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Since the 1960s Latin America has experienced a religious transformation, with 

several countries developing significant Protestant populations. These religious changes 

have influenced the political processes of several Latin American nations, playing a 

prominent role in elections and the formation of political platforms. Several theories 

attempt to account for the recent growth in religious pluralism, particularly social anomie 

theory and religious market models. These theories ignore or downplay the role of 

conflict between the state and civil society, especially violent confrontations between the 

government and the Roman Catholic Church. This study focuses on four case studies 

with varying amounts of church-state conflict and differing religious pluralistic growth 

rates: Colombia, Guatemala, Haiti, and Southern Mexico. This study finds that church-

state conflict serves as a catalyst, and in some cases a useful predictor, of growth in 

religious pluralism. 
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Introduction 

Since the 1960s, many Latin American nations have experienced an explosion in 

religious diversity. Fluctuations in religious pluralism (generally measured as the 

percentage of adherents of different faiths within a given region) occur when segments of 

the population alter their religious affiliation through the process of religious conversion. 

Most of the growth in Latin American religious pluralism is due to the rise of 

Protestantism, but there has also been an expansion in the number of followers of 

traditional indigenous belief structures and African-diaspora faiths. Approximately 10 

percent of all Latin Americans are now Protestant, and in the most Protestant countries 

around 30 percent of the population is non-Roman Catholic.1 

Religious conversions and the resulting growth in religious pluralism are 

important politically, socially, sociologically, and possibly economically. Fluctuations in 

religious pluralism can be the result of changes in birth rates, death rates, 

immigration/emigration rates, and most significantly (in the Latin American context) 

conversion from one faith to another. Conversion can represent a political action that 

either provides support for the state or challenges its authority.2 At a more personal level, 

conversion can have profound effects on the way people behave, their sense of morality, 

and their sense of place in the world.3 Differences in religious beliefs can also influence 

social constructions such as gender relations.4 Some have argued that changes in religious 

configurations have led to a restructuring of the dominant force in Latin American civil 

                                                 
1 Timothy Steigenga, The Politics of the Spirit: The Political Implications of Pentecostalized 

Religion in Costa Rica and Guatemala (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2001), 1. 
2 Peter Cahn, All Religions Are Good in Tzintzuntzan: Evangelicals in Catholic Mexico (Austin: 

University of Texas Press, 2003), 164. 
3 R. Andrew Chesnut, Born Again in Brazil: The Pentecostal Boom and the Pathogens of Poverty 

(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1997), 108-109. 
4 Steigenga, The Politics of the Spirit, 129-130. 
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society, the Roman Catholic Church. Anthony Gill argues that the changing dynamics of 

church-state relations are due to the Catholic Church’s attempts to restructure itself in 

order to make Catholicism more attractive and meaningful for believers.5 Finally, 

individual conversions may have economic effects such as aiding development through 

instilling European and North American style Protestant values in Latin America.6 

Several theories exist that attempt to explain the rise of Protestant faiths in Latin 

America. The two main strains of thought are variants of social anomie theory and the 

religious market model. Social anomie theory refers to the concept that in changing 

societies (due to economic development, urbanization, war, etc.) traditional community 

structures become obsolete and individuals are forced to develop new community 

arrangements to replace those lost; in Latin America the new communities are often 

Protestant congregations and community structures.7 Religious market models argue 

instead that different religions offer different packages of religious goods and services, 

and individuals will convert based on the principles of supply and demand.8 Thus, what is 

important for religious market theorists is the influx of new religions and the dynamics of 

already present belief structures, constantly changing in order to accommodate the largest 

number of believers possible.9 

The role of conflict between the state and civil society, particularly violent 

conflicts between the Catholic Church and the state, is an overlooked aspect in the major 

theories that attempt to explain the growth in religious pluralism in Latin America. 

                                                 
5 Anthony Gill, Rendering unto Caesar: The Catholic Church and the State in Latin America 

(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1998), 47. 
6 Daniel Miller, Coming of Age: Protestantism in Contemporary Latin America (Lanham: 

University Press of America, 1994), 16. 
7 Chesnut, Born Again in Brazil, 4-5. 
8 Gill, Rendering unto Caesar, 48. 
9 Ibid., 48-49. 
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Church-state conflicts include violent and non-violent confrontations between the Roman 

Catholic Church and various Latin American governments.   

Church-state conflict is certainly not a comprehensive theory of Protestant 

growth; instead it may be considered a catalyst for the growth of Protestantism and can 

serve as a predictor of further Protestant growth. The role of church-state conflict is 

important to the rise of religious pluralism in three ways: it can encourage the 

government to bring in outside religious influences (as happened in several Latin 

American countries in the nineteenth century), it can generate a need for individuals to 

search for new worldview structures due to the breakup of old configurations, and finally 

it can serve as an incentive for individuals to convert in order to avoid physical harm or 

government sanction. The first impact of church-state conflict (i.e., inducing the state to 

encourage religious pluralism), is instrumental in the religious market model because 

government deregulation is needed to guarantee religious competition.10 Thus, church-

state conflict helps explain why government leaders deregulate their country’s religious 

sphere, while religious market paradigms explain the dynamics of supply and demand in 

religiously free societies. The second effect of church-state conflict (i.e., the erosion of 

old worldview configurations and the subsequent engendering of a need for new ones), is 

a contributor to social anomie.11 Finally, church-state conflict can also be considered an 

independent variable in the growth of religious pluralism, which places its role outside 

both of the major theories.  

Other authors have noted the role of church-state conflict in the growth of 

religious pluralism, but it is usually focused on very specific cases, and is usually 

                                                 
10 Anthony Gill, “Government Regulation, Social Anomie and Protestant Growth in Latin 

America: A Cross-National Analysis,” Rationality and Society 11 (1999): 289. 
11 Ibid., 289. 
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discussed in terms of Guatemalan villages (referred to as the “safe-conduct pass” by 

Sheldon Annis)12 or possibly Guatemala as a whole (referred to as a means to increase 

“physical security” by Timothy Steigenga).13 Similarly, Andrew Chesnut acknowledges 

the role of church-state relations in the growth of Pentecostalism and African-diaspora 

faiths in Brazil, a country with a very progressive clergy and a strong degree of church-

state conflict.14 These studies show the effects of church-state conflicts in very specific 

contexts, not in a region-wide analysis. 

Due to the dominance of Roman Catholicism in Latin America and the potential 

for rivalry between the centralized church and Latin American states over controlling 

citizens’ behavior, conflicts between the state and civil society have frequently occurred 

in the region. In the nineteenth century (and less often in the twentieth as well), these 

conflicts were related to competition for social control between political elites and church 

members; for example in Mexico there were struggles over the switching from Catholic 

Parochial schools to secular/national education.15 The internal reforms of the Catholic 

Church in the 1960s (Vatican II and Medellin), however, influenced many Catholics to 

adopt new policies of political activism and a focus on gaining social justice through 

activism, non-violent support for guerillas, or in some cases mobilization of 

disadvantaged groups or aiding anti-government forces.16 Brazil, Chile, El Salvador, 

Guatemala, Haiti, Nicaragua, Honduras, and Mexico have all experienced a significant 

amount church-state conflict. In some other countries, such as Colombia, the Catholic 
                                                 

12 Miller, Coming of Age, xv. 
13 Timothy Steigenga, “Protestantism, the State, and Society in Guatemala,” in Coming of Age: 

Protestantism in Contemporary Latin America, ed. Daniel Miller (Lanham: University Press of America, 
1994), 156. 

14 Chesnut, Born Again in Brazil, 6. 
15 Earle James, “Church and State in Mexico,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and 

Social Science 208, (March 1940): 112-113. 
16 Gill, Rendering unto Caesar, 7. 
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Church remained aligned with the political leadership even when groups calling for social 

justice (a fundamental goal of Catholic Liberation Theology) were involved in conflicts 

against the state. 

Assessing the role of church-state conflict across borders is difficult; conversion 

means varying things (politically, economically, socially, etc.) in different contexts. For 

this study, four case studies have been selected to demonstrate the variety of church-state 

relationship structures that are repeated across Latin America. Haiti is an example of state 

persecution of the church in a struggle for social control. In Guatemala the church-state 

conflict was due to the government’s fear of progressive movements within the church as 

occurred in the neighboring countries of El Salvador and Nicaragua; in addition the 

political leadership was at times strongly aligned with Protestantism. Colombia has 

experienced nearly perpetual violence since the end of World War II, but unlike in other 

countries the Catholic hierarchy remained largely supportive of the state throughout these 

conflicts. Mexico adds complexity; due to the co-optation of religious authorities by the 

PRI conversion actually represented a means to simultaneously break with the local 

community and national authority structures, making conversion dangerous but a 

relatively popular action nonetheless. 

