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The conquest and formation of New Spain were deeply shaped by race and religion. After the Spanish
conquest of the Aztec Empire in the sixteenth century, the Spanish Crown and the Catholic Church
worked together to create a new colonial society. Religion provided a moral and spiritual justification
for conquest, while racial classification helped organize social hierarchy, labor, privilege, and identity.
Together, race and religion became powerful tools through which Spanish authorities controlled
Indigenous peoples, Africans, mixed-race populations, and Europeans living in the colony.

New Spain was not only a political colony. It was also a religious and social project. Spanish colonizers
claimed that one of their main goals was to convert Indigenous peoples to Christianity. At the same
time, the colonial system created social divisions based on ancestry, skin color, birthplace, and
perceived purity of blood. This produced a society in which Spaniards were generally placed at the
top, while Indigenous peoples, Africans, and people of mixed ancestry faced different forms of legal,
social, and economic limitation.

Religion as a Tool of Conquest
Religion played a central role in the Spanish conquest of New Spain. Spanish colonizers believed that
spreading Christianity was part of their divine mission. This belief helped justify conquest and
colonization. The Spanish Crown presented itself as responsible for converting Indigenous peoples to
Catholicism and bringing them into Christian civilization.

The Catholic Church was closely connected to the Spanish state through the system known as the
Patronato Real, or Royal Patronage. Under this system, the Spanish Crown gained significant control
over Church appointments, revenues, and missionary activity in the Americas. This meant that
religion and government were closely linked in New Spain. The Church supported colonization through
missionary work, while the Crown supported the Church financially and politically.

Missionaries built churches, convents, schools, and religious communities throughout New Spain.
Franciscans, Dominicans, Augustinians, and Jesuits were among the religious orders that worked to
convert Indigenous populations. Mission churches became centers of religious instruction, cultural
change, and colonial authority. They were not only places of worship but also institutions through
which Indigenous people were taught Christian doctrine, European customs, and colonial discipline.
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Protection and Control
Religion in New Spain had a complex role. On one hand, the Church helped support Spanish colonial
control. Missionaries often encouraged Indigenous communities to accept Christianity, obey colonial
authority, and abandon traditional religious practices. This process disrupted many Indigenous
spiritual traditions, temples, rituals, and worldviews.

On the other hand, some religious figures defended Indigenous peoples against extreme abuse.
Bartolomé de Las Casas, for example, criticized the brutality of Spanish colonization and argued that
Indigenous peoples were rational human beings who deserved protection and peaceful conversion.
His arguments helped influence debates about Indigenous rights and Spanish colonial policy.

This shows that religion was not simply one thing in New Spain. It could be used to justify conquest,
but it could also be used to criticize cruelty and defend Indigenous humanity. The same religious
system that supported colonization also produced some of its strongest critics.

The Las Casas–Sepúlveda Debate
The Las Casas–Sepúlveda debate, also known as the Valladolid debate, was one of the most important
moral debates of the Spanish colonial period. It took place in 1550–1551 and focused on the
treatment of Indigenous peoples in the Americas. Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda argued that Spanish
conquest could be justified because he viewed Indigenous peoples as inferior and in need of Spanish
rule and Christian instruction. His argument relied partly on the idea that some people were naturally
suited to be ruled by others.

Bartolomé de Las Casas strongly opposed this view. He argued that Indigenous peoples were rational,
capable of faith, and entitled to humane treatment. He believed conversion should happen through
persuasion rather than violence. Las Casas did not reject Christianity or Spanish monarchy, but he
challenged the violence and exploitation used in the name of both.

This debate is important because it reveals how religion and race were connected to colonial power.
The question was not only whether Indigenous people could become Christians. It was also whether
they should be treated as fully human, free, and capable of governing themselves. The debate shows
that ideas about race were not natural truths but social and political constructions used to justify
power.

The Spanish Casta System
The Spanish casta system was a form of social classification that developed in colonial Spanish
America, especially in the eighteenth century. It categorized people according to ancestry and racial
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mixture. The major categories included Spaniards, Indigenous peoples, Africans, mestizos, mulattos,
and many other mixed classifications. A mestizo usually referred to a person of Spanish and
Indigenous ancestry, while a mulatto usually referred to a person of Spanish and African ancestry.

The casta system reflected the colonial desire to organize society according to race, ancestry, and
social status. People of European Spanish ancestry were generally placed at the top of the hierarchy.
Peninsulares, or Spaniards born in Spain, often held the highest political and religious offices. Criollos,
or people of Spanish descent born in the Americas, also held privileged positions but were sometimes
excluded from top offices. Below them were mixed-race groups, Indigenous peoples, Africans, and
enslaved or formerly enslaved people.

