



The impact of colonial enterprise on Latin America and its religions



Life in America predating the 1500s was abundant with cultural diversity, and indigenous civilizations who had inhabited the land for tens of thousands of years. The people had generally lived a remote existence and had been isolated from other cultures and countries. Despite their rich history and deep-rooted practises, culture and traditions, their religions were decimated when conquistadors from Spain and Portugal invaded their lands and commenced brutal colonisation, conquering the lands in the Americas and the Caribbean, utilizing “European technology, weaponry, and cavalry against unknowing indigenous people[footnoteRef:1]”. [1:  https://resources.saylor.org/wwwresources/archived/site/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/HIST201-3.1.3-LatinAmericaAndConquistadors-FINAL1.pdf] 



The term “Indigenous Peoples’ refers to several socioeconomic and cultural groups that have shared ancestral links to the lands and natural resources that they reside on or have been displaced from. Before the Spanish arrived the indigenous people of Latin America, primarily the Aztecs and the Incas, engaged in their polytheistic religions. They had traditional religious practices and were conscious of themselves and their deities. 


“For over five hundred years, since the great “age of exploration,” Western Christians have visited, traded, conquered, and colonized large parts of the non-western World[footnoteRef:2].” The arrival of the Spanish and Portuguese in North America began a devastating war. Conquistadors were tasked with destroying any existing religions, and enforcing Christianity, specifically Catholicism. Many people fought against this, but given the Spanish military power, they were able to conquer quite easily.  People were forced to convert, with the invaders using brutal methods, such as torture, murder and forced baptisms, to ensure people complied.  [2:  Kaplan, Steven, ed. Indigenous responses to western Christianity. NYU] 



Although the invaders used religion as justification for colonization, there were additional motives, particularly economic and political. Not only did conquering the territories expand the strength and size of the Spanish empire, it also “provided Spain with power, influence and prestige within the European community[footnoteRef:3].” Friars and Catholic priests voyaged with the conquistadors to convert the indigenous people, who were considered ‘barbaric’ by the Europeans, ironically. [3:  https://resources.saylor.org/wwwresources/archived/site/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/HIST201-3.1.3-LatinAmericaAndConquistadors-FINAL1.pdf] 



The result was catastrophic. Some inhabitants were able to find safety and move to rural and secluded areas, and continue their practises in secret, however, the ones who were not as lucky were made to adapt to a completely new lifestyle. The conquistadors were successful in decimating the indigenous people and their beliefs and, within a short space of time, Catholicism dominated. Not only did they intentionally kill many of the people, but populations were also being ravaged by diseases they had never encountered, such as smallpox. This was another major issue that the Indigenous people had to contend with. 


In addition to their savagery against the indigenous people, in the sixteenth century, and well into the nineteenth century, Europeans began importing slaves from Africa to the continent. These slaves were forced into laborious jobs whilst being treated inhumanely and cruelly by their ‘slaveholders’. Despite their hardship, and being forced to move overseas, they did “covertly maintain much of their religions, hiding them from their masters by lending the Catholic saints the qualities of their spiritual entities[footnoteRef:4].”  [4:  Garrard, Virginia, 1957-, Freston, Paul,, Dove, Stephen C. The Cambridge history of religions in Latin America, null] 



The impact that the colonization had on Latin America and its religions was immense and “by the end of the colonial period in Latin America, the Christendom model had left a deep imprint on Spanish America[footnoteRef:5]” Not only was the population forced to abandon their own beliefs and convert to Christianity but Indigenous people were made to change their traditions, and the practises they had been participating in for centuries and whilst many did convert and follow Christianity, “some clung tenaciously to their own beliefs, occulting them behind a Catholic veneer[footnoteRef:6].” [5:  Garrard, Virginia, 1957-, Freston, Paul,, Dove, Stephen C. The Cambridge history of religions in Latin America, null]  [6:  Garrard, Virginia, 1957-, Freston, Paul,, Dove, Stephen C. The Cambridge history of religions in Latin America, null] 



At a time when there were few other international financial institutions to serve the region, the Church was the most prevalent economic institution in colonial Spanish America. Not only did the Church acquire vast funds, but it also owned extensive real-estate and land. This gave them an unfair advantage over the indigenous people as, in addition to their military superiority, they had money and power which was used as a weapon. The Church invested a significant amount of its resources in the colonies’ intellectual and educational life, which it essentially controlled exclusively until the late eighteenth century. Thus, the Christian doctrine prevailed, and Indigenous religions were fast disappearing. 


The conquistadors were successful in their invasion, and this is evident given the fact that there are currently around 425 million Catholics in Latin America, making it the primary religion. However, they did not eradicate the existing religions entirely. Some of them survived the depredation and, as a result, the followers continue to practise ancient traditions. For instance, there are several communities such as The Yanomami and The Quechua that still exist today.  


Additionally, there are UN efforts to preserve and revitalise indigenous cultures, to ensure that they do not disappear. Latin America is now considered syncretic, given the various religions practised there, and there are also new religions emerging. Furthermore, there has been an increase in the number of indigenous Pentecostal churches since the 1970s. Although they have had to adapt, some cultures have survived and are currently thriving.
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