Church-state conflict is both a predictor and a catalyst of growth of religious 

pluralism. It can encourage political leaders to remove the exclusive provisions of the 

Roman Catholic Church, and simultaneously influence individuals to convert. The 

specific ways that church-state interactions contribute to the growth of Protestantism and 

African-diaspora faiths vary across Latin America, which is reflected in variations across 

these cases. 
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The next section explains the prominent theories regarding the growth of religious 

pluralism in Latin America, including a description of how this study relates to the 

relevant literature. The methods used for the study are explained in the following chapter. 

The study then focuses on the four case studies: Colombia, Guatemala, Haiti, and 

Southern Mexico. This study finds that church-state conflict serves as a catalyst, and in 

some cases a useful predictor, of growth in religious pluralism, and in the analysis 

chapter this argument is applied to all of Latin America. Finally, the conclusion explains 

the implications of using church-state conflict to predict Protestant growth and speculate 

on the future of the Latin American religious landscape. 

Literature Review 

The vast majority of religious conversion in recent Latin American history has 

been from Roman Catholicism to various Protestant denominations. Protestantism has no 

hierarchy and theology may vary between different denominations, but each of the 

mainstream groups (as well as Pentecostals) shares the same Bible and hold similar basic 

theological principles. David Stoll outlines the three basic beliefs which define 

evangelical Protestants in Latin America: “the complete reliability and final authority of 

the Bible, … the need to be saved through a personal relationship with Jesus Christ, … 

and the importance of spreading this message of salvation to every nation and person.”17 

Social Anomie Theory 

The first attempts to explain the contemporarily new development of Protestant 

growth were the foundations of social anomie theory. The most important authors to 

develop the theory were Emilio Willems and Christian Lalive d’Epinay. Willems used a 

                                                 
17 David Stoll, Is Latin America Turning Protestant? The Politics of Evangelical Growth (Los 

Angeles: University of California Press, 1990), 3. 
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structuralist approach to explain the rise of Protestantism as an outcome of rapidly 

changing Latin American societies. He wrote, “the development of Protestantism in 

Brazil and Chile occurred in a period characterized by major sociocultural changes and 

the rapidly increasing membership of some churches and sects might be interpreted as a 

function of those changes.”18 These “sociocultural changes” were largely “associated 

with industrialization and urbanization.”19 Displacement, abandonment of traditional 

homelands, unemployment, structural economic changes, and new uncertainties in life 

formed the basis for the criteria that indicate social anomie. These stresses can lead to 

“[w]idespread social stress [that] destroys communal values, norms, and beliefs, leaving 

people psychologically adrift and vulnerable to new ideological and spiritual 

movements.”20 These sorts of economic and social stresses were assigned primarily in 

terms of class; “the new faith won most of its followers among the social classes whose 

formation and chances of social ascent were directly affected by structural changes 

imposed by the emerging industrial order.”21 Thus increases in religious pluralism were, 

according to early social anomie theory, effectively the result of industrialization. 

In 1969 Christian Lalive d’Epinay expanded on the idea of recently weakened 

social groups as the base for Protestant conversion.22 The most vulnerable to conversion 

were the “dominated classes without stable employment.”23 Lalive d’Epinay compared 

the new Pentecostal movement to an older form of social structure within Latin American 

                                                 
18 Emilio Willems, Followers of a New Faith: Culture Change and the Rise of Pentecostalism in 

Brazil and Chile (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 1967), 57. 
19 Ibid., 248. 
20 Gill, “Government Regulation, Social Anomie and Protestant Growth in Latin America: A 

Cross-National Analysis,” 290. 
21 Willems, Followers of a New Faith,” 248. 
22 Christian Lalive d’Epinay, Haven of the Masses: A Study of the Pentecostal Movement in Chile 

(Lutterworth Publishing, 1969). 
23 Christian Lalive d’Epinay, “Political Regimes and Millenarianism in a Dependent Society: 

Reflections on Pentecostalism in Chile,” Concilium, 161 (1983): 42-54. 
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society, the paternalistic hacienda system. According to later analysis “Lalive believed 

Pentecostalism would replicate the social structure of the hacienda, with the pastor taking 

up the role of the patron and religious lay workers acting as lieutenants.”24 Also 

fundamental to Lalive d’Epinay’s conception of Protestant growth was a constant tension 

between the material world and the spiritual realm, with a strong tendency to condemn 

the material in favor of the spiritual.25 Thus Protestant (especially Pentecostal) conversion 

was perceived as a way to adopt a new social structure in place of the one lost due to 

urbanization and economic restructuring. This largely psychological explanation for the 

growth of Protestantism became a fundamental aspect of the social anomie paradigm, and 

is also accepted in the religious market model as a form of demand for new religious 

goods/services. 

The theory of social anomie continued to be the principal basis for explaining 

Protestant growth into the 1990s. Jean-Pierre Bastian continued to look to the “solid 

sociological studies” of Lalive d’Epinay and Willems as the foundation for understanding 

Protestantism in Latin America.26 Bastian also added a dimension to explaining the rise 

of Protestantism; he saw conversion as a means for the socially underprivileged to rework 

the social structure that held them in a subjugated position. The new faith was seen as “a 

mechanism of active resistance via adopting ‘Protestant’ religious practices linked to a 

‘creative symbolism’ that allows for a restructuring of the dominated group’s identity in 

the sense of modifying the relationship of political force to the dominant sectors of 

                                                 
24 Timothy Steigenga and Kenneth Coleman, “Protestant Political Orientations and the Structure 

of Political Opportunity: Chile, 1972-1991,” Polity 27, no. 2. (1995): 468. 
25 Ibid., 468.  
26 Jean-Pierre Bastian, “The Metamorphosis of Latin American Protestant Groups: A 

Sociohistorical Perspective,” Latin American Research Review 28, no. 2. (1993): 34. 
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society in the hope of regaining short- and long-term advantages.”27 Similar to the other 

aspects of social anomie theory, these strategies of resistance are compatible with the 

religious market approach as constituting the demand for new religious goods and 

services, although the market model argues that these changes are largely irrelevant 

because demand for religious goods/services is assumed to be inelastic/constant.28 

Religious Market Model 

The religious market model attempts to add a second dimension to the dynamics 

of Protestant growth, the supply-side. Anthony Gill proposes viewing Latin American 

religious evolution in terms of a competitive market, complete with market terminology 

and economic models. Gill argues that the Church’s centuries-old religious monopoly had 

caused it to become an inefficient provider of religious services for individuals within 

Latin America.29 As a result of this monopolistic inefficiency, other faiths have the 

opportunity to gain adherents in Latin America by offering a more appealing religious 

product. Gill characterizes the Catholic Church with the typically macro-economic 

assumptions of unitary, rational actions aimed at maximizing adherents. Gill argues that 

“leaders of religious institutions are subject to the many [sic] of the same concerns and 

constraints as their secular counterparts (e.g. politicians, labor leaders).”30 While large 

portions of Gill’s theory are controversial (especially the application of macro and micro-

economic theory and the use of the unitary actor approach for religious institutions), his 

analysis of the growth of Protestantism (especially during periods of church-state 

conflict) is useful in both explaining and predicting Protestant growth. 

                                                 
27 Ibid., 47. 
28 Roger Finke and Laurence Iannaccone, “Supply-Side Explanations for Religious Change,” 

Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 527, (May 1993): 37 and 39. 
29 Gill, Rendering unto Caesar, 58-59. 
30 Ibid., 11. 
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The principal actor of the supply-side theory of Gill’s religious market is the state. 

