increased, and indeed Spanish religio-military orders were aided by Templars and the Hospitallers[footnoteRef:11] across the Iberian Peninsula. The involvement of these orders serves to reinforce the idea of a united Christian response to driving the Muslims out of ‘Christian land’ but the ability to fulfil ambitions of gaining land, status and influence from the spoils certainly did not reduce their motivations. The majority of religious conflicts throughout the Reconquista are economically driven and religiously justified, as shown through the establishment of the Spanish Inquisition. Even after extreme steps are taken to ensure conversion and the creation of a joint Christian identity, most religious factors then become superficial justifications for the achievement of ulterior motives and desires for further social, economic and political power. [11:  Francisco Beltran Tapia, Alfonso Diez-Minguela, Julio Martinez-Galarraga, Daniel Tirado Fabregat, p.5 
] 
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