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Protestantism in Mesoamerica: TheOld
within the New

JamesW. Dow

INTRODUCTION

In the last half of the twentieth century, many people in Mesoamerica
turned to Protestantism as a new religion. In this chapter, I examine the
scopeof the turn and look at some of the many theories that explain why
it happened. The remainder of this book deals with the details of the turn,
and the last chapter, by Alan Sandstrom, offers a further analysis of the
phenomenon.

The scopeof the increasein Protestantism was wide, involving both ur-
ban and rural cultur es. The available statistics show that it was dramatic
and made even more dramatic by the common idea that Latin America
was solidly Catholic. Whether the increaseis over or whether it will con-
tinue is very hard to say at the moment. Newer censusdata have not yet
shown a clear trend for the futur e.

Protestantism is often seenasopposing Catholicism. For example For-
tuny (Chapter 5) writes how the Jehovah's Witnesseschallenge modern
urban Mexican Catholicism; however, there are many types of Catholi-
cism in Mesoamerica. When examined closely, traditional Indian Folk
Catholicism usually has little resemblanceto modern Roman Catholicism.
Ar guments have been made that these traditional religions are derived
from pre-Columbian beliefs (Van Zantwijk 1967)and conversely that they
arederived from Hispanic, non-pre-Columbian, traditions (Carrasco1970,
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1976). There is a bit of truth in both points of view. Folk Catholicism has
origins in both the pre-Columbian and the Catholic Colonial Periods, but
it is clear that it is not modern post-Vatican-II Catholicism. Most of these
Indian religions have achieved a comfortable accommodation with the Ro-
man Catholic Church. One might call them “Catholic af�liates” rather
than Catholic in the modern sense. When looked at closely, the Catho-
lic elements seemsomewhat super�cial, and modern Catholic doctrine is
conspicuous in its absence.Yet Protestantism opposesfolk Catholicism as
well. Thus Protestantism is opposing many dif ferent types of Catholicism,
someof which aren't very Catholic at all.

Actually the Roman Catholic in�uence on native religion has been
rather weak since the conquest, but the change to Protestantism has been
recent,indicating that Protestantism is lessa reaction to Catholicism than a
new religious phenomenon. During the Reformation, Protestantism was a
theological reaction to Catholicism, but today in Mesoamerica,Protestan-
tism no longer opposes Catholicism in the same way as it did in Europe
when it �rst started. MesoamericanProtestantism today is a new religious
awakening, much of it evangelical, that is in competition with all religions,
including sectswithin Protestantism itself.

The desire for religious change in Mesoamerica has not come from a
dissatisfaction with the Catholic Church. Comfortable accommodations
with the Catholic Church have existed for centuries. In many cases,what
seemsto behappening is: (1) There is a local need for religious changethat
manifests itself in a number of ways. (2) A Protestant organization that is
sensitive to such manifestations supplies Bibles and other materials that
allow a group of local religious thinkers to organize themselves. (3) The
local Protestant group grows. (4) The Roman Catholic hierarchy perceives
a loss of af�liation and may organize a competing group to recapture lost
af�liation. Thus, Protestantism is not opposing Catholicism as much as
it is catalyzing needed religious and social change. To understand what
drives the movement towar d Protestantism we need to understand that
need for religious change, a need that may ultimately be met at the end
of the period of changeby an organized Protestant religious group, a new
modernized Catholic group, some other Christian or non-Christian sect,
or even a revitalized native religious group.

Many explanations have been put forwar d to explain the growth of
Protestantism in Mesoamerica. There seemto be almost as many as there
are people writing about the phenomenon. Religious workers, particu-
larly Evangelicals, tend to seeit as the working of the Holy Spirit, which
is at times mightily aided by the Bible (Cox 1994). Some seeProtestan-
tism as an imported religion. However , others have noted its local popu-
lar quality (Bastian 1993).A number of explanations are presentedin this
book. In Mexico, O'Connor (Chapter 2) seesthe historical presenceof Pro-
testant churchesas an important baseon which modern Protestantism is
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building (p. 48). Fortuny (Chapter 5) seesProtestantism meeting a need
for psychological security in a chaotic world (p. 112). Garma (Chapter 3)
accountsfor the successof Protestantism among Indians by noting its sim-
ilarity to traditional supernatural curing (p. 59). I point out that the suc-
cessof Protestantism is related to demographic changes(Chapter 4, p. 82).
Sault (Chapter 6) proposesthat Protestantism is succeedingbecausenative
people have been alienated from their traditional cultur es (p. 137). Cook
(Chapter 7) seesMayan Pentecostalismsucceedingbecauseit is consistent
both with traditional religious themes and traditional principles of social
organization (p. 161). Gooren (Chapter 8) suggeststhat explanations are
complex and that the study of the lives of people under stresswill add a
great deal to understanding what has caused the increasein the number
of Protestants(p. 191).

Economic change is mentioned in some explanations. For example,
Adams (Chapter 9) links Protestantism to the rise of the market economy
in rural areas(p. 228),and Scotchmer(Chapter 10)seesProtestantism asa
way that people have of identifying with an economically successfulsocial
majority (p. 256).

