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Abstract
This article critically reviews recent contributions to religious research in
Latin America. Social scientists have long considered religion to be a structuring feature of culture and local society. Owing to the centrality of Catholicism in Latin America, early studies privileged the political influences of the
Catholic Church with respect to the state and society at large. The “otherness” of native folk religions received less attention, with scholars undervaluing the presence of indigenous and African religiosities. In Latin America,
religions are currently experiencing a diversification and reconfiguration,
owing in part to the growing influence of different Christian denominations, particularly Evangelical and Pentecostal churches. Religious change
is also occurring at the margins of institutional churches through New Age,
neo-pagan, neo-Indian, neo-esoteric, and self-styled religiosities, as well as
through popular religious syncretisms, indicating new experiments with what
is considered sacred. This dynamism poses theoretical and conceptual challenges to scholars analyzing religious diversity and the renewed role that
religions play in contemporary societies with respect to secularization, syncretism, and hybridization as well as the emergence of alternative identities
(gender, sexual, ideological and political).
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INTRODUCTION
Religion has been broadly investigated in different countries throughout Latin America. Historians, sociologists, and anthropologists consider religion to be a basic feature of culture and society;
the study of religious phenomena sheds light on a society’s cultural heritage and continuity as well
as on the means by which traditional forms of social organization are maintained. Yet the study
of religion also allows us to observe changes in the structures of representation, value, and social
action. In Latin America, religious studies began to gain ground in the 1980s owing to their implications for political and social research on the liberation theology movement, the relationship
between church and state, and the political dimensions of religion. Later, researchers turned to
the phenomenon of religious conversion as a source of diversification and cultural pluralism by
carrying out religious studies of Pentecostalism, sexuality, and gender.
Nowadays, however, interest in religious studies is focused not only on shifts and reterritorialization but also on the new role religion plays in ethnicization and/or de-ethnicization processes
and in helping believers withstand the displacements produced by globalization. Research also
focuses on the strategies that different actors and social movements use to respond to the challenges of contemporary life and to promote peripheral and alternative modernities. In this way,
scholars of religion do not limit their attention to religion itself, but instead participate in crucial
debates about contemporary social dynamics surrounding diversity, political plurality, modernity,
national identity, secularization, syncretism, mestizaje, hybridization, and globalization. They also
examine the emergence of new actors and identities (gendered, sexual, ideological, and political)
in the religious sphere.
An important precursor to the sociology of religion is the historical study of the relationship
between religion, society, and politics undertaken by followers and sympathizers of liberation
theology and dependence theory. For these people, the study of religion was key to understanding the social and political environment of Latin America, given the use of the Catholic
religion by Spanish and Portuguese colonizers as an instrument of social and cultural domination. Given that diverse regions in the Americas did not originally share racial, ethnic, or even
linguistic traits, Catholicism became a principal element in the creation of a hegemonic Latin
American identity as well as a primary force in culturally differentiating the region from its AngloSaxon neighbors in North America and from Europe, where the majority of the population was
Protestant.
Since the 1980s, a shared interest in the religious sociology of Latin America has developed
around the study of the continuing presence of religion (Catholicism in particular) in politics,
society, and daily life. Religion is generally considered to be a foundation of Latin American culture
and identity that has left obvious marks on the configuration of space and time in the region (Steil
2001). Some authors (Brandão 1988, Parker 2008, Sanchis 1994) have pointed to mestizaje (racial
and cultural mixture) and syncretism (the mixing of indigenous and European religions) as the main
features of Latin American identity. Conceptually, however, this view homogenizes the region’s
numerous dissimilarities and elides the diversity of folk (or popular) expressions of religiosity
such as Haitian Voodoo, Cuban Santeria, Brazilian Candomblé and Umbanda, and other popular
religious forms in which the knowledge of magic, shamanism, and the ritual sacredness of nature
was kept by so-called pagans.
Despite the hegemony of secularization theory in European academic circles from the 1990s
to the present day, the contemporary reality of Latin America seems to be that the societal and
the political spheres cannot be disassociated from religion. In Latin America, religion has not
been confined to the private sphere but has been expressed in a variety of vital public religions,
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which are not simple remnants of premodern forms but rather alternative ways to achieve modern
democratic values.1
The agenda of religious studies in Latin America can be divided into three broad subject areas.
The first, directed by the Catholic intelligentsia, has championed the search for shared cultural and
historical features, using the conditions of exploitation, colonization, and inequality as common
denominators of a renewed theology and utopian vision that universalizes the strength of Catholicism in the region. The second focuses on the study of the social and cultural rearrangements that
have accompanied the trend toward secularization, emphasizing conflicts between church and
state, the religious reconquest of secular spaces, the religious foundations of social movements,
and the struggle for human rights. The third is centered around the study of religious diversity
arising from the growth of Evangelical churches and Pentecostal movements and focuses on how
they are changing the religious geography of Latin America. This perspective seeks to make the
rights of minorities (religious, gendered, racial, or ethnic) visible and recognizable. This effort
includes both the minorities that have persisted under the cloak of mestizaje and syncretism (as
Native and African cosmovisions and rituals) and the emergent identities that are challenging the
hegemony of Catholic morality in their struggle to win recognition and rights.
Here we undertake a critical review of contributions to religious studies in these three areas,
seeking to move beyond national borders to focus instead on the paradigms in the social sciences
and religious studies that are prevalent in the region. We begin by examining the Catholic-centric
perspective on religious research in Latin America and then move on to consider the relationship
between secularization, modernization, and religion; the cultural expression of popular religion
and the accompanying debate on syncretism, hybridization, and mestizaje; and, finally, the role of
religion in ongoing processes of ethnicization or de-ethnicization, nationalism, and universalism.

