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Introducing Religion  
in Latin America

This book provides an introduction to the historical develop-
ment and contemporary expressions of religious life in South and Central 
America, Mexico, and the Spanish-speaking Caribbean. A central feature 
of this text is its inclusion of both primary and secondary materials. Pri-
mary materials are generally those produced by insiders or participants 
in the events or traditions at stake. Examples include letters, sermons, 
journal entries, ritual manuals, and ancient sacred texts. Secondary docu-
ments, on the other hand, include articles, books, and chapters written 
by scholars, journalists, and other “outsiders.” Primary documents are 
especially valuable in this sort of book because they provide direct ac-
cess to the voices of the people and events under discussion, and enable 
readers to act as academic investigators, experiencing and interpreting the 
same texts on which historians draw. Secondary documents provide read-
ers with well-informed readings by scholarly experts. The secondary texts 
reprinted here adopt diverse theoretical and methodological approaches 
in order to provide readers with a broad perspective on Latin American 
religious history and also to underline the fact that there is no single cor-
rect reading of any given event or issue.
 In this introductory chapter, we outline a number of core themes that 
emerge throughout Latin American religious history, as well as some of 
the important theoretical issues and methodological perspectives that 
have been brought to bear on the field. We also provide a short summary 
of key periods and events in Latin American history, as context for the 
more detailed discussions of religious life during these periods in the 
chapters to follow.
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Major Periods of Latin American History

With the exceptions of the chapters on indigenous and African-based reli-
gions, we have ordered this book chronologically, according to a standard 
periodization of Latin American history.
 During the precolonial period, the Americas were populated by nu-
merous indigenous groups, with a great diversity of cultures, religions, 
and forms of livelihood. These cultures experienced significant changes in 
the centuries prior to the European conquest, including wars, migrations, 
the collapse of some civilizations, and the emergence of others.
 The colonial period began in 1492, with Christopher Columbus’s first 
voyage, and ended in the early 1800s, when most Latin American na-
tions achieved independence from Spain and adopted republican forms 
of government. (Brazil followed a different path, as noted below.) During 
the colonial period, European governments and churches dominated re-
ligious life in the Americas. Roman Catholicism was the official (“estab-
lished”) religion, and divergence from orthodox beliefs or practices was 
often punished under the auspices of church institutions such as the In-
quisition, which had been established to punish heretics in Europe. The 
colonial period was also marked by great religious hybridization, the mix-
ing of European, indigenous, and often African traditions into distinctly 
New World forms.
 The Independence period spans the nineteenth century, during which 
most Latin American nations experienced major religious, cultural, eco-
nomic, and political changes as a result of their separation from colonial 
authority. This era in Latin American history is sometimes called the na-
tional period because it was dominated by the formation and consolida-
tion of modern nation-states. With independence from Spain, most Latin 
American nations ended the Roman Catholic Church’s privileged status 
as the official religion. This disestablishment led not only to greater diver-
sity within Catholicism, since enforcement of orthodoxy was less strict, 
but also to greater religious diversity in general, as non-Catholic religions 
were able to emerge and expand. This transformation continues into the 
present day.
 The growth of Protestantism made possible by disestablishment is 
one of the two themes we highlight in the twentieth century. The other 
is the transformation of Roman Catholicism following the Second Vati-
can Council (1962-1965), a watershed event at which church leaders set a 
new course, opening the church’s windows and doors to engage modern 
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culture. (The first Vatican Council was held in 1870 and was dominated 
by conservative bishops who sought to protect the church from the im-
pact of modernity.) Vatican II was especially important for Latin America 
because of its emphases on the developing world, on social justice and 
human rights, and on the importance of rooting both pastoral work and 
theology firmly in local conditions and concerns. Both Catholicism and 
Protestantism continue to experience significant changes in the twenty-
first century, joined increasingly by other movements that complicate and 
enrich the region’s religious landscape.

Key Analytic Themes

The study of religion in Latin America encompasses a number of over-
arching themes, continuities, and contrasts. Not every scholar consid-
ers the same issues important, of course; most highlight particular top-
ics according to their theoretical and methodological approaches. The 
themes outlined below are the ones that we find most helpful in mak-
ing sense of the various religious traditions, events, and issues described 
in this book. Some themes are most important in particular times or 
places, while others recur across historical periods and regions. By fo-
cusing on these topics, we do not pretend to capture all of Latin Ameri-
can religious life. Rather, we hope to point readers to some important 
and enduring axes along which fruitful inquiries have run and may con-
tinue to run.