It is dif �cult to synthesize these and other explanations; therefore in
this chapter, I will examine only two explanations that have appeared over
an over again and for which there is some objective evidence. The �rst is
that the successof Protestantism in Mesoamerica is linked in some way
to its compatibility with native cultur es. The most rapid growth of Pro-
testantism has occurred in rural areaswith large native populations. The
second is that the turn towar d Protestantism is linked to the rise of the
market economy. Weber (1958)noted its appeal to a rising middle class.
Now in Latin American, it is appealing to poorer classes,and we need to
understand this new economic connection.

MEASURING THE GROWTH OF PROTESTANTISM

Although the growth of Protestantism in Mesoamerica is undeniable,
there is still some dif �culty in quantifying it. For example, Everett Wil-
son (1997),a historian, estimates that there were 835,000Evangelical Pro-
testants in Guatemala in 1993;whereas,Clifton Holland (1997),an evan-
gelical social scientist, estimates that there were 2.8 million there in 1995.
These�gur esare barely compatible, becausethe addition of 2 million Pro-
testants in two years is dif �cult to imagine. In another example, Hol-
land estimates that there were 5.5 million Protestants in Mexico in 1995;
whereas the Mexican national census (INEGI 1992:96–97)recorded only
3.4 million in 1990. Theseestimates imply an annual growth rate of 10%,
which is also hard to imagine. Some smaller Protestant denominations
such as the Mormons have shown phenomenal growth rates for short pe-
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Table 1.1: Mormon Growth in Mexico

Year Adher ents Growth Annual
growth rate

1980 241,521
1985 302,000 60,479 4.57%
1990 615,000 313,000 15.29%
1995 735,000 120,000 3.63%
1999 783,000 48,000 1.59%

riods. For example, the Mormon growth rates shown in Table 1.1 are im-
pressiveduring the �ve yearsbetween 1985and 1990,but, beforeand after
this, the growth rates were much smaller.1 Yet, the Mormons account for
only around 1% of the Protestants in Mexico. Their growth between 1985
and 1990was the result of an energetic proselytizing campaign dir ected
by their headquarters in Utah and aimed primarily at lower -classurban
areas (Shepherd and Shepherd 1998; Knowlton 1996). Although some-
what phenomenal in terms of growth rate, the Mormon sudden advance
contributes only a small amount to the overall increaseof Protestantism
in Mexico and is con�ned mostly to urban areas. It shows that a church
group can produce a short- term phenomenal growth rate by committing
resourcesto missionary activity . As the numbers of any Protestant group
increase,growth rates subside to form a lesserratic pattern.

Clifton Holland is concerned with a larger group of Protestants, the
Evangelicals. His estimatesare sponsored by, and published for the ben-
e�t of, Evangelical missionaries, and the numbers in this caseseemto be
slightly in�ated. 2 David Stoll explains how he and other evangelical advi-
sors have made their estimates.

To arrive at their �gur es,church-growth experts �rst added
up the memberships reported by all the denominations in a
country. Then they multiplied that �gur e by another number,
to account for unbaptized childr en,converts attending services
but not yet baptized, and so forth. The multiplier was usu-

1Sources:Stark 1998,p. 17,Table: 1.3,“Two Yearsof Mormon Growth, 1978–80”ascom-
piled by Hunter (2000);Deseret News (1996),p. 188–408.“Year-end 1995:Est.population” as
compiled by Hunter (2000);Deseret News (1988)p. 114. Graphic: “Chur ch growth: selected
countries” ascompiled by Hunter (2000);1999�gur esrecorded by Hunter ( 2000)from news
sources.The averageannual growth rate was calculated from a model of exponential growth
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2Clifton Holland is Professor of Missiology for the IMDELA/School of World Mission in
San Jose,Costa Rica and Dir ector of Church Growth Studies Program for IDEA Ministries.
He headed a number of projectsto gather information on church growth in Latin America.
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ally 2.5,3, or 4, depending on “ sociological factors,” whatever
those were construed to be. The result was supposed to be the
total evangelical community (Stoll 1990:125).

Although in�ated somewhat towar d the high end of possibility , the
estimatespublished by Holland and other church-growth people are still
worth looking at to understand the growth pattern and the percentageof
the population that is Protestant. Table 1.2shows Holland's estimates for
the year 1995along with Stoll's church-growth (1990:333)data for 1985,
which he took from other evangelical researchers.

Table 1.2:Estimatesof the Number of Protestants in Mesoamerica
(The population �gur esare given in millions)

Percent Percent Change in Total Protestant
Protestant Protestant Percent Population Population

Country 1985a 1995 1985–1995 1995b 1995b

Mexico 4.0% 5.9% + 1.9 93.7 5.50
Guatemala 20.4% 26.4% + 6.0 10.6 2.80
El Salvador 14.0% 15.9% + 1.9 5.9 0.94
Honduras 9.9% 16.9% + 7.0 5.5 0.93
Nicaragua 9.3% 10.0% + 0.7 4.4 0.44
Costa Rica 7.7% 12.1% + 4.4 3.3 0.40
Panama 11.8% 15.2% + 3.4 2.7 0.41

aSource: Stoll (1990:333)from Johnstone(1986:498–499)
b Source: Holland (1997)

This table shows that Guatemala had the largest percentageof Protes-
tants. Next came the other Central American countries and, �nally , Mex-
ico. However , Mexico, being the largestcountry, still had the largestnum-
ber of Protestants. The table also shows that Guatemala had the fastest
growing Protestant population. This was probably due to the evangeliza-
tion efforts noted by Stoll (1990:10–217)and a new Protestant identity for
Indians suppressedby Catholic Ladinos for many years.3 Although some
of this growth was in urban areas,the bulk of it was in the rural parts of
Guatemala.4

One fact is clear from Table 1.2. The growth of Protestantism in Meso-
america has been impr essive. No matter how you look at the statistics,
from an evangelist's point of view or from an anthropologist's point of
view, you seeclear evidence that Protestantism has grown rapidly there
since1970.