CATHOLIC THOUGHT ON RELIGIOUS RESEARCH
Catholicism in Latin America has historically played a dual role: Not only has it represented
domination and colonization, but it has also provided a vehicle for the cultural resistance of
indigenous peoples and for the political mobilization of the rural and urban working classes; and
perhaps most fundamentally, it has supported the search for alternative ways to create peripheral
modernities. Many studies of religion begin with liberation theology, a movement that started in
the 1960s occupying a liminal space between Marxism and progressive Catholic theology and that
eventually managed to settle into universities and become a part of ongoing intellectual debates
(Smith 1994). The movement drew upon popular religious and cultural traditions in an effort to
construct an alternative conceptualization of modernity, emphasizing the role of traditions as one
of critical ferment against the status quo. Liberation theologians sought to promote a united and
democratic Catholicism that would denounce capitalist domination, which they considered to be
the common root of injustice and poverty for peoples throughout Latin America.
Whereas progressive European theology laid the groundwork for liberation theology by treating religion as a brake on the progress of modernity and enlightened reason, for Latin American
theology the challenge was to speak from the margins of modernity. A central concern of European
theology was to dialogue with nonbelievers, finding ways to speak about God in a rational world
and to cope with the secular effects of modernity. In contrast, the interlocutor of theologians in

1
Casanova’s (1994) work on the devaluation of religion in the modern world allows us to differentiate public religion at the
level of civil society from the hegemonic civil religions identified by Bellah & Hammond (1980).
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Latin America was the “nonperson” whose fundamental human rights were not recognized (cf.
Ibáñez 2003, p. 16; here and throughout the article, all translations of Spanish-language works
are by the authors and Wendy Gosselin). The problem for liberation bishops in Latin America
was how to address the structural conditions of poverty, dispossession, and oppression created
by capitalist modernization. In addition to the nonperson, a second Latin American interlocutor
was nonmodernity: peoples and countries whose impoverished, disconnected existence denied
universal doctrines of human progress and enlightenment. Concerns centering on this issue led to
the pronouncement known as the “option for the poor,” the Catholic precept that obliges Christians to promote social justice and assist the poor. The reasoning behind this pronouncement was
ideological and strategic as well as theological.
A sociology influenced by the ideas, values, and utopias of Latin American liberation theology
began to arise alongside this movement. During the 1960s, a significant number of sociological
studies had one specific interest: to serve the missionary policies of the Catholic Church. In Brazil,
for instance, the Revista Eclesiástica Brasileira became an arena of debate for liberation theologians
under the editorship of Leonardo Boff. Most of the authors who led the discussion at that time were
priests and sociologists with ties to the Catholic Church (cf. Andrade 2008). Although Frigerio
(1993) and Neira (2007) indicate that this tendency was predominant mostly between the 1960s
and 1980s, more recent works by Dri (2003) and Aragão (2013) argue that the involvement of
scholars with ties to the Catholic Church has not completely disappeared.
A fundamental work from this perspective is the General History of the Church in Latin America,
edited by Dussel (1983) and written by a team of historians who since 1972 have composed the
Committee for the Study of the History of the Church in Latin America (CEHILA) as part of
the Latin American Episcopal Conference (CELAM). Later, some members of this committee
published analyses of the emerging church in nations throughout the region, focusing in particular
on the political role of Christians in Latin American societies. In Mexico these scholars include
Concha Malo et al. (1986), Puente Lutteroth (1993), and Reilly & De la Rosa (1985); in Venezuela,
Maduro (1981); in Peru, Romero (1999) and Vega-Centeno (1991); in Chile, Parker & Vial (1994);
in Colombia, Bidegain (1985); and in Argentina, Mallimaci (2000) and Mignone (1990).
These authors placed particular emphasis on the study of conflicts between Catholics and
governments and on the role of Catholicism in citizen liberation movements, in revolutionary
movements (especially in Central America), and in the defense of human rights. These works
may be the clearest example of the general tendency in Latin American academia to consider the
Catholic Church as a key sociopolitical actor seeking to impose itself as a foundation for Latin
American identity and nation building.
Indeed, sociohistorical research has shown how the Catholic Church, often in alliance with
the state, has managed to impose itself as a cornerstone of national identity and in some cases of
the state itself. These studies analyze the official strategies the Catholic Church uses to maintain
and expand its sociocultural influence by either supporting or distancing itself from various
governments. In the Argentinian case, for example, the studies of Dri (1998), Mallimaci (1993),
Semán & Martı́n (2006), Soneira & Lumerman (1986), and Zanatta (1996) verify the sequence
of periods in which the Catholic Church and the state were mutually relevant actors, whereas
in Mexico the research of Blancarte (2004) and Masferrer Kan (1999) highlights the conflicting
relationship between church and state.