Continuity and Rupture

One of the broadest themes expressed in the readings collected here is the 
interplay between continuity and rupture. The development of the Latin 
American religious field has been characterized by the interplay between 
the establishment and preservation of age-old traditions, on one hand, 
and innovation and change, on the other. One set of continuities and dis-
continuities occurs between older and newer forms of religious belief and 
practice. Keeping both continuity and rupture in mind as we study Latin 
American religious history helps us avoid the tendencies to underestimate 
or overemphasize the degree of change over time. This is important, for 
example, with regard to indigenous religions. Some scholars declare that 
native traditions ended with the conquest and that what followed repre-
sented a complete rupture with precolonial history. On the other hand, 
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others have perceived absolute continuity in religious life, with little or no 
change over time despite major political, economic, and social transfor-
mations. We believe that careful scholarship reveals both continuities and 
ruptures in indigenous religions.
 It is also fruitful to look at the continuities and breaks between reli-
gious sphere and secular society. This is a theme that anthropologist John 
Burdick highlights in his 1993 book Looking for God in Brazil. Burdick 
characterizes Catholicism as a “cult of continuity,” which reproduces the 
hierarchical structures of society since its lay leadership tends to come 
from the most established social groups. In contrast, he describes two 
other traditions as cults of “affliction,” or rupture, which offer a radical 
break with the often destructive and tension-ridden world beyond the 
religious community.1 Burdick’s “cults of affliction” are Protestant Pente-
costalism, which emphasizes the action of the Holy Spirit, healing, and 
ecstatic forms of worship, and Umbanda, an Afro-Brazilian tradition. 
Rupture is tied, for Burdick, to physical and psychic healing, a necessary 
task in which cults of continuity fall short.
 In his more recent work, Burdick nuances his reading of progressive 
Catholicism and Pentecostalism. Here he follows a number of scholars 
who have carefully documented the capacity of progressive Catholicism 
to break with the past, as we will see revealed in a number of the readings 
included in chapter 7. There is also clear evidence of overlaps between 
Umbanda and Pentecostalism, on the one hand, and the larger society, on 
the other. Diana Brown’s work on Umbanda, for example, reveals a hierar-
chical authority structure that parallels the larger Brazilian society. Some 
studies of Pentecostalism, similarly, highlight hierarchies and ideologies 
that reinforce, rather than break with, outside social structures. Australian 
sociologist Rowan Ireland notes that all of Brazil’s major religions encom-
pass divergent streams, which in turn relate differently to secular politics 
and culture.2 Similarly, we believe that the themes of continuity and rup-
ture are helpful but should not be applied so strictly that we fail to see ei-
ther the continuities present in new forms or the ruptures that can occur 
in even the most apparently stable traditions.

Popular and Official Religions

One of the most important themes in this book concerns the identities of 
and interactions among popular groups and official institutions. For a long 
time, religion was synonymous, at least for most scholars, with religious 
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texts and institutions. In many ways it is much easier to study religion 
through its official institutions and texts—they leave records, occupy pub-
lic stages, and enter into well-documented interactions with other public 
actors. In Latin America, the Spanish colonists kept meticulous and de-
tailed records of many aspects of political, economic, and religious life. 
On the one hand, this has facilitated scholarly understanding but, on the 
other hand, it has left an unbalanced portrait of everyday life, since many 
ordinary events, experienced by ordinary people, did not attract Spanish 
attention.
 Tensions between popular and official religiosity existed even in pre-
colonial times. Both the Aztec and Incan empires, for example, had re-
ligious hierarchies dominated by elites, whose offices and practices were 
sometimes removed from the everyday lives of ordinary people. Con-
flicts between official and popular religiosity intensified sharply after the 
conquest established Roman Catholicism as the official religion and its 
hierarchy as the keepers of religious orthodoxy. Even though Catholi-
cism was established as the state religion in almost every nation, reli-
gious education and clerical attention failed to reach most people. Dur-
ing this period “folk” or “popular” Catholicism was most people’s reli-
gion, and everyday religious practices in cities, villages, and countryside 
were enthusiastic but highly irregular from the perspective of clerical 
elites. Religious activity centered on pilgrimages, local shrines, and cel-
ebrations of saints and various manifestations of the Virgin Mary, and 
most people had little interaction with church officials or institutions. 
Popular adaptations of Catholic practices and maintenance of many in-
digenous traditions throughout the colonial period meant that every-
day religious life often departed from the official version, as some of the 
documents in chapter 3 reveal.
 As with continuity and rupture, we should be careful not to see popu-
lar and official religions as two totally distinct realms of activity, always 
set against each other. As the case of Padre Cicero will show in chapter 
5, institutional and popular religious symbols, ideas, and practices often 
cross-fertilize in a dynamic and power-laden interplay. Moreover, reli-
gious institutions and popular movements are never monolithic. Rather, 
they often contain different sectors, each with their particular interests 
and modus operandi. Thus, the “miracle at Joaseiro” in which Padre Ci-
cero was involved could be celebrated by the local Catholic clergy and 
simultaneously rejected by the Vatican. Cicero, in turn, could enjoin his 
followers to obey and respect the Catholic hierarchy while at the same 
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time advancing a rural popular religiosity at odds with the modernizing 
interests of Rome.
 Despite this caveat, we cannot ignore the fact that religious elites in 
Latin America have consistently sought to establish their worldviews and 
practices as the taken-for-granted way of doing things and that these at-
tempts have had varying degrees of success at the grass-roots level. In ef-
forts to assess the relative successes, unintended consequences, and para-
doxes of this process, the tension between official and popular religion 
proves very helpful. The concept and experiences of popular religion have 
sparked numerous debates among scholars of Latin American religion. 
What does it mean to be “popular”? How does popular religion relate to 
“official” religion? Discussions of popular religion are also related, espe-
cially in North America, to discussions of “lived” religion, meaning reli-
gious practices in everyday life, a theoretical approach discussed later in 
this chapter. In Latin America, studies of popular religion are often po-
litically charged, since “popular” in Spanish signifies urban workers, peas-
ants, and, more generally, poor people, the “popular classes.”3