3SeeScotchmer, Chapter 10
4SeeGooren, Chapter 8, footnote 9
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Table 1.3:Protestants in Mexico in 1970and 1990

1970 1990
Population Protestant Population Protestant

State 5 and over a Population a 5 and over b Population b

Aguascalientes 278,196 1,358 619,401 6,198
BajaCalifornia 725,015 20,406 1,425,801 74,873
BajaCalifornia Sur 106,071 1,106 275,985 7,104
Campeche 210,511 13,914 456,452 61,725
Chiapas 928,930 25,255 1,730,829 107,149
Chihuahua 200,016 1,021 371,876 7,175
Coahuila 1,301,140 75,378 2,710,283 440,520
Colima 1,339,479 41,811 2,118,557 117,593
Distrito Federal 5,820,042 111,957 7,373,239 226,350
Durango 770,043 10,805 1,169,332 38,935
Guanajuato 1,868,869 6,797 3,396,283 33,845
Guerrero 1,322,091 19,471 2,228,077 91,637
Hidalgo 991,009 18,544 1,628,542 75,661
Jalisco 2,725,357 19,082 4,584,728 61,066
México (state) 3,127,508 54,193 8,563,538 303,180
Michoacán 1,923,182 14,982 3,037,340 52,291
Mor elos 514,052 22,685 1,048,065 76,624
Nayarit 450,015 5,516 711,691 13,897
Nuevo Leon 1,407,536 47,714 2,750,624 161,858
Oaxaca 1,688,160 30,177 2,602,479 190,459
Puebla 2,093,224 43,030 3,565,924 153,439
Querétaro 397,402 1,447 898,199 12,487
Quintana Roo 71,502 6,822 412,868 50,428
SanLuis Potosí 1,058,668 23,431 1,723,605 75,967
Sinaloa 1,045,167 14,148 1,923,515 45,681
Sonora 918,682 16,188 1,596,063 59,788
Tabasco 628,721 63,732 1,288,222 193,493
Tamaulipas 1,212,412 41,911 1,974,755 152,644
Tlaxcala 349,361 8,160 662,426 21,689
Veracruz 3,171,856 88,031 5,424,172 404,607
Yucatan 643,432 21,610 1,188,433 110,377
Zacatecas 770,079 6,197 1,100,898 18,767

Mexico (nation) 40,057,728 876,879 70,562,202 3,447,507

aSource: Mexico (1972)Cuadro 17Pp. 259–270
b Source: INEGI (1992)Cuadro 26Pp. 299–315

The advanceof Protestantism in Mexico hasbeenmoreobjectively doc-
umented by the Mexican national census. Table 1.3shows the number of
Protestants in the various Mexican statesin 1970and 1990astabulated by
the Mexican national censusfor those years,and Table 1.4shows the same
data as percentagesof the population �ve years old or older. Thesetwo
tablesalso show that over this 20year period there hasbeenan impr essive
growth of Protestantism in Mexico. They also pinpoint the statesin which
the growth hasoccurred. The six statesin which the number of Protestants



PROTESTA N TISM IN M ESOA M ERICA 7

Table 1.4: Percentageof Population 5 YearsOld or Older Who Ar e Protes-
tants

Protestant Percentageof Change in
Population age5 or older Percentage

State 1970 1990 1970to 1990
Aguascalientes 0.5% 1.0% +0.5
BajaCalifornia 2.8% 5.3% +2.4
BajaCalifornia Sur 1.0% 2.6% +1.5
Campeche 6.6% 13.5% +6.9
Chiapas 2.7% 6.2% +3.5
Chihuahua 0.5% 1.9% +1.4
Coahuila 5.8% 16.3% +10.5
Colima 3.1% 5.6% +2.4
Distrito Federal 1.9% 3.1% +1.1
Durango 1.4% 3.3% +1.9
Guanajuato 0.4% 1.0% +0.6
Guerrero 1.5% 4.1% +2.6
Hidalgo 1.9% 4.6% +2.8
Jalisco 0.7% 1.3% +0.6
México (state) 1.7% 3.5% +1.8
Michoacán 0.8% 1.7% +0.9
Mor elos 4.4% 7.3% +2.9
Nayarit 1.2% 2.0% +0.7
Nuevo Leon 3.4% 5.9% +2.5
Oaxaca 1.8% 7.3% +5.5
Puebla 2.1% 4.3% +2.2
Querétaro 0.4% 1.4% +1.0
Quintana Roo 9.5% 12.2% +2.7
SanLuis Potosí 2.2% 4.4% +2.2
Sinaloa 1.4% 2.4% +1.0
Sonora 1.8% 3.7% +2.0
Tabasco 10.1% 15.0% +4.9
Tamaulipas 3.5% 7.7% +4.3
Tlaxcala 2.3% 3.3% +0.9
Veracruz 2.8% 7.5% +4.7
Yucatan 3.4% 9.3% +5.9
Zacatecas 0.8% 1.7% +0.9

Mexico (nation) 2.2% 4.9% +2.7

grew the most were Chiapas (by 365,142),Veracruz (by 316,576),México
(by 248,987),Oaxaca( by 160,282),Tabasco(by 129,761),and the Distrito
Federal (by 114,393).The percentagegrowth looks dif ferent. The six states
which had the largest percentage growth in Protestants were Querétaro
(763.0%), Quintana Roo (639.2%),Colima (602.7%),Baja California Sur
(542.3%),Oaxaca(531.1%),and Chiapas (484.4%).The lowest percentage
change in the number of Protestants was in the Distrito Federal (102.2%),
which still doubled the number.