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SECULARIZATION, MODERNITY,
AND RELIGION
A recurring theme in the study of religion is the relation between the church and the state, which
frames most discussions of secularization and secularism. Perhaps the historical prominence of
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Catholicism and its duality as a space of both domination and cultural resistance are the reason
Catholic theology has been at the center of ferment in Latin American political and intellectual
movements. Or perhaps, as suggested by Carozzi (2006), it is possible that the hyperrepresentation
of studies of the relationship between the Catholic Church and the state represents a tactic to
legitimize an object of study that some social sciences consider to be marginal.
The comparative analysis of Alonso (2008) provides an initial categorization of the different
models of secularization. This author analyzes the specific types of secularism that have prevailed
in Latin America at different points in time, as well as the formal relationship that states have
established with the Catholic Church. Research has found both Catholic nations in which the
Catholic Church receives a privileged treatment and countries in which a secular state dominates.
This contrast is not the only feature to be taken into account when defining the type and degree of
secularism, however (Baubérot 2004). A fuller account also requires addressing the various historical phases in the balance of power between church, state, and civil society, ranging from complete
secularization to confessional campaigns to reestablish the “Ecclesiosphere” (Poulat 1994).
Defining the type and degree of secularism in Latin American countries requires a consideration
of four basic variables: (a) the constitutional framework governing the relationships between
church and state (Baubérot 2004); (b) the composition of a country’s religious sphere (monopolistic,
mainstream, or diverse), given that secularism does not depend entirely on the state but also on the
national status of religion (Martin 1978); (c) the composition of the social and religious forces that
confer monopolies or privileged treatments to particular religions as opposed to the recognition
of religious and cultural pluralism (Bourdieu 1971), which seeks to provide wider and egalitarian
access to the privileges enjoyed by favored religions in public decision making (Asad 2003, pp. 5–
8); and (d ) the degree of religious hegemony in the culture and daily life of a society, as well as its
involvement in the public sphere (Casanova 1994).
Secularism is not a static state, but rather a process mediated by power relations. As a result,
when we refer to degrees of secularism (i.e., differences in the level of specialization, separation,
and autonomy between the religious and political spheres), it is necessary to maintain a historical
perspective, because nation-states may undergo changes as a result of leadership realignments
over time. With this in mind, we observe marked differences, for example, between Bolivia and
Argentina, although formally speaking both might correspond to the model of a Catholic nation.
In Bolivia, a country with a high percentage of indigenous people and a president who champions
ethnic socialism, a pan-indigenous messianism has emerged under the leadership of Evo Morales
that challenges the classic relationship between the Catholic Church and the state. In Argentina,
meanwhile, the Catholic Church has been the most important ally of the state since the beginning of the twentieth century, and political actors have used religion as a means of legitimation
(Mallimaci 2008, Martı́n 2000, Zanatta 1996). Despite the fluctuations in the balance of power
under different governments at different points in time (Semán & Martı́n 2006), in the twentyfirst century “the Church [has] become an active force in the construction of its counterpart: civil
society” (Esquivel 2009).
Current academic discussions in Latin America appeal to a combination of factors to define the
type and degree of secularism in each country. Uruguay, for example, is the most secular country
in the region. Inspired by the French model, its secular state dates back to 1919 and stipulates the
separation of the political and religious spheres, which in turn has created a culture of secularism
among the population. Furthermore, Uruguay is the country with the fewest believers and religious
practitioners because, according to Da Costa (2009, p. 137), the separation of church and state
“was not only a legal separation, but also a practical one that impacted the collective imagination.”
Despite its Jacobean character, the Uruguayan state has not facilitated the recognition of religious
diversity. Some sociologists of religion have shown that although Uruguay is the most secular
www.annualreviews.org • Religious Studies in Latin America
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country in South America, with the highest percentage of either indifferent or atheist citizens,
Catholicism in this country continues to be treated as the national (though not state) religion,
given its historical significance and status as the majority religion.
On the other hand, the Mexican state legally guarantees freedom of conscience and universal
equality regardless of whether or not one is a believer (Blancarte 2000), and secularism in that
country depends less on the constitution than on the political use of religious symbols (De la Torre
2014). In Mexico, rather than being treated as a fixed institutionalized condition, secularism is
defined through “a discussion on civil rights and liberties of citizens as it relates to the respect of
their human rights by religious organizations, cults, and beliefs” (Gaytán 2014, p. 126).
In Brazil, Montero (2013) argues that Evangelical religiosity is spreading in the public space and
is initiating a new dispute over the recognition of religious diversity, the effect of which has been
a displacement of Catholicism as the national religion. The secular constitutional framework is
becoming less accepted by Brazilian society, as various other religions compete for recognition of
their symbolic contribution to the nation. Giumbelli (2014) has studied how the use of crucifixes
(for Catholics) and the Bible (for Evangelicals) in government spaces (courts, parliaments, and
public plazas) tends to win over devotional sentiments and to moralize secular environments within
the state. For Oro (2006, p. 75), “the most visible approximation between religion and politics is
the significant presence of Evangelical (especially Pentecostal) churches in the political sphere,
as well as in the formation of so-called ‘Evangelical blocs’” at different levels of the legislature,
where Catholics and Evangelicals now compete directly against one another.
In Brazil, however, both the Catholic and the Evangelical Right are increasing in number and
activism and seem to have established a political alliance with respect to law enforcement, launching
moral crusades and opposing laws that support secular freedoms such as the decriminalization of
abortion, divorce, the legal recognition of same-sex marriage, and the decriminalization of drugs
(Machado 2012, Mariz 1998, Rosado-Nunes 2006). These two groups have also formed an alliance
around the restriction of religious freedom, fighting against popular rituals and religions of African
origin that they deem to be demonic (Mariano 2011).
According to Alonso’s (2008) categorization, the countries with the lowest degree of secularism
are Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru. Here there is no clear division between church and
state, reflecting the historical failure of liberal secularization projects and the reinforcement of the
privileges of the Catholic Church. Good examples are the compulsory teaching of Catholicism
in Colombian schools and the ban on divorce in Chile until recent times. With the exception of
Chile, Protestant growth in these countries has been slower than in the rest of Latin America.
The fact that religion is considered to be part of the national culture is a revitalizing factor not
only for an increasingly diverse and pluralistic Catholic Church (albeit with occasional internal
tensions) but also for the relations between church and state. The working group of the Latin
American Social Science Council (CLACSO) has conducted an important study that compares
and contrasts rearrangements between power and religion, the results of which are available in
the works of Alonso (2008) and Ameigeiras (2012, 2014).