Popular and Lived Religion

Going beyond the traditional scholarly focus on institutional dynamics, 
the “popular religion” approach, which emerged at the end of the 1980s, 
seeks to shift the focus to the practices, beliefs, and organizations of or-
dinary people.4 In particular, it highlights the ways religion is practiced 
and performed as individuals and local communities struggle to navigate 
the challenges of everyday life. Attention to popular religion demands the 
study not only of how religion is produced in churches, temples, or syna-
gogues but also of how it is experienced in extra-ecclesial spaces, such as 
the streets, work places, homes, and neighborhoods, and in the intimate 
relationships among generations and among social classes, races, and gen-
ders. Therefore, the popular religion approach tends to rely heavily on 
qualitative research methods, particularly on ethnography.
 The rise of the popular religion approach in Latin America coincided 
with the emergence of the “lived religion” school pioneered in the United 
States by religious historians, notably Robert Orsi. Orsi’s influential 1985 
book The Madonna of 115th Street, which studied the mundane religious 
lives of Italian immigrants, exemplifies these concerns. Subsequent work 
by Orsi and others has shown the power of the lived religions approach, 
which provides an invaluable complement to scholarship on formal 
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institutions, such as church hierarchies, and doctrines, including holy 
scriptures and other authoritative texts (e.g., papal bulls). In fact, some 
Latin American scholars have entered into dialogues with the lived reli-
gion school as a way to study the transnational religious practices of Latin 
American immigrants in the United States.5

 A focus on popular religion can offer textured portraits of vast realms 
of activities that often take place at the margins of the official church. This 
marginality is manifest partly out of necessity—since historically many 
Latin Americans have lived in areas without regular pastoral attention—and 
partly out of choice, insofar as lay people have sought control and autonomy 
in their religious lives. Studies of popular religion in Latin America have of-
ten focused on practices such as devotions to saints, pilgrimages, home and 
local shrines, domestic values, and the dynamics of transculturation among 
Catholicism, African-based religions, and Spiritism, a Brazilian religious 
tradition that seeks contact and consultation with the spirit world. How-
ever, the approach has been increasingly used to understand the vitality of 
Pentecostalism among poor people, as well as the emergence of new reli-
gious movements mediated by popular culture and mass communications.
 The danger of this approach is that, in its effort to document local ev-
eryday religious practices, it may lose sight of the institutional, structural, 
and systemic processes in which these practices are embedded. The de-
contextualization of popular religion may in turn lead to a failure to rec-
ognize the multiple ways in which power and resistance shape and are 
shaped by religion.6