Two stateswith large Indian populations, Chiapas (22.1%Indian) and
Oaxaca(40.1%Indian), appear in both of these lists of the highest quan-
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Figure 1.1:Mexican States,Change in PercentageProtestant between 1970
and 1990vs. PercentageIndian in 1970
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tity and percentageincreases.Protestantism has beenparticularly appeal-
ing to native people. The data from the states show a Pearson correla-
tion of 0.550between the percentagegrowth of Protestantism and the per-
centageof Indian population in 1970. Figure 1.1 shows the scattergram.
However , an even stronger correlation can be found with economic mea-
sures. The rise in Protestantism is more highly correlated with levels of
poverty. The Pearsonproduct-moment correlation between the change in
percent of Protestants and poverty, measured by the percent of working
persons earning the minimum wage or less in 1990was 0.626.5 The scat-
tergram is shown in Figure 1.2

Thesecorrelations provide empirical con�rmation of the two explana-
tions mentioned before. The �rst is that Protestantism has grown because
it has a particular af�nity to Indian cultur e. The second is that Protes-
tantism is growing becauseof economic pressures. Sincethe Indian pop-
ulations are poor, it is possible that Protestantism is growing becauseof
the presenceof both. The higher correlation with poverty indicates that

5The percentage of persons earning the minimum wage or less was computed from
Cuadro No. 36,Pp. 518–544in INEGI (1992).
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Figure 1.2:Mexican States,Change in PercentageProtestant between 1970
and 1990vs. Percent of PersonsEarning the Minimum Wage or Less in
1990
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economics may be the strongest factor in�uencing Protestant growth, al-
though Indian ethnicity still may reinforcethe appeal of Protestantism.

One should not confuse poverty with economic change. Protestantism
is not highly correlated with economicchangeasshown in the low correla-
tion of 0.225between the changein the percentageof Protestantswith the
change in the percentageof economically active males.6 The relationship
between thesetwo variables is seenin Figure1.3. A correlation was calcu-
lated a secondtime using absolute values of the economic changein order
to seeif any kind of change,positive or negative, would becorrelated with
a changein the percentageof Protestants. The resulting correlation (0.041)
was even lower.

These results hint at a need for a careful examination of hypotheses
that the stressesproduced by economic change are responsible for the
growth of Protestantism, a popular idea (Annis 1987; Smith 1977). Pro-

6Data for men between 20and 24years old were used to estimate the degreeof economic
change. The percentswere computed from data in Cuadro 32, Pp. 569–586in Mexico (1972)
and in Cuadro 26,Pp. 299–315in INEGI (1992).
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Figure 1.3: Mexican States,Change between 1970and 1990in Percentage
Protestant vs. Percent of Men between 20 and 24 Years Old who are Eco-
nomically Active
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testantism is most appealing in the stateswith the most poverty but not in
the stateswith the most economic change. In the Distrito Federal, for ex-
ample, one �nds great economic growth but the lowest percentageof Pro-
testant growth. Appar ently the extension of capitalism to the urban lower
and middle classesis stimulating lessProtestantism than its extension to
the rural poor. Thus, Protestantism is not always functioning the same
way asit did in Europe and the United Statesin previous centuries, when,
according to Max Weber (1958),it offered a moral justi�cation for the ac-
cumulation of middle-class wealth during periods of economic change.

PROTESTANTISM AND NATIVE RELIGIONS

Most of the Protestantism that �ourishes in the native areasof Meso-
america is Pentecostalism,a form of Christianity that emphasizesholiness
climaxed by a spiritual endowment in which the recipient speaks in an
“unknown tongue.” A number of observerssuch asGarma (Chapter 3) be-
lieve that Protestantism appealsbecauseit is closer to native spiritual heal-
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ing traditions than Catholicism. He writes: “As I have shown in Garma
(1987)and in Garma (1998),many Indians have understood the similarity
between Pentecostalspiritual healing and traditional supernatural curing
that invokes the aid of divine elementsor entities” (p. 59). The Pentecostal
ecstatic experience has parallels in native cultur e. Worship in traditional
native religions often leads the participant, sometimes with the aid of hal-
lucinogenic drugs, to experience a normally unseen vital reality. Garma
and others draw a parallel between this and the Pentecostalexperience.

For example, Ñähñu people in the Sierra of Hidalgo perform rituals
which they call costumbresor “�ower ceremonies” (Dow 1986).Organized
by shamans, these rites are encounters between supernaturals and hu-
mans. A costumbre begins with offerings of �owers and food. Later, ac-
cording to them, the supernaturals arrive to partake of the food and to
participate in the festivities. Within a costumbre, the faithful cross a fron-
tier between the normal and the extra normal. They sensethe presenceof
the supernaturals.