According to this position the “degree of government regulation of religious economies 

can best account for cross-national variations in Protestant growth.”31 The actual supply 

and demand of the theory is simple, “increased supply typically results from the 

relaxation in laws regulating religion (i.e., an expansion in religious liberty). Decreasing 

the regulatory costs to religious suppliers translates into greater supply, hence lowering 

the costs to religious consumers and thereby promoting greater religious consumption, 

ceteris paribus.”32 Thus for Gill the principal independent variable (for predicting the 

degree of change in religious pluralism) is the amount of government regulation. Gill 

measures this variable according to a 21 point series of conditions indicating state support 

of a religious monopoly (e.g., the existence of a Concordat between the state and the 

Vatican). For each of these categories that the state fulfills a point is given to establish a 

regulation index; thus states with higher numbers on the index are more religiously 

regulated than states with lower scorings (for each of the case studies the favored 

religion, if any, is Roman Catholicism.)33 

The Demand Side of the Religious Market Model 

Gill’s approach does not ignore social anomie theory, in fact he supports its basic 

principle that “people experiencing dramatic social change (e.g. mass urban migration) 

will seek out new religions to cope with socio-economic and/or cultural dislocation.”34 

This dimension of religious market theory “is a ‘demand side’ explanation and is derived 

from social-psychological theories of social anomie, mass religious conversion and 

                                                 
31 Gill, “Government Regulation, Social Anomie, and Protestant Growth in Latin America: A 

Cross-National Analysis,” 287. 
32 Ibid., 289. 
33 Ibid., 308-309. 
34 Ibid., 289. 
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‘spiritual awakenings.’”35 Andrew Chesnut analyzes Brazil, assigning the various reasons 

for Protestant (especially Pentecostal) conversion. Rather than an existential 

disconnection resulting from societal or economic structural changes or warfare, Chesnut 

writes that many Brazilians convert in an attempt to “seek immediate solutions to their 

health problems stemming from poverty.”36 Chesnut assesses the “pathogens of poverty” 

as the primary cause for conversion to Pentecostalism among the studied groups. 

According to Chesnut’s analysis there are several problems stemming from poverty that 

especially encourage conversion to Protestantism: domestic strife, alcoholism, chronic 

illness, and lack of affordable healthcare.37 Thus Chesnut, and other religious market 

theorists who study the demand side of the equation, have attempted to reconcile the 

macro-economic approach with ethnographic data. While the demand side data is 

valuable in itself as a means for predicting an increase in religious pluralism, it is unclear 

why demand side analysis is often included in a wider market paradigm. The true market 

model presupposes a rational-actor approach for suppliers and consumers (necessarily 

holding demand inelastic), while Chesnut focuses on the elasticity of demand (ignoring 

the rational-actor model). 

While social anomie theory is not rejected in the religious market paradigm, it is 

at best an unnecessary feature. Assuming that religious pluralism is actually a result of 

religious freedom, then the personal reasons for individual conversions are largely 

irrelevant; relatively free societies should see religious evolution regardless of the degree 

of poverty, urbanization, violent conflict, widespread alcoholism, or any of the other 

reasons usually given to explain spiritual conversion. One possible approach (and that 

                                                 
35 Ibid., 289. 
36 Andrew Chesnut, Born Again in Brazil, 5. 
37 Ibid., 52-54, 56, and 59. 
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advocated by social-anomie theorists) is to view religious pluralism as a result of the 

demand side factors with less focus on the state’s institutional features. Another possible 

method is to analyze other aspects of the interactions between the state and society as a 

means of rejecting the oversimplifications implicit in the religious market model.38 

State-Society Relations 

Joel Migdal’s Strong Societies and Weak States: State-Society Relations and State 

Capabilities in the Third World outlines the interplay between state and non-state 

actors.39 The work is particularly focused on recently created post-colonial states, but the 

ideas are easily applicable other third world states that broke their colonial ties centuries 

ago. Other authors have applied Migdal’s theoretical framework to countries that are not 

recently created states.40 Migdal’s work places Latin American church-state relations 

within a theoretical framework that better explains the situations that have led to the 

growth of religious pluralism than the religious market model’s limited focus on state 

regulation of religious freedoms. 

Migdal writes that states’ interactions with non-state actors are channeled toward 

increasing state capabilities, which “include the capacities to penetrate society, regulate 

social relationships, extract resources, and appropriate or use resources in determined 

ways. Strong states are those with high capabilities in these tasks, while weak states are 
                                                 

38 The religious market model provides a parsimonious paradigm for analyzing the growth of 
religious pluralism, but at the expense of ignoring complications. Religious market theory places all 
religious change as a result in a change of religious supply; in other words demand is held to be inelastic. 
This becomes problematic when analyzing actual conversions; individuals often attribute their own change 
in religious preference to a change in circumstances other than new religious suppliers. Common examples 
for conversion to Pentecostalism, Charismatic Catholicism, or use of African-Diaspora practitioners include 
illness, marital troubles, or alcoholism, all of which are changes within the individual unrelated to a change 
in availability of religious providers. For example, if a woman develops an illness she may convert to 
Pentecostalism as a means to access faith-healing services. The cause for conversion was a change in the 
individual’s needs; therefore it was demand-based, not supply-based. 

39 Joel Migdal, Strong Societies and Weak States: State-Society Relations and State Capabilities in 
the Third World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), 4-5. 

40 Steigenga, “Protestantism, the State, and Society in Guatemala.” 
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on the low end of a spectrum of capabilities.”41 In this context the strength of states is not 

measured in terms of economic or military ability (although the state must have enough 

finances to run the government and must be in control of its own territory), but rather in 

terms of domestic control. These criteria are sometimes in competition with other 

traditional bases of social control, particularly religious institutions that try to modify 

some aspects of the way people behave. These conflicts between Latin American states 

and the Roman Catholic Church created a situation that facilitated the rise of religious 

pluralism within some countries. 

The leaders of Latin American states, in Migdal’s terms, shared other “state 

leaders’ drive for predominance - their quest for uncontested social control” by 

maneuvering the various non-state actors into the “best deal possible” for their chosen 

policies.42 The attempts of state leaders to achieve this control takes different forms: 

totalitarian regimes (e.g., Cuba) destroy all competition, authoritarian regimes delegate 

responsibility to non-state actors (including to the Catholic Church or to Protestant 

churches); and other societies are characterized by high degrees of perpetual conflict in 

which the leader tries to manipulate various factions in an attempt to have the rivalries 

result in a favorable outcome (from the perspective of the leadership).43 Some Latin 

American states used Protestantism as a method to strengthen the state in relation to civil 

society, including the church. Sometimes Protestantism was opposed to the ideological 

goals of the state leadership who used it to break the church’s power, displaying Migdal’s 

                                                 
41 Migdal, Strong Societies and Weak States, 4-5. 
42 Ibid., 32. 
43 Ibid., 29. 
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observation that leaders “aided in creating new forms of social control inimical to their 

own aims.”44 

Social control, the “currency over which organizations in an environment of 

conflict battle one another,”45 is measured in three categories. The first is compliance, 

“gaining conformance to its demands by the population,” the second is participation, 

“organizing the population for specialized tasks,” and the third is legitimation, the 

population’s “acceptance of … [the state’s]… social control, as true and right.”46 In 

Migdal’s analysis, the desire for increasing social control is the “sociological root” for the 

“illegal imprisonment and deportation, strange disappearances, torture, and death squads” 

of weak states, epitomized by conflicts within several Latin American states in the second 

half of the 20th century.47  

Within Latin American weak states characterized by violent conflicts, particularly 

between the church and the state, the conversion to Protestantism can be understood as 

one of Migdal’s “strategies of survival – blueprints for action and belief in a world that 

hovers on the brink of a Hobbesian state of nature.”48 Thus although Migdal’s analysis is 

state-centered, provision is made for the “demand side” of understanding religious 

pluralism as well. The role of church-state conflict in the growth of religious pluralism 

has been downplayed as a factor in both social anomie theory and the religious market 

model, and possibly plays a much larger role in explaining the growth of Protestantism in 

Latin America than has been assumed. While several authors have documented the 

church-state conflicts in individual states, the role of church-state conflict in the growth 

                                                 
44 Ibid., 99. 
45 Ibid., 32. 
46 Ibid., 32-33. 
47 Ibid., 214 and 223. 
48 Ibid., 27. 
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of Protestantism across Latin America has been neglected. As Gill writes, “[d]espite the 

burgeoning interest in the study of Latin American Protestantism, there have been few 

systematic attempts to explain the causes of this phenomenon.”49 

Methods 
 
Latin America is a region that with few exceptions was religiously homogenous 

for centuries. This study attempts to explain the recent rise in religious pluralism by 

analyzing the role of church-state conflict in Latin American religious conversions. To 

assess the impact of church-state conflict in the region, four case studies were selected 

that have varying degrees of church-state conflict but are relatively similar in their 

relative state strength. These countries were analyzed in terms of their histories of state-

society relations, their attempts to encourage/discourage the growth of religious 

pluralism, and the religious composition of their populations. 

Identification of Variables 

The dependent variable in this study is change in religious affiliation to 

Protestantism or African-diaspora faiths generally (but not exclusively) of Roman 

Catholics. The principal independent variable is the degree of church-state conflict within 

a state. In Gill’s study, the principal independent variable is each state’s opening (within 

the legal/constitutional structure) for religious freedoms; the “degree of government 

regulation of religious economies.”50 The other independent variables are the factors of 

social anomie: unemployment, urbanization, industrialization/structural economic 

change, and poverty. Analyzing specific case studies (while controlling for independent 
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variables) provides evidence for the hypothesis that church-state conflict is a key factor in 

explaining the rise of Protestantism in the Latin American context. 