CULTURAL EXPRESSIONS OF POPULAR RELIGION
Popular religion in Latin America encompasses a broad range of phenomena, including a myriad
of saints and sacred beings (Carozzi 2006, Chertudi & Newbery 1978); a belief in reciprocity
between the sacred and the human (Giménez 1978); a belief in miracles conferring social solidarity
(H.J. Suárez 2013, A.L. Suárez 2015); and all manner of pilgrimages (Chertudi & Newbery 1978,
Fernandes 1982, Shadow & Rodrı́guez Shadow 1994, Steil 1996, Steil & Carneiro 2008). Popular
traditions also include santos bandoleros for petty criminals (Chumbita 2000, Valenzuela 1992);
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patron saints such as Jesús Malverde for drug traffickers ( Jónsdóttir 2014); Santa Muerte (Argyriadis
2014, Pedrigón Castañeda 2008); traveling Virgins and smuggler saints for protection during
illegal migration (De la Torre 2008); and many other devotional objects (Martı́n 2009).
This broad and heterogeneous group of beliefs and practices makes popular religion difficult
to define, as pointed out by different authors (see Bonfil Batalla 1990, Fernandes 1984, Martı́n
2009, Mejido 2002, Oliveira 1997, Possamai 2015). What is usually understood as popular religion
involves regional differences and varies according to religious traditions. The term is often used
in different senses, which do not always coincide. Sometimes, “popular” refers to the majority,
the “people,” the poor, or even to all those who do not belong to a religious institution. The
difficulties with this latter definition are likely related to the origins of religious research and its
intrinsic identification with religion—in Latin America, particularly with Catholicism.
From the 1960s onward, as part of the Catholic Church’s missionary policies, authors and priests
researched popular devotions and rituals in Latin America to understand and better “catholicize”
the people (e.g., Büntig 1969, Idı́goras 1991, Marzal 1973, and Süss 1978, among others). These
initial studies form the nucleus of what Frigerio (1993) calls a religious sociology, in contrast to
a sociology of religion. In fact, these authors specifically analyze cases of popular Catholicism,
not cases of popular religion. They define popular religion as being in binary opposition to the
Catholic Church and the beliefs of the dominant classes.
These authors describe popular devotional practices to “purify” and “demagicalize the world,
eliminating . . . the denaturalizations of the sacred power” (Büntig 1969, p. 70). They understand
them as morally neutral, ritualistic, and utilitarian (cf. Martı́n 2009) because elements and gestures
alien to the Catholic tradition are not considered to be religious, but rather “superstitions” or
“folkloric remains” that yield a “religious feeling that creates false obligations, unfounded fears
or trust in vain things” (Büntig 1969, p. 41). The main problem with this interpretation is that it
disregards emic discourses and considers believers to be ignorant or alienated.
Interest in the study of lay practices coincides with a turn away from the history of the church and
the study of its relationship with the state and a new focus on the post-conciliar missionary policies
(established after the Second Vatican Council, 1962–1965) and later on the Catholicism espoused
by the theology of liberation. For example, in the Brazilian case, the Revista Eclesiástica Brasileira
developed a concept of popular religion that was interchangeable with popular Catholicism (cf.
Andrade 2008) and that ultimately migrated into the social sciences. The influence of Catholicism
on studies of popular religiosity has not been limited to pastoral interests; Catholic concepts and
approaches have also been appropriated by the Latin American social sciences, which have often
privileged Catholic notions in their definition of what is meant by “religion” and “the sacred” (see
for instance Chertudi & Newbery 1978, Oliveira 1997, and Quezada 2004).
Another perspective more in tune with the debate on modernity understands popular religion
in terms of its function for the poorest segments of the population and its relation to the more
individualistic way of experiencing religion among the middle classes (Esquivel et al. 2002). This
approach, however, does not solve a key analytical problem: the apparent incongruence between
Catholic doctrine and popular beliefs—about folk healers, spiritual forces, the influence of the
stars, the effect of energetic waves, or the curse of the evil eye—that are common not only in the
poorest sectors of society but also among the educated middle classes. In places where support for
the Catholic monopoly has ended, therefore, the religious field has become a market where many
options are offered, religion has spread into secular spheres, and individuals can mix and match a
wide range of alternatives to create their own systems of belief.
From this perspective, popular religion is a result of poverty and a way to cope with educational,
material, and spiritual deficiencies in contexts where the state and the church take little or no
responsibility for social welfare. Popular saints, pilgrimages, folk healers, and a host of new religious
www.annualreviews.org • Religious Studies in Latin America

479

SO42CH22-DeLaTorre

ARI

2 July 2016

10:50

movements appear as answers to “the anguish, privations, and despair that several social sectors are
suffering” (Mallimaci 2002, p. 29). According to this perspective, marginalization and unsatisfied
basic needs are two factors that reinforce an interest in the sacred among the working classes. In
the context of economic and political crises in which the state appears delegitimized (as well as
in a hypothetical past in which a monopolistic Catholicism provided few practical answers), new
religious movements emerge as old beliefs are undermined.
As shown by Frigerio (2007), however, there is no empirical data to support this affirmation.
Rather, these studies construct a stereotypical past in which the Catholic Church was central to
Latin American culture and history to prove the existence of a novel religious pluralization and the
rise of a new religious market.2 As a result, modern-centric approaches that see people turning to
religion to make sense of loss, mourning, and despair have been contested by a group of scholars
who conclude that neither crises nor structural deprivations constitute the reason behind new
religious practices, nor do they imply changes or increases in religious practice per se (Carozzi
2006; Martı́n 2009; Semán 2001, 2006; Steil 1996). As Semán (2001, pp. 56–57) has pointed out,
any success or failure immediately enters a dimension of reality that is the sacred, God, the supernatural,
occult forces. These are not the final answer or the last option to be considered, but a variable always
present. Only a modern interpretation can claim that religion increases among the popular sectors as
a result of increasing misery.

As an alternative, this group of authors understand popular religion “from within,” a perspective that was originally proposed by Parker (1993, p. 192), who considered popular religion
as a different logic, defined as “an alternative to the illustrated rationality and to the kind of
rationalized faith which is its by-product.” From this standpoint, it is possible to avoid the institutional/popular and dominant/dominated dichotomies as starting points for the analysis. This
alternative view understands the manifestations of popular religion to be institutionally and religiously embedded. The Catholic Church has incorporated different kinds of rituals, beliefs, and
symbols from folk culture into its practice, developing policies of enculturation and incorporating
them into the everyday work of some priests. Popular religion is thus presented in a more complex
way than the dominant/resistant dichotomy would suggest. Popular religiosity is also understood
as a strategic space for gaining access to modernity from the periphery (Wright & Ceriani 2011)
or as an “in-between” strategy encompassing institutional religion and individualized spirituality,
postmodernity and tradition (see De la Torre 2012a). Even in increasingly insecure, violent, and
dangerous contexts, the rituals surrounding miraculous images generate certainties and feelings of
protection (Gaytán 2004). These scholars also criticize the view that understands popular religion
both as a practice of the alienated and as a flag used to protest and resist capitalist domination, the
power of the state, or ecclesiastical control. For authors such as Bonfil Batalla (1990), popular religiosity is not just a practice of domination or resistance, but rather the renewal of a sense of identity
and belonging. It is a space of negotiation between the hierarchy and the faithful, between the
elite and the people, between orthodoxy and heterodoxy (Rostas & Droogers 1995). Highlighting
an allegedly liberating dimension of popular Catholicism, a number of works (see for instance
Dri 2003, Giménez 1978, González et al. 1993, and Maduro 1981) turn popular religion into an
epiphenomenon, a tool chosen for political, economic, or even psychological reasons rather than
spiritual needs.