Orthodoxy, Heterodoxy, and Syncretism

Related to the tension between popular and official religion is that be-
tween orthodoxy—the authoritative version of a given religion—and het-
erodoxy—deviations from the norm, often the result of cultural mixing. 
In Latin America, popular religiosity, often existing at the margins of offi-
cial institutions, has tended to diverge from orthodox doctrine and prac-
tice. Indeed, many heterodox religions have resulted from creative blend-
ing and borrowing among Christian, indigenous, and African traditions, 
conducted by people whose lives and home places contained all these 
elements. However, it is important to recognize that popular religious 
practices and beliefs are not always unorthodox, nor do religious officials 
always practice strictly orthodox forms. For instance, the case of the Vir-
gin of Guadalupe, which we will discuss in chapter 3, blended indigenous 
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notions of sacred space, pilgrimage, fertility, and femininity with Iberian 
Marian devotion. Guadalupe eventually became orthodox and incorpo-
rated into the official church. Pope John Paul II, in fact, declared her the 
“empress of the Americas.”
 The Catholicism that missionaries and conquistadores brought to Latin 
America was itself syncretic, drawing on pre-Christian popular tradi-
tions as well as influences from Jewish and Muslim cultures that shared 
the Iberian peninsula until 1492. Spanish and Portuguese Catholicism was 
dominated by pilgrimages, processions, and other public events, as well 
as by private shrines and devotions. These practices, and the beliefs that 
accompanied European settlers, were often open to adjustment as peo-
ple’s lives and societies changed. In the Americas, missionaries and native 
peoples encountered diverse religious customs and ideas, and often mixed 
these in ways that satisfied and made sense to them, individually and col-
lectively. The results of their creative blendings were condemned and of-
ten punished by colonial authorities, but many persisted nonetheless, as 
revealed in the letter from a Oaxacan priest reprinted in chapter 3.
 In the contemporary period, religious syncretism is recognized and of-
ten celebrated, as in the African Mass, contemporary pan-Mayan reviv-
als, and a number of new religious movements such as those discussed in 
chapter 8. At the same time, scholars debate the validity of the concept of 
syncretism for the study of Latin American religions. Some reject the term 
altogether because it suggests that some religions are “pure” in contrast to 
others that are syncretic, or that the scholar can objectively determine de-
grees of purity among various religious expressions. In other words, the 
term “syncretism” carries an implicit connotation of essentialism, the idea 
that each religion has a stable core that defines its authenticity across time 
and space. To avoid essentialism, some scholars contend that all religions 
are “impure” insofar as they are historical cultural artifacts. The task, then, 
is not to search for the timeless nucleus of a given religion amid the trans-
formations that take place as it interacts with other religious traditions, 
but to trace the multiple historical struggles that go into stabilizing a par-
ticular set of religious beliefs and practices. This quest to construct ortho-
doxy is perhaps most evident among Pentecostal Protestant churches, al-
though the question of doctrinal or practical correctness is also important 
for many other religious groups, including conservative Roman Catholics, 
re-Africanizing practitioners of Candomblé (an Afro-Brazilian tradition 
most prominent in the city of Salvador in the state of Bahia), and indig-
enous revivalists.
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Domination, Agency, and Resistance

Although the themes of grass-roots agency and resistance have been 
highly influential in contemporary studies of religious hybridity, they 
have a longer trajectory connected to the powerful influence of Marx in 
the Latin American social sciences as a counterpoint to U.S.–based ap-
proaches to the region that have tended to emphasize modernization and 
development. In particular, the cultural Marxism of Italian philosopher 
Antonio Gramsci, with its stress on the role of “organic intellectuals” in 
the construction of alternative worldviews that can challenge the ideas 
and beliefs advanced by the ruling classes, has been seminal for progres-
sive Catholics, from Brazilian educator Paulo Freire to liberation theolo-
gians. Progressive Catholics often saw themselves as organic intellectuals, 
drawing symbols, narratives, and themes from popular religiosity to ar-
ticulate utopian visions at odds with the repressive military regimes they 
confronted during the 1960s and 1970s.7

 The role of culture and religion in domination and resistance con-
tinues to be central, now for scholars working from postcolonial and 
feminist standpoints. Drawing from thinkers as diverse as Michel Fou-
cault, Jean Comaroff, James Scott, Edward Said, and Gayatri Spivak, they 
highlight the ways in which religion can serve as a means for marginal-
ized people, including indigenous people, women, slaves, and peasants, 
to resist, albeit indirectly and precariously, the impositions of dominant 
elites.8 These approaches challenge the common assumption that reli-
gion is a conservative social force that inevitably reinforces established 
values, institutions, and practices. They also challenge the tendency 
to see minority or disprivileged groups as passive victims hopelessly 
trapped in the fog of false consciousness. Many observers from this 
viewpoint highlight subtle, everyday forms of resistance such as foot 
dragging, pilfering, or feigning obedience, which, while not confront-
ing the power structures head on, undermine attempts by the dominant 
classes to control all aspects of life. Other scholars point to the work 
of Russian thinker Mikhail Bakhtin, who saw in the bodily excesses of 
the carnival the temporary obliteration or inversion of the status quo. 
As we will see particularly for popular Catholicism and African-based 
traditions, religion is often a key dimension in “antistructural” collec-
tive events like carnivals, processions, and pilgrimages.9 It is important, 
however, neither to read resistance into every religious expression nor 
to ignore more explicit forms of resistance. We also caution against 
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underestimating the power of established institutional forms or the dif-
ficulties faced by those who challenge them.