Operationalization of Variables 

Data related to the dependent variable shows wide variation; however, by 

analyzing a number of statistical sources we can approximate the numbers of Protestants 

in each Latin American state. The principal source for assessing the number of 

Protestants per region is the work of other authors that study the religious affiliation of 

specific regions. Census data is also useful, but according to some authors tends to 

underestimate the presence of Protestants and especially adherents of traditional or 

African-diaspora faiths.51 The Central Intelligence Agency World Factbook provides 

information regarding religious affiliation by region; it also tends to provide lower 

numbers of Protestants, traditionalists, and African-diaspora devotees than do most 

academics who study the subject. The website Adherents.com and the Religions in the 

Americas Database organize a number of sources per region, allowing the range of 

numbers of adherents to particular religions to be viewed.52 

It is similarly difficult to assess differences in social anomie (essentially a 

psychological condition) across state borders, researchers typically resort to measuring 

urbanization rates and/or poverty indicators. By choosing cases in which all factors of 

social anomie exist at high levels we can assume that the impact of anomie would be 
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more or less equivalent across the case studies. While this is an imperfect measure it is 

literally impossible to provide two perfect cases in a cross-national analysis. 

Finally, when attempting to assess the religious openness of Latin American 

states, Anthony Gill created a religious regulation index in “Government Regulation, 

Social Anomie and Protestant Growth in Latin America: A Cross-National Analysis.” For 

this index, Gill’s method of determining religious openness was a 21 point battery of 

yes/no questions regarding individual ways that governments regulate religion, (e.g., is 

there “Official state recognition of Catholicism”?). The lowest (least regulated) state is 

Nicaragua, rated a 1 on Gill’s scale, and the highest (most regulated) is Argentina, rated a 

12.53 Despite flaws, Gill’s scale is still valuable because most of the questions are easily 

answered and few other cross-national measures of religious freedom exist.54 

Selection of Case Studies 

Church-state conflict occurs in many Latin American states. It is useful in the 

selection of case studies to choose states with a similar degree of strength (in the sense of 

Migdal’s work) to minimize cross-national differences in the ways that particular states 

interact with their corresponding civil societies. Strong states have the capacity to 

overcome other contenders for social control, and in some cases have done so. For 

example, post-revolutionary Cuba quickly established its dominance over the Catholic 

Church (largely for ideological reasons), and in the process eliminated a potential rival as 
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part of a wider movement to further the state’s influence over the lives of Cubans.55 Due 

to processes like these, prolonged and particularly violent church-state conflicts tend to 

occur in weaker states; in strong states these movements are usually quickly decisive with 

the state overcoming civil society. Therefore, in the Latin American context a correlation 

exists between the weakness of a state and the presence of non-Catholic faiths or 

ideologies the state may have involved in its efforts to gain social control. The example 

of Mexico seems to lend credence to this supposition; northern Mexico is strong and 

southern Mexico is weak, and southern Mexico is far more Protestant than northern 

Mexico.56 State strength helps determine when and where conflicts between the state and 

civil society will occur and the likely outcomes of such conflicts. 

To study the effects of church-state conflict on religious pluralism in Latin 

America, analyze state-society relations in four case studies: Haiti, Guatemala, southern 

Mexico, and Colombia. The case studies chosen are weak states with a strong historical 

presence of the Catholic Church as the traditionally supremely powerful actor within civil 

society. Five criteria are used to establish the strength of the state in relation to society: 

the state’s degree of penetration into the society, its ability to regulate social 

relationships, its ability to extract desired resources, its appropriation and use of these 

resources in ways that the state sees fit,57 and finally the degree of state control over its 

territory (evidenced by the absence or degree of intrastate conflict). The first four criteria 

are used by Joel Migdal as his basis for establishing the strength of various states, and the 

final criterion is added as it is particularly important in assessing the strength of Latin 
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American states and is related to state capabilities in the other four criteria. In addition to 

state-strength, all of the case studies are alike in that they have the prerequisites 

associated with social anomie (poverty, violent conflicts, political instability, 

urbanization, etc.). 

Although some background information is important, this study focuses on post-

1945 Latin American history. Most of the rapid Latin American Protestant growth 

(especially in the case studies) began after the Second World War, a period that 

experienced a huge influx of Protestant missionaries arriving in Latin America due 

largely to more available personnel following World War II and the closing of the 

mission field in communist China and North Korea.58 In addition, modern church-state 

conflicts have less to do with the classical liberal (anti-clerical) against conservative (pro-

clerical) debate common in Latin America in the nineteenth century; since World War II 

most of the challenges to the state have been more radical and the anti-conservative 

forces have often been embraced by elements of the Roman Catholic Church influenced 

by the doctrine of Liberation Theology. 

Each of the chosen states is weak in terms of state-society relations; fitting some 

or all of the five criteria listed. Haiti is a Caribbean state that has chronically experienced 

great difficulty in the mobilization and proper use of its resources; Robert Fatton Jr. has 

referred to it as a “predatory republic” where presidential candidates or military coup 

leaders may promise all sorts of beneficial policies, only to appropriate all state forms of 

resource mobilization (including foreign aid) as paths to self-enrichment. According to 

Fatton, “[t]he Haitian state has historically represented the paradigmatic predatory state 
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[…] a despotic structure of power that preys on its citizens without giving much in 

return.”59 This theft- based government structure exists behind the façade of democratic 

institutions that are allegedly responsible for policy creation but in reality are either part 

of the usurper apparatus or are effectively excluded from real power. Thus “[c]ivil society 

as well as political society are forced underground” only to emerge in times of direct 

conflict.60 In the Haitian context, the most important cases of competition between civil 

society and the state are those between the Roman Catholic Church and the state; first in 

François Duvalier’s state-initiated persecution of the Church from 1959 to 1965, and later 

in opposition to the state from Ti Legliz (the Liberation Theology inspired wing of the 

Haitian Catholic Church) and the subsequent state persecution of the movement. 

According to Gill’s religious regulation index, Haiti has a moderate degree of regulation 

(7).61 Haiti had a small Protestant population before “Papa-Doc” Duvalier came to power; 

now it is one of the most Protestant nations in Latin America. 

The second case study is Guatemala, a weak Central American state with a 

moderate degree of religious regulation (6).62 Guatemalan society is characterized by a 

widespread failure of penetration; many groups within Guatemala speak Mayan dialects, 

live in traditional societal structures, and rival the state in terms of coordinating social 

relationships. In addition, the approximately 35 year long civil war in Guatemala showed 

an inability for the state to limit intrastate conflict and a profound inability for the state to 

maintain any sort of social control. The Guatemalan conflict, which showed little church-
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state conflict initially, transformed into an explicit disconnection between the state 

(which increasingly included Protestants both as bases of support and as a pool for 

recruits at all levels of political/military leadership) and Liberation Theology infused 

elements of the Catholic Church. Through the church-state violence, a Protestant 

minority (which claimed a sort of neutrality in the conflict) rapidly grew to become a 

very important segment of Guatemalan society as Guatemala became one of the most 

Protestant nations in Latin America. 

The third case study, Mexico, is perhaps best understood as a bifurcated state with 

a somewhat strong degree of state strength for the northern states and a relatively weak 

degree in the southern states (Campeche, Chiapas, Oaxaca, Quintana Roo, Tabasco, and 

Yucatan.) The southern districts show a failure of state penetration similar to the 

Guatemalan case; Mayan social structures, languages, and cultural attributes are far more 

prevalent than in the rest of Mexico. Also, Mexico has displayed an inability to eliminate 

intrastate conflict in the southernmost state of Chiapas, where the EZLN (Ejército 

Zapatista de Liberación Nacional) launched a rebellion in 1994 and still holds enclaves 

of support in its pursuit of a greater degree of autonomy from the federal Mexican state 

(this is particularly focused on Chiapas but other areas of southern Mexico are in a 

similar position). Federal control of the northern states of Mexico is significantly stronger 

in all criteria, thus the bifurcation is necessary. Gill’s index does not distinguish between 

northern and southern Mexico, the entire state has the moderately high rating of 8.63 

Protestantism in Mexico as a whole is low (it is certainly the lowest among North 

American states), however it is strong among the southern states, particularly Oaxaca, 

Tabasco, and especially Chiapas. While the conflicts between the state and the church 
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never reached the degree that it did in neighboring Guatemala, there was significant 

tension between some Mexican clerics (particularly in the south) and the state. Some of 

these tensions (particularly the ideas of Liberation Theology) were resurrected in the 

demands of the Zapatistas, and that conflict can be understood at least in part as a conflict 

between the state and society. 