This experience may appear to be similar to speaking in unknown
tongues; however there are signi�cant dif ferences.During the costumbres
Ñähñu shamans,and other adepts called zid � ni, “�ower women,” eat the
sacred plant Santa Rosa,have visions, and speak in a trance state; how-
ever their speechis intelligible, and they speak about the lives of the peo-
ple who are there. Their speechis a type of counseling that treatstensions
within the community . Thesesoliloquies are comments on the lives of the
villagers who attend the ceremonies. The comments reveal tensions and
behaviors that may be causing problems. The atmosphere in the costum-
bre is relaxedand non-thr eatening. It is open to emotions that often cannot
be revealed in ordinary circumstances. As does speaking in tongues, the
gift to seeinto the true lives of people gives the visionary a special sacred
status.

The parallel between speaking in tongues and native visionary experi-
ence is not perfect. One kind of speechis ecstatic and unintelligible, the
other is more visionary and meaningful. Both occur in religious ritual and
during an altered state of consciousness. One involves contact with the
supernatural while the other involves communication with the supernat-
ural. Both involve a belief in the accessibility of the supernatural through
ritual. There are common featuresand there are dif ferences.

Protestantism is also successful in native communities because it is
clearly anti-Catholic. This anti-Catholicism appeals to the natives them-
selvesbecauseit gives them a more independent identity . It also identi�es
them with a powerful group in and outside their country, the Americans,
and it protects them from accusationsthat they have becomeinvolved in
radical Catholic-supported antigovernment movements.
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PROTESTANTISM AND THE EXPANDING MARKET ECONOMY

It is clear that the advanceof Protestantism coincides with a late period
in the arrival of the industrialized market economy to Mesoamerica. The
theoretical problem is to understand the causalconnection between it and
religious change. I use the term “ market economy” in the way that Karl
Polanyi (1975)de�ned it. A market economy is one in which the social
mechanismsnecessaryto maintain the economy aredominated by market
exchange.Buying and selling in markets createsall wealth (Polanyi 1975).
Everything necessaryto maintain human beings is available on markets,
and most people must sell something, primarily their labor, on a market
to survive. Market economieshave been important foundations of social
life in Europe and the United Statesand they are spreading throughout
the world.

Capitalism is just one ideal form of a market economy. Most mod-
ern economies mix this form with varying degreesof socialism, another
ideal form. However in Latin America and in many colonized parts of the
world, other lessmarketized economic systemsalso exist. To connectwith
the powerful market economies of Europe and northern North America,
the economiesof Latin America are being reinstitutionalized. Values, cus-
toms, and institutions arebeing brought into line with a total commitment
to markets asmeansof survival. Much of the pressure to reinstitutionalize
is coming from the United Statesand Europe, where the extension of capi-
talism to the underdeveloped world is regarded asbene�cial to everyone.
Although Euro-American ideology proclaims that the “fr eemarket,” a eu-
phemism for capitalism, is a bene�t to all, there are many persons left out
of, and suffering from, the process.

Mesoamerica is very culturally diverse, and pressure to “ liberalize”
the economic system producesdif ferent effects in dif ferent parts of the re-
gion (Otero 1996:3).The imposition of a market economy on poor people
can be brutal, yet the poorthemselvescanalsobene�t from the new economy.
Witness the massive migrations of laborers from Mexico to the United
States. Protestantism has a role to play in the expansion of the market
economy. The interesting thing is that it is now playing its role among the
poor rather than among the wealthy middle-classes as it once did in Eu-
rope (Martin 1990). Today peasant religions are responding to the arrival
of capitalism in dynamic ways. In the rural and poor areasof Latin Amer -
ica, Protestantism is prying loose economic and religious traditionalism
and sending it downstr eam into the river of history.

Max Weber (1958)was the �rst person to examine seriously the con-
nection between Protestantism and economic change; however, the con-
ditions that he looked at in Europe during the Protestant Reformation are
not duplicated in most areas of Latin America today. The rural Indian
peasantsand the lower urban classesof Latin America now are in dif fer-



PROTESTA N TISM IN M ESOA M ERICA 13

ent economic circumstancesthan the middle classesof Europe who took
to Protestantism as a way of integrating their social life with capitalism.
Weber's theories need some upgrading to make them applicable to Pro-
testantism in 20th century Mesoamerica.

Weber in TheProtestantEthic andtheSpirit of Capitalism(1958)explains
how Protestant theology provided a new morality for entrepreneurial be-
havior in Europe after the Reformation. The enemy of capitalism was a
traditional economic system in which people worked for their own com-
fort and for other ideals often given to them by the Catholic morals of
the times. The idea of moneymaking as an end in itself to which people
were bound asa calling was not included in thesemorals (Weber 1958:63).
Something was necessary to provide the capitalist entrepreneur with a
holy mandate that could overcome religious strictur esagainst wealth ac-
cumulation. Protestantism portrayed the traditional idea of working only
to satisfy one's needs as a distraction from the pursuit of a righteous life
(1958:157).Thus, Protestantism enjoined the individual to produce wealth
asa calling and not to squander or enjoy it. This supported the necessary
mandate that a successfulcapitalist should reinvest his pro�t.