Personal Conversion and Social Change

The tensions between domination and resistance in religion are sometimes 
linked to interactions between individual and society. Some religions op-
erate primarily at the micro level, focusing on change at the personal and 
family levels while ignoring or at least deemphasizing praxis at the soci-
etal level. Other religions may stress social transformation as a precondi-
tion or a co-ingredient for individual renewal. Pentecostal Protestantism, 
for example, sets great store by individual changes of heart, acceptance 
of Jesus, and narratives of personal conversion. This conversion is driven 
by a belief in the imminent end of time, when all things of this world, 
including society, will be superseded. On the other hand, progressive Ca-
tholicism, with its notion that human beings can cooperate with God in 
the unfolding of his kingdom through good works, has been linked to 
political issues and movements for social change.
 The personal and social dimensions of religion are not mutually ex-
clusive. Pentecostalism, for example, continually interacts with larger so-
cial processes, affecting them and being affected in turn. The struggles of 
Pentecostals to save one person at a time are often informed by the desire 
for a wholesale moral and spiritual transformation of societies perceived 
as overly secular and depraved. And progressive Catholics often have in-
tense personal religious experiences, which may nurture their political 
concerns or may appear apart from them. Responsible scholarship at-
tends to the strong emphases present in the voices and experiences of the 
religious people they study, without allowing those emphases to exclude 
other themes, perspectives, or questions. Many students of contemporary 
Pentecostalism, for example, have explored its actual or potential political 
impact, especially with regard to gender and race relations. There has not 
been a comparable surge of interest in the personal religious experiences 
of progressive Catholics, which has resulted in a somewhat unbalanced 
portrait.
 The most accurate picture of Latin American religions will emerge 
from an acknowledgment that every religion operates at multiple scales 
from the micro to the macro. All religions entail both intensely personal 
feelings and experiences, on the one hand, and larger social, cultural, and 
political dynamics, on the other. Further, these different levels affect each 
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other continually. The task of the scholar is to study these complex and 
varied relations and their relations to each other.

Studying Religion in Latin America

Studies of Latin American religion have long been dominated by scholars 
trained in the disciplines of political science, anthropology, history, and 
sociology. Historians have done most of the significant research on the 
colonial and Independence periods, as well as on popular religious move-
ments such as millenarianism, in which a charismatic leader brings fol-
lowers together around the expectation of a radical transformation. (The 
term comes from the millennium as the thousand-year reign of Christ 
following the second coming, although not all movements described now 
as “millenarian” are Christian in orientation.) African-based and indig-
enous traditions have received attention especially from anthropologists, 
while contemporary movements, including both progressive Catholicism 
and Pentecostal Protestantism, have been studied especially by political 
scientists and sociologists. Disciplinary training is significant because 
it shapes the methods and theoretical perspectives of scholars, includ-
ing even the kinds of questions they ask, the sources they seek out, and 
the way they present their material. Political scientists, for example, have 
tended to focus on large-scale dynamics of institutional actors or on the 
correlation between religious affiliation and political attitudes and partici-
pation. Anthropologists, in turn, often concentrate on particular locales, 
seeking richly detailed portraits of community or ritual life rather than 
sweeping generalizations. This is not to suggest that one approach is bet-
ter than another, and there are variations and changes within every disci-
pline. Moreover, due to processes such as globalization and transnational 
migration, there have been growing efforts to approach Latin American 
religions in an interdisciplinary and comparative fashion. However, dis-
ciplinary boundaries persist and readers should always be aware of the 
epistemological and methodological assumptions that a writer brings to 
the topic. Serious students of Latin American religion will want to read 
widely in works by authors of diverse disciplinary, as well as theoretical 
and regional, backgrounds.
 The discipline of religious studies has paid significant attention to 
Latin America only in the past decade or two. Religious studies is itself 
a fairly new discipline, emerging in Europe in the late nineteenth cen-
tury as a result of increasing scholarly interest in the comparative study 



12 Introducing Religion in Latin America

of religion. It was tied to historical and critical approaches to sacred 
texts and draws on literary, historical, phenomenological, and social-
scientific approaches. Religious studies is distinct from the discipline of 
theology, which in Western societies entails discussions of issues inter-
nal to Christianity and other Abrahamic religions, such as the nature 
of God.10 In the United States, religious studies scholars have tended to 
concentrate on Christianity, Judaism, Islam, and Asian religions, with 
much less attention to Latin American and African traditions until re-
cently. Exceptions include Davíd Carrasco and Lawrence Sullivan, histo-
rians of religion who pioneered comparative work in Latin America. The 
most important North American professional association for religious 
studies scholars and teachers, the American Academy of Religion, did 
not include a group dedicated to the study of religion in Latin America 
and the Caribbean until the early 1990s. And within the Latin American 
Studies Association, the main hemispheric organization of area stud-
ies scholars, papers and presentations on religion have, until recently, 
rarely involved people trained in religious studies. This is significant 
not because religious studies provides the only important disciplinary 
perspective for studying religion in Latin America (or elsewhere) but 
because it is an important complement to social-scientific and historical 
approaches.
 Interest in Latin American religion among scholars from many dis-
ciplinary perspectives has grown in recent decades. Since the 1970s, the 
dramatic role of progressive Catholicism in Latin American politics and 
the emergence of liberation theology, an intellectual movement that em-
phasizes social justice and resistance to oppression, sparked intense aca-
demic and journalistic attention. A spate of studies explored progressive 
Catholicism, followed soon after by examinations of religious diversity, 
and especially of the growth of evangelical Protestantism, which empha-
sizes personal conversion and missionary outreach. All these topics have 
caught the interest of scholars from many disciplines, who have employed 
diverse theoretical perspectives ranging from religious insiders sympa-
thetically exploring theological developments to social scientists quanti-
tatively measuring religious behavior. We present the most important of 
these scholarly currents in this book, letting their advocates speak for 
themselves as much as possible, while also evaluating various approaches 
as part of a larger, multidisciplinary field of study.
 The wide range of disciplinary, theoretical, and methodological ap-
proaches to the study of religion in Latin America has contributed to 
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better understandings of the complexity and diversity of the topic, but at 
times religion has been understood, especially by scholars in historical 
and social-scientific fields, mostly as a dependent variable, rather than as 
a subject worthy of study in its own right. One of our aims in this book 
is to bring religion to the fore as a relatively independent variable, always 
shaped by its historical and social contexts but never merely a reflection 
of these.