The final case study is the South American country Colombia. Colombia is a 

weak state; since the mid-1960s sizeable rebel movements have exercised control over 

much of Colombian territory and non-state actors such as drug traffickers have competed 

with the state for control over several towns and cities. Although the state’s police and 

military are actively involved in fighting both the rebels and the drug cartels, in several 

cases paramilitary organizations are also involved in trying to secure the country. The 

inability of the Colombian state to establish control over its sovereign territory has 

severely reduced its ability to regulate social relationships or to appropriate and properly 

use the nation’s resources, sometimes casting doubt as to what entity is the true power in 

Colombia: the state, FARC (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia), or the drug 

cartels. Unlike the other case studies, however, the Catholic Church and the Colombian 

state never broke their bond of unity. Despite the presence of every sort of social anomie 

(especially resulting from military conflict, displacement, and rapid urbanization), 

Colombia has a miniscule Protestant population. In addition to the lack of church-state 

conflict, Colombia has also had a longer history of church-state unity (it rates 10 on Gill’s 

index), which also explains the slow growth rate of religious pluralism.64 

The cases show that state-civil society conflict is a likely (but not definite) 

occurrence in weak states. This propensity is due to the political leaderships’ struggles to 
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increase their degree of social control. In addition, church-state conflict is also likely to 

increase the degree of religious pluralism by increasing demand for new religious 

goods/services that are unaffiliated with state-targeted institutions. The political 

implications of religious conversion vary across states; in some cases Protestantism is 

indicative of support of the status quo while in other contexts it can challenge political 

authority. 

Case Study One: Haiti 

Haiti is one of the most religiously diverse countries in Latin America. Roman 

Catholicism encounters strong competition from the African-diaspora derived 

Vodou/Catholic syncretism and the ever-growing Protestant denominations in Haiti. 

Protestantism began its rapid growth during the reign of Francois “Papa-Doc” Duvalier, 

who ruled from his election in 1957 to his death in 1971.65 Protestantism was inimical to 

Duvalier’s aims; he favored a cultural focus on Africa called noirisme and supported the 

practice of Vodou. During this time Haitian Protestantism grew from less than 10 percent 

before his rule to between 15 percent and 20 percent at the time of his death.66 Duvalier 

encouraged the growth of Protestantism as a way to break the Catholic Church’s religious 

monopoly in Haiti, which had the unintended effect of making Haiti one of the most 

Protestant countries in Latin America.67 

The three main religious strands within Haiti are Roman Catholicism, the 

Catholic-Vodou syncretism, and Protestantism. Roman Catholicism is the most unified in 

theology and practice: a result of its strictly hierarchical structure. A variety of African 
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belief structures, brought to Haiti with the slaves, eventually “evolved into the voudou of 

Haiti, assimilating into its hierarchy Congolese gods, Arada spirits, even Catholic saints 

and rituals.”68 While all strands of Haitian Vodou shared common roots, the religion has 

“no hierarchy, no formal theology, no seminaries, and no bible.”69 The Catholic Church 

holds an important place within Vodou beliefs, and as a result Vodou practitioners can 

also be active Catholics.70 Karen Richman suggests that the syncretism should be viewed 

as a continuum, in which one side is traditional Catholic, the other side is active Vodou 

practice (service to the lwa, or Vodou spirits), and “the vast middle going through the 

rites of passage of the Catholic Church while simultaneously maintaining contact with the 

lwa and ritual specialists/healers in times of crisis.”71 Protestantism, however, does not 

have this relationship with Vodou, and usually a convert to Protestantism must abandon 

Vodou practices.72 Despite this break, Protestant faiths (particularly Pentecostal sects) 

employ some of the same techniques as Vodou, to the point that Andrew Chesnut 

includes both Pentecostalism and Vodou as strands of the successful “pneumacentrism,” 

a focus on the spirit in religion.73 Similarly, Richman argues that Haitian Protestant 

churches appropriate practices from Vodou; “despite the assertive, separatist stance of the 

fundamentalists, Protestant practices are also blended ones.”74 

While Protestantism was not especially competitive in Haiti until Duvalier’s 

presidency (less than ten percent before his reign),75 attempts at Protestant conversion 
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were present even before the country gained its independence from France in 1804.76 

Missionaries from England and the United States set up a number of Methodist and 

Episcopal/Anglican churches in the first half of the nineteenth century, as well as a 

number of Baptist churches in the second half of the century.77 Catholicism remained the 

official religion (with toleration for other faiths), and “the popular religion of the Haitian 

people was then, as it is now, Vodou.”78 In the early 1840s, classically liberal thinkers 

(published in Le Patriote and Le Manifeste) endorsed Protestantism as a suitable ideology 

for Haiti to develop politically and economically.79 In 1860, in response to Protestant 

growth mainly through the église épiscopale (Anglicans) and the African Methodist 

Episcopal Church, the Roman Catholic Church agreed to a Concordat with the Haitian 

republic, which had lacked official church support since its independence.80 In the 1870s 

and 1880s, political thinkers (most notably Louis Joseph Janvier) would also endorse 

Protestantism and its associated Freemasonry as part of their liberal, anti-clerical 

ideology. Janvier specifically advocated an “Erastian” form of Protestantism, in which 

the state exercises control over the church.81 

The anti-clerical, Protestant arguments of the late nineteenth century were a part 

of the wider noiriste ideology; that essentially “wished to establish a ‘black’ view of the 

past which ascribed the evils of Haiti to the selfishness of mulatto politicians and to the 

weakness of the those black heads of state who were prepared to play the la politique de 
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doublure.”82 The Catholic Church supported the hated governments, and was thus 

implicated as an undesirable factor hindering Haitian development. Another cause for 

noiriste anti-clericalism was the submission of Haitians to foreign, white clergymen of 

the Catholic hierarchy, especially French Bretons.83 The early noiriste beliefs were 

ultranationalist, and thinkers (including Janvier) argued that Haitians should not accept 

foreign capital in their attempts to economically develop in order to avoid the inordinate 

influence of foreigners involved in Haitian affairs. Similarly, noiristes were against 

“slavishly copy[ing] the laws of other countries.”84 

Noirisme shifted from support of Protestantism to favoring Vodou in the early 

20th century, due in part to the American occupation from 1915-1934.85 In the 1910s and 

early 1920s noirisme strongly influenced a small group of three black, middle class 

intellectuals who began to meet and hold discussions in the late 1920s. One of these men 

was Francois Duvalier, who (along with Louis Diaquoi and Lorimer Denis) formed Les 

Griots in 1932.86 This group (and political journal of the same name) sought to establish 

the black middle class as the dominant force in Haitian politics,87 as well as a “profound 

transformation in mentality” that would establish Africa and its customs as the basis for 

the Haitian culture.88 Les Griots opposed the foreigner-dominated Catholic Church, but 

also criticized adoption of Protestant beliefs as they were European rather than African in 

origin. Les Griots also “saw the [Catholic] church as one of the principal ideological 
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instruments by which a small francophile elite was enabled to maintain its hegemony.”89 

The criticisms of the noiristes led to a “struggle for cultural hegemony between the 

francophile, Catholic elite and the apologists of the ethnological movement, reaching a 

climax in the so called ‘anti-superstition campaign’ of 1941” under Élie Lescot.90 This 

struggle failed due to political demise of Lescot in 1946, and the lessened focus on 

eradicating Vodou under his successor, President Estimé, who appointed Duvalier to his 

first government post.91 The noiriste writers and politicians noted the resilience of Vodou 

among the common people, and would use it to gain power and eventually as a means to 

further the state’s degree of social control. The ideological criticisms of Les Griots were 

muted in the late 1940s and 1950s, however, when Duvalier became an increasingly 

political figure and reached out to religious groups other than Vodou practitioners for 

support, especially mainstream Protestant denominations within Haiti.92 

In the late 1940s and 1950s, the movement to increase the number of indigenous 

priests in both the Catholic and Protestant churches (especially the église épiscopale) 

gained influence.93 Duvalier was also a proponent of these ideas, but he chose to not take 

this position publicly during the campaign for the 1957 elections. Instead, Duvalier 

“praised” the “clergy, Roman Catholic and Protestant […] for their zeal and hard work in 

the face of difficult conditions, for the ‘evangelisation of [the Haitian] masses’, and for 

their contribution to the ‘spiritual evolution of the Haitian people’.”94 The église 

épiscopale formed a base of support for Duvalier in the election, and an Anglican bishop 
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helped establish the Duvalier-USA relationship that would help keep him in power for his 

lifetime.95 The churches were largely left untouched during the first few years of 

Duvalier’s presidency, while he eliminated more threatening rivals within the army, rival 

political parties, and political dissidents. 