In another work, TheProtestantSectsand theSpirit of Capitalism(1946),
Weber looks at the way in which Protestantism in the United Statessup-
ported bourgeois capitalism. He seesthis as a continuation of the asceti-
cism of European sects,which could portray economic successas a sign
of grace. This relationship to bourgeoiscapitalism solidi�ed the dominant
school of Weberian thought in sociology, which came to de�ne the link
between capitalism and Protestantism as primarily psychological. In this
psychological model, Protestantism is seenas an ethic that morally legit-
imizes new wealth by giving the hardworking middle-class businessman
a feeling that he is following a holy calling. This model does not con-
sider political factors and is particularly applicable to the United States
with few political barriers to capitalism. In this psychological model, en-
trepreneurial activity is affected primarily by one's attitude towar d life
and not by the political and legal apparatus in which one lives. The psy-
chological model hasalso beenthe sourceof theorizing about how Protes-
tantism overcomesbarriers to development in underdeveloped countries
(McClelland 1961).

Weber was interested in urban, merchant, bureaucratic, and noble
classesand seemsto have left peasants out of his theories of religious-
economic change.Europe's peasantslived outside the centersof economic
development. Weber's view of the peasantry was rather distant, romantic,
and based primarily on the historical sourcesof his time. He referred to
historical, and even biblical, accounts of peasant religions and saw them
astied to nature and concerned primarily with magical ritual.

The lot of peasantsis so strongly tied to nature, so depen-
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dent on organic processesand natural events, and economi-
cally so little oriented to rational systematization that in gen-
eral the peasantry will becomethe carrier of religion only when
it is threatenedby enslavement or proletarianization, either by
domestic forces(�nancial, agrarian, or seigniorial) or by some
external political power. (Weber 1963:80)

In other wor ds, he saw them as far removed from the dynamics of the
moral, religious messagesof Protestantism. Although I stand in awe of
Weber's scholarship, I must disagreewith his relegation of the peasantry
to the undynamic religious status of traditionalists interestedonly in mag-
ical earth rituals. This view is out of line with what we now know about
peasantsocieties.

The century that has passed since Weber wr ote his treatiseshas seen
more insight into the nature of peasantcultur es. Much more is known to-
day about peasantsand, in particular , about those of Latin America (Wolf
1955,1966;Red�eld 1956;Foster 1967;Cancian 1972;Halperin and Dow
1977;Ellis 1988).Modern peasantsare still subsistencefarmers, and many
live in tight-knitted communities which encapsulatetheir social life. How-
ever, peasantshave participated in religious movements not recognized
by Weber, such as the Taiping rebellion in China, the Cao Dai and Hoa
Hao movements in Viet Nam, and the Dukabours and Raskolniks in Rus-
sia. Even during the Protestant Reformation there was a peasant revolt
in Swabia, Germany, that took its humanistic philosophy from Protestant
religious ideas. Weber's attitude towar d peasants is dif �cult to explain.
He was simply not interested in them and did not consider them capable
of responding to religious change. He put them outside of his theoretical
thinking although, asevidence now indicates, their cultur esdo respond to
religious messagesin a dynamic way.

In TheSociologyof Religion, Weber (1963)points out that a religion can
be strongly attached to a political system. He calls Yahweh, the Hebrew
god, a god of federation. Yahweh brought the tribes of Israel together and
uni�ed them (1963:16). Here, Weber was thinking in sociological terms
that included both the psychology of the individual and the social insti-
tutions in which the individual lived. He recognized that religion can re-
strain institutions, particularly when the rights of an individual asa mem-
ber of a polity are determined by the god he or she worships. Peasant
people are strongly allied to political groups by their religions. This is
particularly true in the Mediterranean region where the �rst civilizations
aroseand where “gods” led them in political con�icts. It was also true in
the New World. Long before the �rst Europeans arrived, religious ritual
strengthened allegiancesto the village and nation in Mesoamerica.

Protestantism also tries to free people from religious-political control.
Such freedom can be necessaryfor economic change. During the Refor-
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mation, Catholics did not have the same freedom as Protestants. Their
actions were constrained by papal injunctions. The clergy controlled their
behavior, whereas Protestants were free from these restrictions ( Weber
1963:251). Protestantism allowed people to pursue economic gain with-
out ecclesiastical interfer ence. Protestantism was a declaration of inde-
pendence from church control of economic decision making. The Protes-
tant desire for freedom is still echoedin the theologies of many Protestant
churchestoday.

The history of the Reformation included many political upheavals, the
disestablishment of the Pope, and the peasant revolt in 1525 in Swabia
and the Rhineland, all of which should be considered by anyone looking
at moremodern appealsof Protestantism. Therewas a largehumanistic el-
ement in the Protestant reformation. For example, the peasantsof Swabia
demanded the reexamination of their god- given rights (GöttlicheRecht) in
the light of the new interpr etations of the holy writings. 7 Many humanistic
thinkers of that time attacked the feudal order supported by the Catholic
Church, and they expressedtheir point of view in religious (Protestant)
terms. However , the modern psychological Weberian point of view fo-
cusesmore on the role that Protestantism plays in liberating individuals
from guilt rather than on the way that it liberates them from institutional
control, although the two processesgo hand in hand.