Institutional Dynamics

Until the past few decades, most studies of religion in Latin America 
focused on official religious expressions and organizations—the activi-
ties of church officials and agencies, the interactions between the insti-
tutional church and the state, and mainstream doctrinal and theologi-
cal statements.11 This approach, sometimes summarized by its focus on 
“church and state,” has the very significant advantage of drawing on rela-
tively accessible sources. The Catholic Church has kept excellent records 
throughout Latin American history, in official archives, dioceses, cathe-
drals, parishes, museums, and also the agencies of individual religious 
orders and congregations. There is also a wealth of information about 
the church in many secular archives, both state and private. Further-
more, relations of alliance, accommodation, or outright conflict between 
secular and religious elites have played determining roles throughout 
the history of Latin America, especially in the Independence and post–
Vatican II periods.
 As we have discussed, the disadvantage of this approach is that it may 
suggest that religious life is exhausted by its official, publicly recognized 
manifestations. Thus the record erases the many religious aspects of pri-
vate life, the wide range of religious activities that lack official sponsor-
ship, and the activities of people whose lives are not well documented—
including most women, peasants, indigenous people, and people of Afri-
can descent, together constituting the vast majority of Latin Americans. 
The actions and thoughts of these people are much harder to uncover. 
Ethnographic methods can be very helpful for exploring the nooks and 
crannies of present-day religious life, but for the past, scholars depend on 
the existing records, few of which focused on informal aspects of religion 
or on the practices of ordinary people. One exception is the records of 
Inquisition trials, which have provided an invaluable (albeit partial) re-
source for students of heterodox and syncretic religious forms.



14 Introducing Religion in Latin America

Rational Choice

The popular/lived religion model has been utilized most often by anthro-
pologists and religious studies scholars, while church and state approaches 
have been adopted primarily by political scientists and historians. Another 
theoretical perspective that has gained increasing favor among a number 
of social scientists studying religion in Latin America (and elsewhere) is 
the “rational choice” paradigm and its associated “religious market” ap-
proach, which draw from models first developed in the field of econom-
ics and then adapted to sociology and political science.12 This perspective 
begins with an assumption that Latin America has witnessed the collapse 
of Catholic monopoly over the religious arena and that this arena has, in 
fact, become a pluralistic marketplace, where religious producers compete 
with each other to produce the most attractive goods. Religious practitio-
ners (like economic consumers), then, survey the available religious op-
tions in largely reasonable and self-interested ways, and choose the faith 
that seems most likely to fulfill their individual needs and desires, e.g., 
for healing, companionship, or economic advance. Scholars who advance 
rational choice contend that this paradigm can help account for some-
times confusing religious conversions and affiliations, and that it can de-
mystify religious adherence, treating it like other cultural goods and mar-
kets. More specifically, the religious market approach can shed light on 
why certain religions are successful at particular times, while others seem 
to decline in terms of membership and resources. For example, R. An-
drew Chesnut claims that “pneumatic” religions, those that are centered 
around the power of the Holy Spirit or other spirits to heal the body and 
rebuild the self shattered by the “pathologies” of poverty and marginality, 
are likely to expand their consumer base very rapidly, since the majority 
of Latin Americans face precarious social conditions.
 While often producing elegant models of religious behavior, the econo-
mistic approach to religion has many critics. Some deride its instrumen-
tality and tendency to explain religious choices and affiliations through 
simple formulas that are treated as generalizable axioms. These critics ar-
gue that religious choices and affiliations cannot be reduced to decontex-
tualized and individualized cost-benefit analysis, as they are often shaped 
by embodied habits and the social location of religious believers, as well 
as the networks in which they are embedded. Further, rational choice ap-
proaches tend to assume that religious institutions are monolithic actors 
with clear sets of interests, methods, and awareness of their competitors, 
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rather than seeing these institutions as characterized by complexity and 
contradiction. Finally, critics point out that in order to accommodate re-
ligious “goods” such as salvation or forgiveness, economistic models must 
define both benefits and costs so broadly that the model loses its analytic 
power, becoming simply a statement of the obvious: people believe that 
their religion has advantages and is good in some way.13 