A considerable portion of Duvalier’s reign as president-for-life was concerned 

with staying in power, but Duvalier’s greatest successes (in terms of noiriste ideology) 

came in the religious sphere. Duvalier utilized a specific set of non-state actors (each 

religious institution and sect) to maintain power until the end of his life, to further the 

degree of the state’s social control, to enhance the state’s domestic capabilities, and to 

fulfill his own ideological obligations. Duvalier’s ideological drives favored Vodou, and 

he himself was a practitioner of the belief. Papa-Doc had supported and written about the 

noiriste literature and focus on ethnology which sought to emplace Vodou as the official 

religion of Haiti. He defended and encouraged Vodou during Lescot’s attempts to 

eradicate its practice.96 During the campaign for the presidency Duvalier became more 

deeply involved with the religion, obsessed with enlisting the support of individual 

houngans (male Vodou priests) and mambos (female Vodou priestesses).97 Duvalier 

consolidated his power among the Haitian people in a variety of ways; one of those ways 

was to establish himself as a prominent figure within the Vodou community’s structure. 

To achieve the goal of promoting blacks to political power, Duvalier secured the 

support of “the expatriate Levantine bourgeoisie [..] sectors of the medium-sized 
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farmers[,] the Vodou hierarchy[,] and elements from the urbanized lumpenproletariat.” 98 

Papa-Doc utilized this new alignment of classes in order to gain power, at which point 

“Duvalier moved to monopolize the political space by suppressing all competing political 

opposition.”99 In the early stages of this move, Duvalier avoided direct challenges to the 

church.100 Instead, the president initially focused on the other political institutions of 

Haiti, “[b]y 1959, the legislature (the Senate and Chamber of Deputies) had been 

transformed into mere executors of Duvalier’s will. He obtained from the Senate special 

powers to rule by decree”101 In terms of his political rivals, Duvalier “arrested, tortured, 

killed, exiled, or drove underground the candidates who opposed him during the electoral 

campaign and their prominent supporters.”102 Similarly, the military (often the birthplace 

of coups-d’états) was purged of potential trouble makers, trade unions were shut down, 

“all independent student organizations were banned”, and university faculty “were 

henceforth chosen on the basis of their loyalty to the president.”103 These initial purges 

were completed in the first years of Duvalier’s presidency; by the early 1960s Duvalier 

was prepared to challenge the Roman Catholic Church. 

In conjunction with these targeted eliminations of rivals, “Duvalier unleashed a 

reign of terror hitherto unknown on all opponents, real, potential, or imagined, and on the 

population in general.”104 To this end Duvalier organized the Cagoulards in 1957, a 

group known more popularly as the Tonton Macoutes, and which would later be officially 
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called the Volontaires de la Securite Nationale.105 This group was recruited from “the 

most disadvantaged classes and regarded the VSN as their sole escape from the relentless 

misery and hard work that inevitably awaited them […] [t]hey were also important men, 

rural section chiefs who ruled their huge populations with iron control […] [t]hey were 

also houngans, for few knew better than Duvalier how crucial are vodou priests to the 

Haitian people.”106 Duvalier used the Tonton Macoutes to hold the population in terror; 

an action which is one of the simplest ways to increase social control in a weak state. 

Duvalier’s attempts to make Haiti a stronger state provide a convincing 

explanation for his otherwise irrational support of Protestantism, which had goals 

inimical to those of Duvalier. Protestantism was a target of opposition for noiristes and 

Les Griots, it was associated with whites and foreign ideas, and it challenged Vodou. 

Despite this, Duvalier encouraged the growth of Protestantism for a number of reasons: 

Protestantism challenged the Catholic Church, it had once held a more favorable position 

for the early noiristes like Janvier, it increased his standing with the United States and 

Canada, and in the early 1960s it seemed to pose little threat to the dominant religions of 

Latin America. Thus Duvalier attempted to manipulate the more challenging religious 

authority, the Catholic Church, through the threat of Protestantism. 

Drawing this argument to a wider context, the Catholic Church had historically 

played the role of supporting governments in Latin America. Gill argues “religious 

legitimation of a regime would be traded for financial or other special privileges.”107 In 

Haiti, the Concordat of 1860 allowed the church exclusivity as a religious monopoly. The 

state supported the church because “[r]eligion offers the state a readily available source 
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of ideological support”108 and because “a believable ideology legitimizes a government, 

and legitimacy lowers the cost of ruling.”109 The syncretic nature of Vodou minimized 

conflict between the two faiths, although the church would periodically try and fail to 

eradicate the custom as it did under President Lescot in the 1940s.110 After the increase in 

Protestant evangelizing in Haiti, largely as a result of the conflicts between the Catholic 

Church and state, the church’s monopoly began to crumble. 

Andrew Chesnut argues that the most successful religious firms are the 

pneumacentric faiths of the African-diaspora, Pentecostalism, and Charismatic 

Catholicism.111 This model, which forms the basis for Chesnut’s book, does not fit Haiti 

in terms of explaining Protestant growth, where more than 85 percent of Protestants are 

mainstream rather than pneumacentric/Pentecostal.112 This discrepancy is not due to a 

lack of Pentecostal interest in Haiti; the first Haitian Pentecostal churches (l’Eglise de 

Dieu, l’Eglise de Dieu en Christ, and l’Eglise Dieu de la Prophetie) were set up in 

1928.113 The growth of non-pneumacentric Protestantism is possibly an indicator that 

social anomie (the demand side of the market model as Chesnut calls it) and Chesnut’s 

“pathogens of poverty” are not the primary driving forces in encouraging Haitian 

Protestantism; otherwise there would likely be more Pentecostal growth. Despite this, 

African-diaspora faiths and various strands of Protestantism did begin to win converts 

from traditional Roman Catholicism in Haiti under the Duvalier regime. 
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In the case of Haiti, the state turned on the church for reasons generally unrelated 

to Protestantism; Duvalier initiated conflict with the church mainly because of 

ideological differences. Gill writes of the conditions in which a state will initiate conflict 

with the church; “[t]here are two general categories of circumstances […] that prompt the 

state to attack religious authority. The first concerns availability of alternative sources of 

legitimacy. The second relates to valuable assets held by the church that state officials 

would like to appropriate to bolster their own financial position.”114 Duvalier’s 

“alternative source of legitimacy” was Vodou, the corresponding noiriste focus on Africa 

as the cultural base for Haiti, and his challenges to the Vatican for an indigenous clergy. 

Haiti “cultivate[d] an independent source of ideological legitimacy” by placing a new 

emphasis on the popular religious expressions it had retained for centuries.115  

The cultural battle between church and state began in August, 1959, when 

Duvalier shut down a teachers’ union (many of whom were clergy) and exiled two 

prominent priests. Several reasons were given for the action: that the priests and the 

union were communists, that the priests were committed to “‘social disintegration,’” and 

that the “two priests had omitted the president’s name in prayers for the state”, all of 

which were denied by the church.116 The Haitian Archbishop Poirier (a Breton) and La 

Phalange strongly criticized the government’s actions, which resulted in a wave of 

arrests, but not of the Archbishop.117 In November 1960, after a student strike Duvalier 

expelled Archbishop Poirier on the grounds that he was funding communist subversives, 

which prompted the Vatican to excommunicate Duvalier and all others involved in the 
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decision to expel Poirier.118 December of 1960 saw a number of student strikes and anti-

government rhetoric from the church; by the end of January La Phalange had been closed 

in Haiti, the striking universities were replaced with new, loyal institutions, and dozens of 

priests, nuns, lay workers, teachers, and student activists were imprisoned or killed.119 

For over a year the state took no further action, then a new round of expulsions began in 

November of 1962 that was targeted mainly against priests who campaigned against the 

practice of Vodou or who spoke out against the terror-tactics of the Tonton Macoutes.120 

Again there was a year long cessation, until the government expelled the Jesuits, closed 

Catholic publishers, and arrested or expelled more members of the clergy in 1964.121 In 

April 1964 Duvalier demanded the official support of all clergy (Catholic and Protestant) 

in Haiti, and expelled or arrested all those who refused, especially foreign-born priests.122 

This move mirrored an earlier bid in 1959 for the support of the houngans and mambos; 

Duvalier spoke of his solidarity with the Vodou practitioners and demanded their 

support.123 The church-state conflict began to swing in Duvalier’s favor because of 

internal changes within the Catholic Church. 