Protestantism can have political impacts without being overtly politi-
cal. David Martin, who looks at Protestantism in Latin America with an
eye to institutional changes,notes this characteristic of Protestantism:

Methodism and Pentecostalism are sociologically conso-
nant with democratic polities and provide part of the popular
cultural baseon which such polities might rest. But they are
not themselves basically political, even though Wesley, for ex-
ample might well produce projectsfor communitarian reform.
(Martin 1990:22)

Protestantmovements always have had sophisticated interactions with
political powers. By the time Methodism and PentecostalismreachedLatin
America, they had developed a political style that was nonmilitant and po-
litically apolitical. In other wor ds, they had, and sought to have, political
impacts, but they avoided confrontation with the state. This nonviolent,
nonconfrontational approach can be seen in the George Fox's encounter
with Oliver Cromwell, the Protestant ruler of the Commonwealth of Eng-
land, Scotland, and Ireland from 1653to 1658. Fox was the prophet lead-
ing the Protestant Quaker movement. He was a rabid preacherpossessed

71525 - Bauernkrieg und Reformation, Historische Reßourcen zur Geschichte Bayerns
(Bavarian State Ministry for Science,Research and Art), http://www .bayern.de /HDBG
/ker u02.htm



16 H OLY SA IN TS A N D FIERY PREA CH ERS

by the Holy Spirit, but he promised a nervous Cromwell, the dictator of
England at a time of considerable Protestant excitation, that he and his fol-
lowers would never take up arms. Fox writes: “I did, in the presenceof the
Lord God, declare that I denied the wearing or drawing of a carnal sword,
or any other outwar d weapon, against him or any man; and that I was
sent of God to stand a witness against all violence, and against the works
of darkness”(Fox 1903). Since then the Quakers have been pertinacious
paci�sts actively resisting all forms of warfar e.

In the United Statesthere was greater freedom from religious oppres-
sion, and Protestantism affected the way in which the state and political
systemsdeveloped. The United Statesbecamea country in which religious
freedom was tolerated. As Martin (1990:41)notes,Protestant values in the
United Statessupported a more freewheeling egalitarian democracy rela-
tive to Europe. Religion and politics are intertwined in the United States
asthey are elsewhere, but in the United States,religion is lessco-opted by
the state. Protestantism there often expressesits original rebellious roots.

Martin (1990)divides Protestantism into three waves. The �rst wave
was Calvinist Protestantism in the 16th and 17th centuries. The second
was Methodist Protestantism in the 19th century, and the thir d was Pen-
tecostal Protestantism in the 20th century. He is particularly cognizant of
the way that Protestantism manifested itself in dif ferent parts of the globe,
particularly in Europe. He notes that Evangelical Protestantism started in
cultural centersand then moved to peripheral areas. It rebelsagainst the
center more than other types of Protestantism. In the United States,Evan-
gelical Protestantism moved into the economically underdeveloped South
and continues to move into Latin America, which can be seenas an ex-
tension of this continental underdeveloped region southward beyond the
United States(Martin 1990:275–277).

Two segmentsof this Latin American periphery are the rural poor and
the urban migrants, who are in fact mostly the upr ooted rural poor. Mar -
tin writes that they are vulnerable to Protestantism when the depth of
Catholic coverage is shallow (1990:284).However , I have noted that the
Catholic coveragehas always been shallow there. What is new and what
explains the movement of Protestantism into this region is that the institu-
tionalization of the market economy is not yet complete there. In rural and
impoverished areas,non-market reciprocal economic exchangesare often
important, and ideologically supported political structures often restrict
market freedom. Thus, economic factors can also explain the geographical
movement of Evangelical Protestantism into the Latin American periph-
ery, where it seemsto be needed asa rebellious theology.

Rural Protestantism in Mesoamerica looks like a peasant movement
rebelling against a central authority . It breaks allegiances and assertsits
independence in nonviolent forms. The central authority against which it
reactsis sometimesstate-supported, but it often reactsagainst locally sup-
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ported authorities, someof the most important of which are civil-r eligious
hierarchies (Dow 1997;seeChapter 4, p. 4). For example, JeanPierre Bas-
tian notes that Protestantism in Mesoamerica is a means of offering po-
litical resistanceto a “Catholic” system (1985). However , the systems to
which he is referring, for example Chamula in Chiapas, are not Catholic
in any doctrinal sense,as I have noted above. They are actually pow-
erful civil-r eligious hierarchies, theological political structures that dom-
inate Indian communities. They are Catholic only in the sensethat their
rituals include images of Catholic saints. Although, the presenceof these
images maintains a link to the modern Catholic Church without requiring
submission to Catholic doctrine, the system has little to do with modern
Catholicism, or even 16th-century Catholicism.

A civil-r eligious hierarchy is a type of cargo system. In all cargo sys-
tems, families sponsor religious celebrations, usually for local deities rep-
resented by images of Catholic saints located in village churches or ora-
tories (Carrasco1963;Cancian 1965;Dow 1974;DeWalt 1975;Chanceand
Taylor 1985). Sponsorship can be quite expensive. The religious obliga-
tions taken on by the sponsorsare typically called cargos, burdens. A fam-
ily can spend over a year's income on a celebration. In the less onerous
cargosystems,the sponsorsmay beaided by contributions from other peo-
ple. Taking and successfully carrying out the obligations of a cargobrings
the family much status and prestige in the community . The most onerous
cargosystemsare civil- religious hierarchies, in which the performance of
a cargobrings not only prestigebut actual political power.