2
Diverse authors emphasize this new religious pluralism in the region: for instance, Machado & Mariz (1998), Marzal (2002),
Negrão (2008), and Steil (2001).

480

de la Torre

·

Martı́n

SO42CH22-DeLaTorre

ARI

2 July 2016

10:50

Semán (2006) emphasizes that the relevance of popular practices is not limited to resistance, and
that they hold a political value of contestation even when they are not lived as a form of resistance.
He argues that popular religious practices should not be considered as “negative” reactions to
deprivation or dominant practices. He uses the concept of a “cosmological popular view” (Semán
2001, p. 45), a cultural logic that assumes the immanence and superordination of the sacred in
the world. In this cosmological view, the relationships between heaven, nature, and human beings
are articulated in a harmonic totality, and there is no severance of the unit of the profane and
the sacred. This perspective is similar to what Brazilian anthropologists have defined as “magical
realism” (Fernandes 1990, p. 116) or “cosmic religion” (Oliveira 1997, p. 49). From this point of
view, it is possible to consider the heuristic value of syncretism to analyze popular religion and
hybridization in Latin America.

EXPLANATIONS OF RELIGIOUS DIVERSITY, PLURALITY,
AND MULTIPLICITY
In contrast to past representations of Catholicism as an element of cultural unity and a defining
feature of the historical identity of Latin America, recent investigations suggest that the religious
sphere is undergoing a process of recomposition that is challenging the hegemony and monopolistic status of Catholicism (Bastian 2011). The most recent results of a survey conducted by the
Pew Research Center3 show that religious change is generating differences all over the world.
Countries that could be classified as Catholic nations according to Alonso’s (2008) model of secularism have experienced a religious transformation so that one-sixth of their population is now
Evangelical. This new scenario has created various problems for research on religious phenomena.
In the 1990s, two books opened the discussion on religious change in Latin America: Tongues
of Fire (Martin 1990) and Is Latin America Turning Protestant? (Stoll 1990). Both studies warned
about the impact of Pentecostalism, an emotional and popular version of Protestantism, as a
factor of cultural change in the region. Given that they often shared a Catholic culture and were
active in social Catholicism, however, these Latin American researchers were generally biased
against Evangelical denominations, a bias that was based on the suspicion that the United States
used Protestant missionaries to intervene in the region. However, foreign scholars, including
Bastian (1997, 2005), saw Pentecostalism as an autonomous expression of popular religiosity and
not simply as a manifestation of North American ideological intervention, as Martin (1978) had
declared. These foreign scholars noted that this “third wave” of Pentecostalism developed through
cultural assimilation into the popular religiosity of Latin America.
Various Latin American researchers have witnessed the convergence of ethno-popular messianism and Evangelical movements. Some scholars have documented the emergence of Evangelical
messianisms loaded with nationalist ideologies, as in the Pentecostal Church La Luz del Mundo
in Mexico (De la Torre 2000) or in Evangelical churches like the Israelite Mission of the New
Universal Pact in the mountains of Arequipa, Peru, the members of which consider themselves to
be descendants of the Israelites (Marzal 2002). Finally, the researchers documented Evangelical
churches with indigenous leaders who were a source of resistance to local cacique power in Mexico,
providing alternative forms of political organization (Garma Navarro 1987), with similarities to
the radical crusade against Afro-Brazilian spiritualist movements waged by the Universal Church
of the Kingdom of God (Corten et al. 2003).
3
The survey is based on more than 30,000 face-to-face interviews conducted between October 2013 and February 2014 in
Spanish, Portuguese, and Guarani. The study was carried out in conjunction with the Pew-Templeton Global Religious
Futures project, which analyzes religious change and its impact on societies around the world. See Pew Res. Cent. (2014).
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A constant concern for researchers has been the classification of the increasing religious diversity in Latin America. The general trend points to a decrease in the number of Catholics combined
with an increase in the number of Evangelicals and Pentecostals, as well as a steady increase of
those who declare no religious identity; yet only Brazil and Mexico have census data that allow
measurement the historical development of religious change on a national scale.
In Mexico, a team of researchers has collaborated with the institution in charge of the national
census to enrich the census classification catalog by highlighting the diverse spectrum of nonCatholic believers. The team has also undertaken the rigorous task of accounting for demographic
composition and conducting a spatial analysis of the new religious affiliations using a painstaking
mapping technique (cf. De la Torre & Gutiérrez Zúñiga 2007, Hernández & Rivera 2009).
In Brazil, where a significant percentage of Catholics are also involved with Candomblé,
Umbanda, Kardec spiritualism, Santo Daime, and various other forms of popular piety, strides
have been made to recognize and detect this multireligiosity, and the census has been redesigned to
account for the recomposition of religious affiliations, practices, and beliefs (Teixeira & Menezes
2013). The goal was to break the false correspondence between what one believes and what religious group one belongs to. In spite of these efforts, however, it is still difficult to observe religious
flux and patterns of multigroup association that contradict traditional ecclesiastical models and
manifest new forms of belonging and believing (Mariz 2012). Sociologists have sought ways to
account for varying degrees of religious fidelity and transience; in this scenario, the high mobility
of religious beliefs turns the unidimensional topography of the traditional religious map into a
hologram of mobile units (cf. Mafra 2013).
In Argentina, a country that does not include the variable of religion in its census, some studies
have endeavored to classify the religious diversity in Buenos Aires (Forni et al. 2003, Mallimaci
2011, Suárez 2015). In Santiago, Chile, several surveys have addressed the recomposition of religious beliefs, given that “not only have churches been multiplying in Latin America, but also
very diverse groups including esoteric groups and cults, as well as various forms of postmodern
spirituality and mysticism” (Parker 2008). This diversity can also be seen in polls showing that beliefs and practices do not correspond to denominational associations (cf. De la Torre & Gutiérrez
Zúñiga 2011, De la Torre et al. 2014, Fortuny 1999).
Malimacci’s (2011, p. 29) survey in Argentina confirmed the presence of “a Christian culture
available for multiple rearrangements and memories” that has been updated by means of “institutional distancing” at the individual level. The category of “my-way believers,” coined by Parker
(2008, p. 337) to characterize the Chilean religiosity as “a postmodern culture [that] has guaranteed the renewal of old values under new conditions,” has been helpful in understanding that
lived religiosity is not governed by the institution of affiliation. In Mexico, popular religiosity
is presented as “a territory between tradition and modernity, a territory of Catholic-indigenous
syncretism, of hybrid popular Catholicism, or of diffuse religiosities labeled as New Age or as
neo-esoteric mercantilizations” (De la Torre et al. 2014, p. 351).
The trend toward religious deinstitutionalization and the growing consequences of individual
spirituality is evident in the distance between lived beliefs and practices and ecclesiastic positions,
which affects not only the Catholic world but also the Evangelical world. This can be seen in the cult
surrounding the figure of Maximón in Guatemala, the country with both the highest percentage
of Evangelicals and the largest share of indigenous persons (Pedrón Colombani 2008). Maximón
is a syncretic figure blending Mayan and Christian elements that both Catholics and Evangelicals
celebrate in Guatemala today. In Brazil, a study conducted in the city of Sao Paulo showed that
38% of the city’s population was composed of religious “mutants” who did not belong exclusively to any religion. Among the duplicities, Catholic/spiritualists and Catholic/Afro-Brazilians
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were the most common, but surprisingly the study also uncovered Catholic/Protestants, Eastern
religions/Catholics, and esoteric Catholics (Negrão 2008, p. 275).
Together, these studies show that religion is not a static, inherited, or coercive status, but
rather a fluid phenomenon that requires the observation of individual searches for meaning. On
one hand, it is necessary to review broad sets of individual behaviors to identify global trends of
religious change, and not just the behaviors of particular congregations or denominations. On the
other hand, it is necessary to critically review on an ongoing basis the ways in which we generate
information and the paradigms that sustain them. This prevents us from simplifying our approach
to these phenomena to obtain truths that merely confirm our model, and instead brings us closer
to the novel complexities of (often tentative) religious innovations.
Jean-Pierre Bastian (2011, p. 28) states that in late modernity the Catholic field experienced a
trend toward deregulation, driven by “three main poles within the religious sphere (the magicalreligious, the bureaucratic, and the charismatic)” that he saw as “making room for competition that
feeds the transnational circulation of beliefs and practices.” Frigerio & Wynarczyk (2008) argue
that this deregulation occurs only at the level of religious diversity and has not yet created a true
pluralism that attributes moral and political value to the public acceptance of religions (Beckford
2003, Frigerio & Wynarczyk 2008). Instead, they claim that the religious sphere in Argentina
is far from being an open market, given the preferential treatment accorded by the state to the
Catholic Church and the constant stigmatization of religious minorities (Evangelicals, members
of popular cults, and believers in religions of African origin) by the media. If the new religious
diversity is not accompanied by pluralistic policies, it will not lead to a new value system nor to the
restructuring of power relations. According to Beltrán (2013, p. 25), changes in the religious field
do not signal a rupture but rather are in continuity with the values, beliefs, and common practices
of Catholic culture.