However, the casta system was not always a perfectly fixed legal structure. Race in New Spain was
shaped not only by ancestry but also by appearance, occupation, wealth, reputation, language,
clothing, and community status. A person’s racial classification could sometimes shift depending on
social circumstances. This shows that race was socially constructed and connected to power, not
simply biology.

Race, Labor, and Social Hierarchy
Race in New Spain was closely connected to labor and economic control. Indigenous peoples were
often forced into tribute systems, labor drafts, and agricultural work. Africans were brought to Spanish
America through the transatlantic slave trade and were used in domestic labor, mining, agriculture,
and other forms of work. Mixed-race populations often occupied intermediate social positions but still
faced discrimination and limited opportunities.

The casta system helped justify inequality by presenting social hierarchy as natural. It taught people
that ancestry and racial mixture determined status. This allowed Spanish elites to maintain political
and economic control. The system also divided people who might otherwise have united against
colonial authority. By ranking groups against one another, the colonial order preserved Spanish
dominance.

At the same time, colonial society was more complex than simple racial categories suggest. People
formed families, communities, businesses, and religious associations across racial lines. Many people
of mixed ancestry played important roles in colonial life. Still, racial classification shaped access to
power, honor, education, wealth, and legal privilege.

Mestizaje and the Creation of a New Society
One of the most important results of Spanish colonization was the growth of a mixed-race population.
Mestizos, people of Spanish and Indigenous ancestry, became an increasingly significant part of
colonial society. Over time, mestizaje, or racial and cultural mixing, became central to the identity of
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Mexico and other parts of Latin America.

Mestizaje was not only biological. It also involved cultural exchange. Indigenous, Spanish, and African
traditions shaped language, food, religion, music, family life, and social customs. Catholicism in New
Spain, for example, was influenced by Indigenous practices, symbols, and local devotion. This
blending created a new society, but it occurred within unequal conditions created by conquest and
colonial rule.

Therefore, mestizaje should not be romanticized as a peaceful blending of cultures. It was often
produced through violence, coercion, social inequality, and colonial domination. Still, it became one of
the defining features of New Spanish society.

Race as a Social Construction
Studying the casta system shows that race is not based on fixed biological truth. Instead, race is
created through social meanings, political power, and historical circumstances. In New Spain, racial
categories were used to organize labor, privilege, taxation, marriage, honor, and legal status. These
categories changed over time and were applied differently depending on place and situation.

The Las Casas–Sepúlveda debate also shows how ideas about race were used to justify colonial rule.
Sepúlveda’s argument depended on the belief that Indigenous peoples were naturally inferior. Las
Casas challenged this by arguing for Indigenous rationality and humanity. This conflict shows that
race was not simply a description of difference; it was a tool used to decide who deserved power,
freedom, protection, and respect.

Legacy of Race and Religion in New Spain
The legacy of race and religion in New Spain continues to affect modern societies. The casta system
helped create patterns of colorism, class inequality, and racial hierarchy that did not disappear after
independence. In many Latin American societies, lighter skin and European ancestry have historically
been associated with higher social status, while Indigenous and African ancestry have often been
marginalized.

Religion also left a lasting legacy. Catholicism became deeply rooted in Mexican and Latin American
culture. It shaped festivals, moral values, family life, education, politics, and community identity.
However, the religious history of New Spain is also a history of cultural conflict and adaptation.
Indigenous communities did not simply abandon their traditions. Many blended Catholic practices with
Indigenous beliefs, creating distinctive forms of religious life.

The connection between religion and politics also remains important. In many societies, religious
institutions continue to influence public values, social movements, and political debates. The colonial
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history of New Spain helps explain why religion can be both a source of identity and a source of social
conflict.

Conclusion
Race and religion were central to the formation of New Spain. Religion justified conquest, supported
colonial authority, and provided a framework for conversion. At the same time, religious figures such
as Bartolomé de Las Casas used Christian principles to criticize abuse and defend Indigenous peoples.
Race, through the casta system, organized colonial society into a hierarchy that privileged Spanish
ancestry and limited the rights and opportunities of Indigenous, African, and mixed-race populations.

The Spanish casta system and the religious conquest of New Spain show that race and religion were
not separate forces. They worked together to shape power, identity, labor, and social order. Their
legacy can still be seen in modern discussions of colorism, class, cultural identity, and religious
influence. Understanding this history helps explain how colonial societies created lasting inequalities
and how those inequalities continue to shape the present.
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