In 1965 the Second Vatican Council ended. Vatican II “included two key factors 

that would affect Latin America: adaptation of a universal church to national and local 

cultures and awareness of the presence of God in other religions (as that of Latin 

America’s indigenous).”124 The new emphasis on adaptation to local cultures “helped 
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move emphasis within the church away from a predominant concern with roles, rank, and 

a juridically defined hierarchy, and towards testimony and witness, (in the biblical sense 

of solidarity through shared experience).”125 This shift in emphasis implies a shift from 

foreign-born to indigenous clergy, in effect “native bishops were to be appointed in the 

place of missionary bishops. Duvalier’s policy had become the church’s own!”126 The 

reforms of the Second Vatican Council opened the way for a new church-state 

arrangement in Haiti that would strongly benefit Duvalier. 

Pope Paul VI sent a papal delegation to Haiti in June 1966.127 In light of the 

recent internal changes of the Catholic Church, Protestant growth under Duvalier (by this 

point Protestantism had grown from below 10 percent before his rule to just below 15 

percent of the population),128 and the virtual victory of Duvalier in taming the Haitian 

Catholics, the Pope was willing to compromise. Duvalier did not have to take an active 

role in the promotion of Protestant missionaries; simply by removing the Catholic 

Church’s exclusivity (as opposed to presidents like Élie Lescot), Protestantism expanded 

its influence in Haiti. Duvalier managed to utilize the growth of Protestantism as a way to 

pressure the Catholic Church into signing a new protocol on August 14, 1966, in which 

the Vatican gave the national priest concession and emplaced Duvalier’s selections for 

bishop and archbishop positions.129 Duvalier wrote of the concessions: “The struggles 

which I have undertaken for the constitution of the church hierarchy were for me the 

reflection of the struggles of the nation for its independence and sovereignty.”130 
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Protestantism was an attractive alternative for Haitians for several reasons. 

Initially, some Protestant strands were favored by Duvalier, such as the église 

épiscopale.131 In the run-up to the 1957 election, Duvalier gave speeches which supported 

the efforts of missionaries, both temporal and spiritual.132 Protestant converts also came 

to avoid the unfavorable status of being a strict Catholic during the cultural war, and the 

possible abuse of the Tonton Macoutes. Papa-Doc (who used Migdal’s “dirty tricks”133 

such as torture and murder extensively) was targeting the Catholic Church; just as would 

happen later in Guatemala, “[i]n many cases, Protestantism represents increased physical 

security […] their apolitical nature has made them less likely targets for state-sponsored 

violence.”134 

Duvalier, in Migdal’s terms, shared other “state leaders’ drive for predominance-

their quest for uncontested social control” by maneuvering the various non-state actors 

into the “best deal possible” for his chosen policies. 135 The attempts of state leaders to 

achieve this control takes different forms: totalitarian regimes destroy all competition, 

authoritarian regimes delegate responsibility to non-state actors, and other societies are 

characterized by high degrees of perpetual conflict in which the leader tries to manipulate 

various factions in an attempt to have the rivalries result in a favorable (from the 

perspective of the leader) outcome.136 Duvalier utilized the growth of Protestantism as a 

means to challenge the Catholic Church, and was effective in gaining concessions from 

the Vatican in order to increase the degree of state social control in Haiti. 
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With Francois Duvalier’s death in 1971, political control of Haiti was transferred 

to his son, Jean-Claude Duvalier (Baby-doc).137 Jean-Claude’s rule was characterized by 

retention of the repressive apparatus of his father’s regime, but with a shift in ideological 

focus to a state dedicated to the private amalgamation of wealth for the leadership. Rather 

than pursuing the noiriste goals of Duvalierism, all well-off sectors of Haitian society 

(including the mulatto economic elite) were set up for further enrichment at the expense 

of the greater good. The Tonton Macoutes were placed under institutional army control, 

some power was devolved from the young Duvalier to other members of the elite, and 

there was a general shift in government and cabinet positions from noiriste ideologues to 

technocrats.138 In addition, Baby-doc fully supported U.S. foreign policy, which provided 

both international support for his regime and a vastly increased amount of foreign aid.139 

The means of enrichment were expanded; skimming foreign aid became more profitable 

due to higher volume, Haitian industries’ profits were funneled into the hands of the rich 

through higher taxes, and cronies were given control of state-subsidized goods which 

they in turn sold at market prices. Approximately 36 percent of all government revenues 

were expropriated by corrupt officials in 1982, according to a report by a government 

official who was soon dismissed for this accusation.140 

In this climate of corruption, diverse interests from across Haiti began to coalesce 

into an opposition to Duvalier’s regime. Virtually all sectors of civil society, including 

most Protestant churches and the official hierarchy of the Roman Catholic Church, united 

in a new dedication to democratic elections. In 1983 the Pope criticized the state’s violent 
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repression and encouraged the dissenting groups. Ti Legliz, the liberation-theology 

inspired wing of the Haitian Catholic Church, formed under the leadership of Jean-

Bertrand Aristide in 1985, combining Catholic social doctrine with leftist policies of 

land-reform and income redistribution.141 Intense persecution of Ti Legliz and other 

organizations that promoted democracy in Haiti continued even after Duvalier’s exit from 

the political landscape in 1986.142 The series of military governments that ran the country 

from 1986 to 1990 were unsuccessful in holding back the flood (Lavalas) of popular 

support for a democratic regime, which eventually came in 1990 with the election of 

Aristide as president.143 Although he was soon overthrown in a coup d’état led by the 

military, Aristide was re-emplaced in 1994 following U.S. military intervention.144 

Francois Duvalier’s manipulation of the Haitian religious landscape had the 

unintended effect of creating one of the largest Protestant populations in Latin 

America.145 Although estimates vary significantly, between 15 percent and 20 percent of 

the country’s population is Protestant. 146 Other countries of the French Caribbean 

(Martinique, Guadeloupe, and French Guiana), have far smaller Protestant populations; 

less than 7 percent at the highest estimations.147 The slower growth of religious pluralism 

since the 1970s (relative to its rapid expansion under Papa-Doc), implies that his policies 

in particular were/are responsible for the high number of Protestants within Haiti. 
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Considering the general opposition to Vodou among Protestant groups,148 Francois 

Duvalier’s use of Protestantism displays Migdal’s observation that leaders “aided in 

creating new forms of social control inimical to their own aims.”149 

Case Study Two: Guatemala 
 
Guatemala experienced a rapid rate of Protestant growth in Latin America for 

several years beginning in the late 1960s, and it now has the highest Protestant population 

in Central America.150 Guatemala has been studied by a number of scholars in an attempt 

to assess the causes of Protestant growth in Latin America. Social anomie theorists often 

point to the massive disruption of traditional community structures due to natural 

disasters, a decades-long civil war, economic uncertainty, and migration (either forced or 

voluntary) as the causes for conversion in the “crisis-adaptation model.”151 Virginia 

Garrard-Burnett argues that “the fortunes of Protestantism in Guatemala are inextricably 

tied to community…[Conversion] is, at least in part, the attempt to re-create some sense 

of order, identity, and belonging” after traditional kinship and community structures have 

lost relevance due to modernization or have been eroded by migration or war.152 Timothy 

Steigenga has argued that “Protestantism has been particularly successful in Guatemala 

because it has represented a new survival strategy for a large sector of Guatemala’s rural 

poor whose traditional strategies of survival have become obsolete.”153 This survival 

strategy has an explicit concern with the fact that Protestants’ “apolitical nature has made 
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them less likely targets for state-sponsored violence.”154 The reason for this increased 

physical security was the existence of a strong degree of church-state conflict evident in 

the Guatemalan civil war. This church-state conflict has been an under-appreciated factor 

of the growth of Protestantism in Guatemala; rates of Protestant growth grew with 

increased church-state conflict and did not slow until decades later when this conflict 

finally began to subside. 

Protestantism has a long history in Guatemala; the first Protestant mission was 

established in 1882.155 Similar to several other Latin American nations in the nineteenth 

century, some Guatemalans encouraged Protestantism in the hope that it could help the 

country develop politically and economically. The main reason for favoring 

Protestantism is “that Guatemala’s Liberal governments (1871-1920) supported 

Protestantism as one method of gaining autonomy from a strong societal actor, the 

Roman Catholic Church.”156 The Catholic Church in Guatemala had enjoyed a religious 

monopoly, but ideological church-state conflicts encouraged the state to deregulate the 

religious sphere. Protestant growth was very low, however, until after World War II. 