THE DEBATE ON SYNCRETISM, HYBRIDIZATION, AND MESTIZAJE
The heuristic limits and the empirical range of the concept of syncretism have been broadly
discussed, both in the social sciences and in theology (Araújo 2011, Ferreti 1995). The idea of
syncretism has often been used as a wildcard to explain hybrids between diverse religious traditions
and is of very limited explanatory value, as Marzal (1993) has pointed out. As with the concept
of popular religion, the definition of syncretism is far from settled. In present work, syncretism
might be a theological category, a native concept used by religious movements for and against
syncretism,4 or an academic notion that indicates either a concept or a sociological phenomenon.
In the end, however, there is no clear usage even within the social sciences. Syncretism is also a
problematic concept because of its ideological content. For many critics, it stigmatizes subaltern
religions as some form of popular and folk religion, and its ultimate value rests in its masked
resistance to domination.
Mary (2010) explores the origins of the concept of syncretism in anthropology, observing that
the discipline has been more concerned with the original context in which the concept emerged
than with the actual religious phenomena being observed, which were perceived as less authentic
and therefore less important than the original usage (Lewgoy 2011, p. 7). According to Mary,
this perspective started to change when scholars began to recognize the presence, agency, and
originality of local and subaltern mediators in the process of creation and recreation of syncretic
phenomena.