Race, Gender, and Postcolonialism

In religious studies, as in many other humanistic and social-scientific 
disciplines, themes of gender and race have become prominent in recent 
decades. This is evident in studies of Latin American religion, where, for 
example, gender relations have formed a central theme in many studies 
of Protestant conversion, as well as comparisons of the role that religion 
plays in private and public spheres for Catholics and Pentecostals.14 Some 
of these studies have echoed themes in North American and European 
scholarship, e.g., of women’s conversion to conservative traditions, from 
orthodox Judaism to Islam to charismatic Christianity, as a way to em-
power themselves within what are still male-centered societies. Other 
scholars have used the categories of race and ethnicity as organizing 
themes for their work, asking, for example, how religious organizations 
and rituals can reproduce racism and/or can express minority identity or 
resistance to dominant ideologies and institutions.15

 Another scholarly approach that emphasizes the perspective of under-
represented people is postcolonialism, pioneered in South Asian studies. 
This approach has also had a significant influence on studies of religion 
in both colonial and postcolonial Latin America.16 It highlights cultural 
hybridity, the mutual shaping of dominant and “subaltern” social groups, 
and the subtle and unexpected ways in which resistance and creative ad-
aptation are expressed. This approach has been applied fruitfully to the 
historical and ethnographic study of indigenous religions and their rela-
tion with the homogenizing projects of the Latin American nation-state, 
which has been traditionally dominated by mestizos (people of mixed in-
digenous and European descent) and white Creoles (people of European 
descent born in the New World).17 Access to the “lived experience” of 
subaltern groups has been enhanced by the use of alternative sources like 
letters, diaries, material culture, oral and performed tradition (like testi-
monio, popular theater, dance, etc.), as well as archeology. Finally, parallel 
to the development of postcolonial scholarship, some indigenous scholars 
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have begun constructing their own cosmologies, drawing on indigenous 
as well as Christian symbols and histories.18

Globalization and Transnationalism

The cluster of approaches grouped under the heading of globalization and 
transnationalism challenges the dominant notion in the social sciences 
and in the study of religion that the nation-state should be the natural 
unit of analysis, or the only taken-for-granted context framing the activi-
ties of individuals and communities. To challenge this “methodological 
nationalism,” globalization and transnationalism approaches stress mobil-
ity across national boundaries, as well as the contested efforts of nation-
states to control widespread historic and contemporary flows of people, 
ideas, goods, and capital. Globalization and transnationalism approaches 
also seek to embed micro-religious processes at the personal, familial, and 
communal levels in macro dynamics not only at the national but also at 
the regional, hemispheric, and transatlantic scale. Thus, works operat-
ing with this optic might focus on the impact of transnational migration, 
the movement back and forth between the United States and countries 
in Latin America, in the transformation of local and national religious 
fields.19 Or they might focus on how electronic media are facilitating the 
global spread of Latin American religions like neo-Pentecostalism (a rap-
idly growing form of Pentecostal Protestantism built around a prosper-
ity theology), Santo Daime (a new religious movement in Brazil centered 
around ayahuasca, a powerful psychoactive agent), or neo-shamanism (a 
New Age form of spirituality that borrows elements from traditional, in-
digenous shamanic practices). Or they might seek to understand the role 
of religion across multiple sites in the African diaspora, or for that mat-
ter in the Japanese, Muslim, or Jewish diaspora, in the Americas.20 The 
pay-off of these works depends greatly on the skill with which they can 
pay careful attention to the specificities of local and national religious life, 
while showing how this life is shaped by and shapes multiscalar processes 
and relations.
 This brief characterization of the various approaches to Latin Ameri-
can religions challenges the scholar to be attentive to the methodological 
choices s/he makes. It is essential to evaluate carefully the strengths and 
weaknesses of a particular perspective, as well as its usefulness in making 
sense of the religious phenomenon at hand. Often a strategic combination 
of perspectives will yield the best results.
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Organization of the Book