Once a family has completed a number of signi�cant cargos, the male
head of the family receivesof�cial posts in the village government and
eventually becomesan elder who makes important decisions for the vil-
lage. Civil-r eligious hierarchies generate political power for wealthier
members of a community . They allow them to achieve high status and
political power by redistributing their wealth during the religious festi-
vals. The cargoholders then rule the community in various political of�ces
to which only they areappointed by the most senior membersof the group
the elders.

A civil-r eligious hierarchy is anathemato capitalistic entrepreneurship.
It focusesattention on the redistribution of wealth rather than on its pro-
ductive investment. It allows families that have wealth, mainly in the form
of land, to boost their political in�uence. It suppressesthe accumulation
of wealth by hard- working entrepreneurs and pushes them into redis-
tributing what they manage to save.A civil-r eligious hierarchy blocks the
local expansion of the market economy. The poorer members of a village
cannot use markets to create and reorganize wealth. This would not be
a problem if the economy remained subsistence-oriented, for then there
would be no alternative investments; however, when markets do become
available, especially a market for labor, the problems created by a civil-
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religious hierarchy canbecomeserious. The greatestproblems are that the
political institutions of a village, not only the economic ones, are embed-
ded in a religiously basedhierarchy, and that the hierarchy canperpetuate
itself through political coercion. A Protestant theological attack on the re-
ligious basisof the hierarchy undermines the system and allows economic
change. When a civil-r eligious hierarchy is present,a village often under-
goesa radical changeto Protestantism.

Protestantism can also react against kin-based power groups such as
those mentioned by Cook (Chapter 7), and ethnic groups representing
the dominant cultur e (Mestizo or Ladino) as often has been the casein
Guatemala (see Scotchmer, Chapter 10, and Adams, Chapter 9). There
are other political systems that interfer e with the institutionalization of
the market economy such as state-imposed one-party political structures,
state-sponsored bureaucracies, and undemocratic unions and coopera-
tives. Thesesystemsdo not have links to religion as clear as those of the
civil-r eligious hierarchies; however, they are yielding to Protestantism as
well.

There have beencases,such asthat of the truckers in Zinacantan , Chi-
apas,(Cancian 1992:199),in which entrepreneurshave successfully partic-
ipated in a cargo system for a while. It is possible for them to use it to
co-opt political power in a community . However , the strati�cation nec-
essary for such a co-optation can break down under the pressures of the
new market economy. Others in the community seethe capitalistic accu-
mulation of wealth and cannot continue to act aspeasantsin a redistribu-
tive economy. In Zinacantan, Protestantism was not used to unseat the
co-opted hierarchy. Instead the people turned to modern political parties,
which provided adequate ideological support (Cancian 1992). However ,
in nearby Chamula at the sametime, Protestantism was being used, asan
ideological tool to attack the hierarchy there.

In rural areasof Mesoamerica, Protestants can support opposition to
political authorities. When this is against a municipal or stategovernment,
the level of violence is limited, and the Protestantsoften point to religious
grounds for their protests.At a municipal level, where there is someinde-
pendencefrom higher authorities, localized violence canbe greater. When
Protestantism is used to overthr ow very local civil-r eligious hierarchies,
violent confrontations can occur, especially when the elders of a village
have been in power for a long time.

Often new Protestant ideas are brought back to a village by a person
who has migrated to another area becausehe or she has been frustrated
by changing economic conditions in the village or personal problems with
other villagers. While away from the village, the person's dilemmas are
resolved by a new Protestant doctrine learned from other expatriates like
himself or herself. The person acquires a new identity and �nds a new
understanding of his or her struggles. The individual is not only saved
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by the new wisdom, but believes that the whole village can be saved as
well. When such a person returns, he or she often becomesa catalyst for
religious change.

CONCLUSION

The political power of Protestantism comes from its ability to break
links with oppressiveideologies. Firm in its conviction that the Bible pro-
vides the true sourceof moral wisdom, Protestantism can oppose author-
ity. This is one of its most traditional functions. Over time it has adapted
to prevailing power structures in ways that avoid violent confrontation.
Protestantism in Mesoamerica is enabling people to releasethe ideolog-
ical hold of civil-r eligious hierarchies and other ideologically supported
political structures. This allows the institutionalization of economic be-
haviors compatible with the market economy. For example, �estas can
be supported by multiple contributions or abolished altogether, and peo-
ple can use the money they gain from migrant labor on impr oving their
standard of living. Everyone can accumulate some capital to make their
lives secure and perhaps to invest in some small way. Most peasantsof
Mesoamerica are acting as minicapitalists trying to impr ove their stan-
dard of living through the accumulation of wealth, albeit a small amount
of wealth. The ability to accumulate and manipulate that wealth is impor -
tant to them.

At the time of the Reformation, Protestantism opposed the Catholic
Church in Europe. But today in Mesoamerica, the Catholic Church is no
longer such a powerful political force. In Mexico, the doorway to Protes-
tantism was opened by the anti- Catholic attitudes of the Reformation in
the 19th century and the Revolution in the 20th. Now Protestantism in
Mesoamerica is a tool that facilitates local political change. It enablespeo-
ple to overcome political barriers to the market economy, particularly in
those peripheral areaswhere the market economy is not fully institution-
alized.
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