4

For a discussion on anti-syncretism and Pentecostalism, see Birman (1996) and Prandi (2011).
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In the Mexican case, Gruzinski (1990) proposes the term “baroque” to refer to Latin American
folk religion as a laboratory of modernity and postmodernity. He explains that during the Spanish
conquest of Mexico, the Indians practiced their own religion under the Catholic icons. Thus, the
folk religion was a simulacrum of conversion, because the cloned devotional images were containers
of forbidden memories. This concept explains that behind the apparent cult of saints and virgins,
people practice a simulation of Catholic religiosity, and cultures that have been denied public
expression and recognition manifest forms of resistance. Thus, the African Americans concealed
their Orishas in the saints; the Mexican native Indians kept the cult of Tonatzı́n by celebrating the
Virgin of Guadalupe; and the Maya of Guatemala chose Maximón as an ambivalent figure. In this
way, some of the knowledge and cosmologies of these “ethnic” cultures and religions continued
into our own time, in spite of Catholic prohibitions. Following Gruzinski (1990), the centrality
of the image produced by the media is the main feature of postmodern culture. Latin American
society has more capacity to confront this new reality, because it has cultivated a baroque domain
that will allow resistance to and recreation of the mass media imaginary.
Sanchis (1994, 1995, 2001) has made significant contributions to the analysis of religion in
Brazil and to discussions on syncretism. He considers syncretism neither a result nor an institution, but a set of ongoing discursive processes that are activated every time two different traditions
or social groups come into contact. He describes the Brazilian religious field through a longue
durée perspective that, as Frigerio (2005) has pointed out, found a specific sociogenesis the formation of a structure, of a syncretic habitus. Camurça (2009, p. 175) proposes to interpret Sanchis’s
definition of syncretism as historically processual, because he understands the original hybridization of Brazilian religions as related to the sociogenesis of the nation. As such, the idea of a
melting pot, which is tuned to the hegemonic representation of a national identity, obscures that
Catholicism seized a hierarchically superior role that made it into a cultural matrix and a habitus
or a precondition to be considered truly Brazilian. For Sanchis (2001, p. 25), Brazilian historical
peculiarities created “a structural predisposition to porosity” that makes Brazil “a big laboratory
of cultural mixture.”
Prandi (2011) discusses syncretism within Afro-Brazilian religions, explaining that Candomblé
and later Umbanda were born as subaltern religions and were dependent on Catholicism both
ideologically and ritually in the Brazilian context of the nineteenth century (cf. Bastide 1971,
Ortiz 1991, Segato 2005). It was not until the 1960s that what Prandi (1991) described as a
process of Africanization of Candomblé launched a return to African traditions, which included
learning the languages, rituals, and myths lost during the African diaspora. These efforts towards
Africanization and de-syncretization, according to Prandi, were motivated by a desire to build
an autonomous religion beyond Catholicism. Prandi (2011) affirms that in the current context of
religious markets, Afro-Brazilian religions do not need to subordinate to the Catholic tradition
and rituals through syncretism. For this author, eliminating every single Catholic element from
Afro-Brazilian religions is part of the process of return to the original African roots. Anti-syncretic
movements of re-Africanization or re-indigenization in Latin America are part of what Lewgoy
(2011) has called a new spirit of time in which the idea of Africa and indigenous America become
tools and symbols to build local and national identities.
Considering Catholicism as habitus, Sanchis (2001) argues that permeable or porous local
religiosities allowed the creation of typically Brazilian beliefs that affected Catholic, African, and
native religions by articulating elements of each other. The main problem with this definition,
besides the already mentioned superior role accorded to Catholicism, is that it is built on a Christian
definition of religion. If, as Sanchis has pointed out, syncretism is analyzed in the way Levi-Strauss
studied totemism (as a way of human groups telling a story), it appears that practitioners and
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scholars are both impinged by an ideological structure that makes it impossible to think of other
ways of dealing with the sacred than the Catholic or Christian way.
The concepts of syncretism, hybridization, and mestizaje have been used, sometimes indiscriminately, to describe the interplay between cultural and ethnic traditions, to explain the incongruence between religious affiliation and religious beliefs and practices, and to explain the apparently
contradictory presence of religion in secular spheres. For Machado & Mariz (1998), by the end of
the twentieth century institutional pluralism was firmly positioned within the Brazilian religious
scene, as the result of a process that started with the arrival of Pentecostalism during the 1960s
and 1970s and continued with neo-Pentecostalism and the Catholic Charismatic Renewal of the
1980s and 1990s. This institutional pluralism superseded the traditional structure of syncretism
and constituted a new religious market, as other scholars in the region have also noted (see Bastian
2005, Beltrán 2013, Mariano 2003, Marzal 2002, Prandi 2011).
Camurça (2009, p. 182) defines “postmodern syncretism” the modern idea that free-willed
individuals can choose one religion among others and can join together diverse dimensions (religious or not) in a syncretic synthesis. Although for Camurça this tendency is likely prevalent
among highly educated middle-class individuals, it also resonates with premodern tendencies in
which holism, animism, magic, and mysticism (i.e., beliefs in the “enchanted world”) override
rationality.
These new combinations are sometimes called do-it-yourself beliefs—a sort of free combination of different cultural elements. As Mary (2010) indicates, this self-religiosity tends to fragment
cultural systems and to decontextualize religious symbols through a series of successive reinterpretations. However, these symbols retain at least some elements of the traditions from which
they were extracted (Mary 2010). Cosmopolitan spirituality, now recognized under the New Age
banner, has found a home among the middle classes in the capital cities of Latin America, promoting physical self-improvement techniques studied by Carozzi (2004) in Argentina, Gutiérrez
Zúñiga (1996) in Mexico, and Amaral (1999) in Brazil.
New Age spirituality has also generated a new vector of syncretism owing to the fact that it
preaches “a syncretism in motion” (Amaral 1999, p. 48)—that is, a search for spirituality linked to
nature, native culture, spirits, and energies. Parallel to the emergence of this type of spirituality,
and often opposed to the devotional values of popular religiosity (such as sacrifice, suffering,
miracle, pain, and punishment), there has been increasing interest in the study of alternative
spiritualities, frequently called New Age or neo-esoteric, that have no institutional framework and
are linked to processes of postmodern individualization. The global spread of new spiritualities has
been favored by the widespread advertisement of products labeled New Age and the circulation
and consumption of religious goods (for example, self-help literature, the esoteric series of the
History Channel, and religious sacred objects that circulate as commodities). Some of these new
spiritualities respond to market processes and to the exchange of religious property in the context
of globalization, and they are often defined by the term “esoteric nebulae” (coined by Champion
& Hervieu-Léger 1990); however, this rubric does not account for the entire phenomenon and in
fact causes us to lose sight of the different genealogies and histories of these forms of religiosity.
These spiritualities also respond to the current dynamics of transnationalization, which have made
ethnic reinventions and the recognition of difference a crucial element of transnational interactions
(Segato 2007).
Within this seemingly chaotic nebula, however, distinguishable currents can be found. For
example, neo-esoterism hybridizes magic and popular religiosity (De la Torre 2012b, Magnani
1999), and neo-Indianism hybridizes Native American religious systems (Gallinier & Mollinié
2006), specifically pagan rituals, psychotropic plant rituals (valued by practitioners as spiritual
medicine for holistic healing for diseases of the mind and body), pre-Hispanic worldviews, and the
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magical rituals of popular religiosity. Examples of hybrid products are neo-Indian and neo-Mayan
rituals (such as the reconversion of the Aztec conchero dance into neo-Mexican dances and neoInca ceremonies), often linked with the rise of spiritual tourism (De la Torre et al. 2013). Another
factor of hybridization is the transnational circulation of rituals surrounding psychotropic plants,
such as peyote and ayahuasca, which not only reterritorializes traditions but is also generating a
neo-shamanic movement (Langdone & Santana De Rose 2012). However, Frigerio (2013, p. 47)
addresses the importance of studying the limits of appropriation and reinterpretation by New Age
spirituality: “New Age hardly ever includes Pentecostalism, devotion to popular saints, or AfroAmerican religions. It therefore becomes obvious that while some are invited into this variegated
‘spiritual supermarket’, others are excluded.”