The seven remaining chapters of this book are organized primarily by 
chronology. The two exceptions to this chronological ordering are chap-
ter 2, which contains materials on indigenous life from pre-Columbian 
through contemporary societies, and chapter 4, which focuses on African-
based traditions from the colonial to contemporary periods. Indigenous 
and African-based religions are also addressed in other chapters, as part 
of the religious diversity of every period of Latin American history, but 
we include separate chapters on both to highlight continuities and con-
nections that might not be evident in a strictly chronological ordering.
 Each chapter follows the same basic organization. It begins with an 
introduction by the editors that both provides a broad overview of the 
period and its defining issues and introduces the specific texts included 
in the chapter. Following the chapter introduction, each chapter con-
tains a selection of texts, both primary and secondary. We have tried, 
as much as possible, to coordinate primary and secondary readings, but 
this has not always been possible or even desirable, due to the avail-
ability and quality of both primary and secondary texts. At the end of 
the book we have provided a bibliography of recommended readings for 
each chapter topic.
 Chapter 2 addresses the cosmologies and ritual practices of indigenous 
religious traditions. Given the diversity of indigenous cultures in the 
Americas, we focus on the Mayas, Aztecs, Incas, and Yekuanas, thus cov-
ering the major regions of Mesoamerica, the Andes, and Amazonia. This 
chapter fleshes out similarities, interconnections, and differences among 
these four traditions.
 In chapter 3, we explore the impact of the conquest on indigenous and 
Iberian cultures and religions through the testimonies of eyewitnesses, 
missionaries, and other protagonists of the colonial drama. The aim is to 
stress both the destructive and the creative power of the conquest. This 
ambivalence is best exemplified by the emergence of popular Catholicism, 
which is still the dominant religious tradition in the region. This chapter 
also addresses issues surrounding syncretism and church-state relations, 
important elements of religious and social life in the colonial period.
 The following chapter focuses on the religious and cultural impact of 
the ten million Africans who came as slaves to the Americas, from around 
1502, when the first slaves were brought to the Caribbean, until 1888, 
when slavery ended in Brazil. The readings discuss the historical origins 
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of African diaspora religions, as well as contemporary expressions such as 
Santería, an Afro-Caribbean tradition practiced in Cuba, Puerto Rico, the 
Dominican Republic, and immigrant communities in the United States, 
and Umbanda and Candomblé, both Afro-Brazilian traditions.
 With chapter 5, we move into the evolving relation between the emerg-
ing nation-states and the Catholic Church during the Independence and 
modern period. This relation entailed outright conflict, accommodation, 
or cooperation, depending on historical context. Readings also focus on 
grass-roots responses to the secular project of emerging national elites, 
especially millenarian movements.
 Modernization in the shape of industrialization and urbanization also 
played a role in the rise of Protestantism in the region, and in chapter 6 
we examine this phenomenon. In particular, we analyze the dynamics of 
the rapid growth of evangelical Protestantism, placing special emphasis 
on Pentecostalism, the major stream in Latin American Protestantism, 
but also attending to the ecumenical movement of mainline Protestant 
churches, such as the Lutherans, Presbyterians, and Methodists.
 Chapter 7 tracks the major transformations that took place in the Ro-
man Catholic Church following the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965), 
and especially the development of progressive popular Catholicism. Read-
ings address the social impact of liberation theology and base Christian 
communities, small groups of laypeople who meet to read the Bible and 
often to take up social projects, as well as conflicts within the church.
 Taking the rise of progressive Catholicism and the explosion of evan-
gelical Protestantism as our points of departure, we close the volume with 
a discussion of the emerging trends in Latin American religious life. We 
underline the impact of globalization, particularly transnational migra-
tion, in the production of new religious expressions as well as the revi-
talization of long-standing traditions, including indigenous religions and 
also Latin American expressions of Buddhism and Islam. Along with 
these changes in existing traditions, we address the emergence of new re-
ligious movements, such as Santo Daime.

Selection of Texts

In putting together this reader, we have been keenly aware that we will 
not be able to include all relevant texts and perspectives. To gather all the 
important voices in the study of Latin American religion would require a 
multivolume encyclopedia. Thus, given the space constraints, our aim in 
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making our selections has been to provide as rich an introduction as we 
can to an evolving field. As discussed above, we chose both primary and 
secondary sources in order to offer readers the opportunity not only to 
learn what academic specialists say but also to read some of the original 
historical documents themselves and to hear directly from some of the 
people they engage. We have also selected “classic” documents, in addi-
tion to less well-known texts that illuminate important aspects of the re-
gion’s religious history and evolving diversity. Many of these newer texts 
have been written by young scholars who will shape the field in the years 
to come.
 In addition, we have tried to include works by scholars based in the 
United States, Latin America, and Europe, in order to show different 
methodological and theoretical emphases. Thus we have translated some 
pieces from Spanish and Portuguese. Finally, although our own work has 
focused on Central America, Brazil, and Latinos in the United States, we 
have tried to include pieces dealing with as many countries as possible. 
Here, the selection process has been influenced not only by our expertise 
but also by the fact that countries like Brazil and Mexico have thriving 
communities of scholars studying religion. Finally, we were unable to re-
print a number of important texts due to cost or copyright restrictions. 
Despite all these limitations, we have enjoyed putting this volume together 
and hope that readers will experience something of our enthusiasm for 
this fascinating field.


