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ABSTRACT 
 
This essay explores the intricate and multifaceted relationship between religion, power dynamics, and the Tri-
angle Trade in colonial Spain. By looking at the role faith plays as the driving force for conquest and a tool for 
legitimizing exploitation. This essay provides a nuanced comprehension of the intricacies that significantly 
influenced the fate of the Spanish colonies, intricately dissecting the interaction between religious zeal, imperial 
aspirations, and economic interests while delving deeply into the missionary endeavors of explorers, the insti-
tutionalization of labor through the encomienda system, and the darker aspects of the Triangle Trade, including 
the exploitation of African slaves. This exploration brings to light how the Catholic Church, in collaboration 
with the Spanish Crown, intricately molded the historical trajectory of the Spanish colonies. The essay acknowl-
edges the inherent contradictions in using faith as a tool for power and control, prompting readers to critically 
engage with the profound complexities embedded in this historical narrative. 
 

Introduction 
 
In the years spanning the so-called Age of Discovery from the late fifteenth to early seventeenth centuries, these 
bold European voyagers set sail across uncharted waters, their ambition being to locate unfamiliar shores and 
broaden comprehension of the globe's expanse, hoping each new horizon might reveal territories unknown to 
the old world. This period is characterized by extraordinary encounters and conquests. Spain during this period, 
emerged as a formidable force in exploring and colonizing the New World. Amidst the maritime expeditions 
and territorial expansions, a complex interplay between religion, power dynamics, and the Triangle Trade cre-
ated historical intricacies that left a profound impact on the destiny of the Spanish colonies. As Spanish explor-
ers set forth on their journeys, the extreme adherence to Catholicism became a prevailing force shaping their 
worldview. Christopher Columbus, the vanguard of these maritime endeavors, viewed his voyages not merely 
as a venture of territorial acquisition but as a sacred mission ordained by the divine to spread the influence of 
the Catholic Church. 
 

Religion as a Catalyst for Conquest 
 
Notably, Spain's deeply rooted Christian identity, vividly expressed through a plethora of symbols and images, 
profoundly influenced its colonial pursuits. A case in point is the Pope, a revered figure who symbolized the 
human representation of Christ across various nations, exerting a lasting impact on the trajectory of the religion. 
In Spain, this Christian ethos found expression in a rich tapestry of artifacts, including meticulously crafted 
books, murals, and paintings. These artistic creations served as tangible manifestations of the unwavering faith 
in Christ, contributing to the cultural and religious fabric of Spanish society as seen in the artwork below. In 
the painting below, the hand, which carries a deeper meaning is a reference to both the Crucifixion and the life 
of Saint Francis through the depiction of the stigmata. Likewise, the seven lambs, drinking from Christ's blood-
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filled chalice, are inspired by the Book of Revelations. These symbols are laden with religious significance, 
weaving together elements of Christian belief and biblical imagery. 
 

 
 
Figure 1. Brooklyn Museum. (1944). Roman Coin. Brooklyn Museum Open Collection.  
 

Religion emerged as a potent force driving the conquest and colonization of newly discovered lands 
across the ocean during the Age of Exploration, epitomized by figures like Christopher Columbus. These ex-
plorers were impelled by a fervent belief in a divine mandate to spread the influence of the Catholic Church. 
This conviction imbued their voyages with a sense of purpose beyond mere exploration or trade. Figure 2, 
depicts Jesus Christ on a cross aboard a sailing ship amidst a tumultuous sea, yet the vessel remains steadfast 
and secure. This imagery symbolizes divine protection, mirroring the theological concept that Jesus endured 
suffering to ensure peace and redeem humanity from sin. It reinforces the notion that the conquests were per-
ceived as righteous endeavors sanctioned by God. 

Bernal del Castillo's "The Conquest of New Spain" provides a firsthand account of the conquistadors' 
experiences, capturing the intensity and complexity of their endeavors. Through vivid narratives, it underscores 
the intertwining of religious zeal and territorial ambitions, underscoring how conquest was often justified in 
religious terms. In addition to personal narratives, the correspondence between Columbus and Spanish mon-
archs, compiled in works such as "The Four Voyages of Christopher Columbus," offers valuable insights into 
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the interplay of religious fervor and political strategy. These letters reveal a multifaceted negotiation between 
spiritual aspirations and the geopolitical realities of the era, shedding light on the intricate motivations driving 
the conquest. 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Thoma Foundation. (2018). Spanish Colonial Paintings from the Thoma  
 

The missionary endeavors of Bartolomé de las Casa further demonstrate the complex role of religion 
in colonial expansion. Bartolomé de las Casa was part of the encomienda system. However, he underwent a 
transformative religious experience which led him to become an advocate for the rights of indigenous peoples. 
Bartolomé de las Casa’s seminal work "A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies" paints a harsh first-
hand account of the tragic clash between the allegedly "noble" aims of the time and the brutal exploitative 
realities that characterized the Spanish colonial endeavor. 