CONCLUSION
Religious studies in Latin America have transitioned from an initial focus on Catholicism to an
increasing emphasis on the study of plural societies. The initial bias in favor of Catholicism has
been linked both to Latin American liberation theology and to the use of the concept of secularism,
inspired by French debates, to study the relations between the church and the state. This narrative
encouraged a perspective that distanced itself from the Eurocentrism prevailing in the paradigms
of secularization that framed studies on the decline of religion; however, this perspective also
kept a Catholic-centric approach, observed in the assumption of complete unity that equated
Catholics with Latin Americans and denied the visibility of other cultural and political presences
in the region. As we have seen, the Catholic bias that influenced religious studies (what Frigerio
calls religious sociology) omitted or erased internal otherness, reduced the study of the religious
sphere to the study of the church, put forth a religious model of the relations between the church
and the state, and overestimated the actions of religious agents and hierarchies. This discourse
contributed to a general disregard for popular religiosity and for the presence of indigenous
and African religions in the region. Furthermore, the early Catholic-centric perspective favored
studying the role of the church in the public sphere and the activities and actions of bishops while
disregarding the actions of unofficial agents such as laypersons, the nonreligious, and heterodox
persons of various kinds. At the same time, this perspective also contributed to the creation of a
bias in the study of minoritarian religions such as Protestants, Evangelicals, and Pentecostals as
mere sects or as foreign societies facilitating imperialist infiltration strategies.
In the last 30 years, the scholarly study of religion has emancipated itself from this particular
distinction and has transitioned toward a broader analysis of religious diversity. Much of the
research conducted during the last decade of the twentieth century has revolved around new
religious movements. Scholars no longer speak of “social studies of religion” but rather seek
to analyze and understand religions on their own terms, a shift that has affected the study of
Catholicism by prompting the recognition of new movements and actors within the church. The
sociology of religious diversity had to purge itself of the Latin American prejudices that had
historically been used to brand non-Catholic religions as North American imperialist agents, and
it had to refine its categories and methodologies of analysis to fit the growing diversity of believers.
During the first decade of the twenty-first century, inherited categories of religious affiliation
came to be seen as insufficient to explain the diversity of forms and contents of religious beliefs
and practices, which were increasingly disconnected from mainstream religious institutions. At the
same time, social studies of religion began to deal with the universe of popular religious practices
and beliefs in two ways. First, theories about the production of postmodern hybrids in the global
era highlighted the originality of the phenomenon, and researchers began to speak of new religious
agents, new religious movements, and neo-esoteria, for example, to understand changes on the
486

de la Torre

·

Martı́n

SO42CH22-DeLaTorre

ARI

2 July 2016

10:50

margins of institutional churches, congregations, and denominations as well as the dynamics of
popular religious practice.
Second, recent empirical research has revealed the conceptual difficulties in dealing theoretically with religious “hybrids.” From a cosmological perspective, it is not possible to define what
these hybrids are, because believers have always mixed and matched different religious traditions
with established beliefs and practices, for example by consulting a folk healer or believing in the
influence of cosmic energies, energetic waves, or the evil eye, without experiencing any inner
conflict. In this sense, religious affiliations (the question of religious identity or belonging underlying the syncretic assumption) and the seeming incongruence between religious affiliations and
religious practices produce new meanings. To define popular religion it becomes necessary to
analyze emic practices and to view religious hybrids as specific ways of experiencing the sacred in
which communication between spheres is the rule.
Although the cosmological perspective offers a straightforward criticism of the traditional
Catholic-centric definition of hybridization presented in a large number of earlier works on popular
religion, the attempt to identify a broader cosmological vision in Latin American culture runs the
risk of slipping into culturalism—that is, of putting forward a reified form of culture that treats
different regional and national versions as illustrative cases, mere variations of a same culture.
It is fundamental to avoid a Eurocentric perspective when analyzing popular religion in Latin
America, as Blancarte (2000) has argued; but we should also avoid reducing academic production
to “repetitive formulas that are soon lost in the standard narration” (Fernandes 1990, p. 107). This
error could lead us to simply repeat the same old formulas with new illustrative cases.
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e cidadãos: Percursos de sincretismo no Brasil, ed. P Sanchis, BT Figuerôa de Medeiros, pp. 9–57. Rio de
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en la comunidad nacional. Buenos Aires, Argentina: Editor. Guadalup.
Steil CA. 1996. O sertão das romarias. Petropolis, Braz.: Vozes
Steil CA. 2001. Pluralismo, modernidade e tradição: transformações do campo religioso. Cienc. Soc. Relig.
3:115–29
Steil CA, Carneiro S de S. 2008. Peregrinação, turismo e nova era: caminhos de Santiago de Compostela no
Brasil. Relig. Soc. 1:105–12
www.annualreviews.org • Religious Studies in Latin America

491

SO42CH22-DeLaTorre

ARI

2 July 2016

10:50

Stoll D. 1990. Is Latin America Turning Protestant? Berkeley: Univ. Calif. Press
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