In tandem with the conquistadors, the Spanish Crown engaged in a collaboration with the Catholic 
Church to assert dominance over the newly acquired territories. This strategic alliance aimed to fortify control 
by intertwining religious influence with political authority. The introduction of the "Repartimiento" and enco-
mienda systems, ostensibly framed as mechanisms to protect and convert indigenous populations, serves as a 
compelling illustration of the intricate dance between religious justification and economic interests. This was 
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present in the artwork of that period as well. When examining Figure 3, the main focal point is the queen, yet 
the figures representing the church are equally prominent. The image is bursting with religious symbolism, 
portraying themes of good versus evil, exemplified by the depiction of a benevolent angel contrasted with a 
mischievous or malevolent one. This imagery highlights the indispensability of the Church's support for the 
monarchy, suggesting that the success of the crown is  tied to the approval of the Church. 
 

 
 
Figure 3. Art & Antiques Magazine. (2020). Spanish Colonial Art.  
 

"The Spanish Inquisition: A Historical Revision" by Henry Kamen delves into the intricate collabora-
tion between the Catholic Church and the Spanish Crown. It illuminates how religious institutions evolved into 
instruments of social control, solidifying Spain's dominance over vast territories and diverse populations. Helen 
Nader's exploration of the internal dynamics within the Catholic Church during the colonial period in her work 
"Faith in the Resistance: Leadership and Activism in the Catholic Church" illuminates’ instances of resistance 
and the nuanced complexities of faith-driven activism, in a similar manner as Kamen's research. Nader's anal-
ysis extends beyond the narrative of collaboration, highlighting instances where religious figures contested the 
prevailing power structures, offering a more nuanced understanding of the diverse roles played by the Church 
in colonial dynamics.  
 

The Quest for Power 
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When we examine Judith A. Carney's "Black Rice: The African Origins of Rice Cultivation in the Americas" 
we can see the entanglement of labor institutionalization with economic imperatives, unraveling the complex 
web woven by the Spanish Crown in its quest for dominance. Furthermore, David E.'s seminal work proved 
integral to advancing this field of study through its innovative approach and thoughtful analysis. Stannard, 
"American Holocaust: The Conquest of the New World," casts a broader net, examining the devastating impact 
of European colonization on indigenous populations. Stannard provides a comprehensive exploration of the 
brutality that accompanied the melding of religious fervor and imperial aspirations. Through his unflinching 
portrayal of the human suffering born of territorial ambition, he forces us to deeply examine the often-murky 
ethical dilemmas interwoven within the tale of civilization's spread across foreign lands. 

The Triangle Trade, which involved the trafficking of goods, people, and culture, played a pivotal role 
in Spain's insatiable quest for wealth and power. "The Slave Ship: A Human History"by Marcus Rediker offers 
a poignant exploration of the dehumanizing conditions aboard slave ships and exposing the commodification 
of human lives. The religious rhetoric of the time served a dual purpose. It not only provided moral justification 
for the exploitation of African slaves but also rationalized this dehumanization through biblical passages. "The 
Atlantic Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Americas: A Visual Record," by Jerome S. Handler and Michael L. 
Tuite Jr., looks at the visual representations of the slave trade, unraveling the ideological underpinnings that 
perpetuated this nefarious system. Beyond Handler and Tuite's work, Vincent Carretta's "Equiano, the African: 
Biography of a Self-Made Man" offers a personal narrative, providing insights into the experiences of an Afri-
can enslaved in the Americas, adding a human perspective to the broader historical analysis. 
 

Conclusion 
 
This analysis acknowledges the contradictory nature of deploying faith as a means of power and control. Syn-
thesizing insights from primary sources, scholarly articles, and historical accounts, it provides a nuanced un-
derstanding of the multifaceted role of religion in shaping colonial Spain and the Triangle Trade. The analysis 
invites readers to critically reflect on the complexities found in this historical time point, prompting the reader 
to explore the forces that shaped the destinies of nations and individuals alike. Through this examination, the 
essay not only elucidates historical events but also offers a profound glimpse into the human condition within 
the intricate intersection of faith, power, and exploitation 
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