Guatemala’s first democratically elected President Juan José Arévalo, in office from 1945 

to 1951, supported Protestant groups in Guatemala because of their focus on literacy 

programs.157 The election of Jacobo Árbenz “brought the transitory alliance of the 

Protestant missionaries and the revolutionary government to a close…the idea of foreign 

missionaries was utterly at odds with his fiery brand of nationalism.”158 Árbenz also took 

action against foreign economic interests; the 1952 Agrarian Reform Law appropriated 
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fallow land from the American-owned United Fruit Company, which led to the 1954 CIA 

backed coup which removed Árbenz from power and emplaced Carlos Castillo Armas as 

president.159 Armas was soon assassinated in 1957 to make way for the real power in 

Guatemala; “the military gradually assumed power to the extent that its primary goal 

became one of maintaining a type of political stability that would prevent reform-minded 

political parties from taking power.”160 In 1961, the Frente Armada Revolucionaria (the 

first guerilla group to challenge the military dictatorship) was formed by former 

supporters of Árbenz, and was nearly crushed in military campaigns throughout the 

1960s.161 Later Guatemalan insurgency movements were strongly associated with a new 

form of Catholic, politically leftist ideology known as Liberation Theology. 

The Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) and more importantly the Medellin 

Bishops’ Conference of 1968 shifted church focus to a more political role. Vatican II 

“opened the door to a good deal of theological revisionism within the Catholic Church, 

particularly in terms of the Church’s relationship to politics and political authority.”162 In 

1968, the CELAM meeting in Medellin gave “a high profile to calls for structural reform, 

justice, liberation, and participation…and suggested that one of the primary roles of the 

church was the liberation of the poor through reforming sinful social structures.”163 This 

new social agenda was incorporated into pre-existing doctrines of Liberation Theology, 

which would be highly influential in Central America from the late 1960s through the 

early 1990s. In the mid-1960s, many foreign-born priests (the vast majority of 

Guatemalan clergy was foreign-born) and lay-workers “embraced Liberation Theology” 
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and began to organize “Christian base communities and propagate conscientizacion 

(consciousness raising) among ladinos”; which led to the first expulsions of Catholic 

activists accused of “collaborating with the guerillas” in 1967.164 Ironically, it is possible 

that the revolutionary decisions of the Roman Catholic Church in the mid-1960s 

contributed to the rise of Protestantism in Latin America. Part of the consciousness 

raising was an attempt to reach out to other strands of the Christian faith; “it was only 

after Vatican II that the Catholic Church categorized Protestants as ‘separated brethren’ 

within the Kingdom of God, rather than as heretics damned to perdition.”165 

The widespread destruction of the massive earthquake that hit Guatemala on 

February 4, 1976 immediately preceded a boom in membership in rebel organizations, as 

well as in Protestant churches.166 The formation of the Ejército Guerillero de los Pobres 

(EGP) in 1972 and later the Organización del Pueblo en Armas (ORPA) represented a 

new and more powerful challenge to the Guatemalan military regime.167 While initially 

these groups were not directly associated with the Catholic Church or Liberation 

Theology, the Guatemalan military began targeting church activists for alleged 

subversive activity and aid to the rebels.168 In the army’s belief that Catholics formed the 

base for opposition to the state, “[t]he army was soon on the rampage against Catholic 

organizations, in the belief that it was finding guerilla leadership there.”169 The repression 

grew exponentially under the authority of Fernando Romeo Lucas García, who was in 

power from 1978 to 1982, and who put “rural, and particularly indigenous Catholics, in 
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the line of fire”.170 Thousands of priests, nuns, and especially lay-workers were openly 

shot by bands of gunmen, abducted and never heard from again, or often found dead. The 

violence against clergy became so prevalent that bishops requested all priests, nuns, and 

Catholic activists to leave certain dioceses in order to escape death.171 In addition to 

targeting individuals for imprisonment, execution, or simply disappearances, the 

Guatemalan military expanded their scope of operations until by “1981 mass killings 

became a common practice of the army.”172 

A growth in Protestantism occurred simultaneously with the increase in state-

sponsored violence against the Catholic Church. A similar trend occurred in other Central 

American nations: El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Honduras each had rapidly expanding 

numbers of Protestants at the same time as increases in anti-Catholic violence.173 In 

Honduras and especially El Salvador this was church-state violence, in Nicaragua it was 

paramilitaries that targeted reform-minded Catholics.174 During the period 1960 to 1985, 

Guatemala had the highest Protestant growth rate in Latin America, with almost seven 

times as many Protestants in 1985 as it had in 1960.175 Unlike Roman Catholics, 

Protestant churches were not usually associated with rebel movements by the 

governments. This characterization of Protestant churches seems largely accurate, 

“[s]ome evangelicals did formally join the guerilla fronts, although their numbers were 

probably never large.”176 The neutrality/government support of the evangelicals allowed 

their churches to rapidly expand where church-state conflict was common. In areas where 
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clergy left out of fear for their lives, “Protestant congregations rushed in to fill the void 

left by the Catholic Church”.177 Conversion was seen as a “survival strategy,”178 in 

Guatemala “if a strong Catholic identity was conflated with political radicalism, then it 

made sense to jettison the identity over which [Guatemalans] still had some control. One 

alternative was to become Protestant, which even in the late 1970s may still have had a 

political valence of neutrality…rather than one of outright complicity with the 

government.”179 Under Lucas a benevolent relationship developed between the Protestant 

churches and the dictatorship; “[t]he growth of evangelical churches was not lost on the 

officers of the Guatemalan army, who saw in the Protestant surge an opportunity to create 

a new political base…By 1980, Lucas opened most government functions with a prayer 

from a Protestant pastor.”180 This relationship was solidified under the next Guatemalan 

president and the country’s first Protestant leader, General José Efraín Ríos Montt. 

On March 23, 1982, General Ríos Montt was emplaced as the head of a ruling 

triumvirate following a military coup, in effect making him the de facto president of 

Guatemala.181 On July 1, 1982, the new leader declared a “state of siege” which officially 

allowed secret tribunals, suspended civil rights, forced censorship of the press, and 

“mandated public executions of ‘subversives’”.182 The military also emplaced a new 

system known as “fusiles y frijoles,” in which support was given to villages that 

complied with the government and offensive measures were stepped up against rebel 

strongholds and villages suspected of aiding guerillas.183 The new programs were leveled 
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against rural areas of Guatemala: between 36,000 and 72,000 were killed, and perhaps 

one million were forced to relocate in other parts of the country or to flee to other 

nations.184 Unlike the somewhat desultory state-sponsored violence under the Lucas 

regime, under Ríos Montt the army operated as systematically as it did brutally and 

aggressively, even down to color-coded maps of suspected insurgent areas.185 Ríos Montt 

defended the actions of the state as necessary for preventing a communist take-over in 

Guatemala, and he enjoyed the support of the United States.186 

Ríos Montt had converted to Pentecostal Protestantism shortly before his ascent to 

power. The general gave “Sunday talks,” weekly speeches that came to be called sermons 

and were filled with moral messages, as well as spiritual arguments for obedience to the 

state.187 Ríos Montt had the support of many sectors of the American religious right, 

particularly Pat Robertson who raised money in his behalf.188 During his rule 

Protestantism, particularly Pentecostalism, was elevated in legitimacy; as evidenced in 

the favoring of Protestant relief organizations over Catholic relief groups.189 Pentecostal 

Protestantism boomed during the reign of Ríos Montt, and “it is apparent that at least 

some of the Protestant growth during this period in the war zones stemmed directly from 

implicit or explicit government support.”190 Simultaneously, Catholic opposition to the 

Guatemalan military state consolidated. In 1982 a delegation of bishops met with the 

country’s leadership to “request an end to human rights abuses and a return to 
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democracy.”191 The bishops criticized the “fusiles y frijoles” program as “genocide” and 

declared that there was an ethnic element to the targeting; the bishops asserted that 

Catholics and Indians were systematically being eradicated in certain areas of the 

Guatemalan highlands.192 In 1983 Pope John Paul II “requested clemency for six men 

condemned to death by Ríos Montt’s recently created ‘special tribunals.’ Ignoring the 

Pope’s request, Ríos Montt had the men executed three days before the Pope’s arrival.”193 

Through the short reign of Ríos Montt, Protestants were more visible in Guatemalan 

society, notably at the celebration for the centennial of Protestant missions in the 

country.194 Ríos Montt was deposed on August 8, 1983, again by the military that had 

launched a coup to make him leader less than two years before.195 

The coup that deposed Ríos Montt emplaced General Óscar Humberto Victores, 

who continued the counterinsurgency campaign but dropped much of the Protestant 

agenda of his predecessor. This newest incarnation of the military dictatorship finally 

called for free elections, which were held in 1986 and won by a civilian.196 While the war 

continued (especially in the Ixil Triangle), attacks against clergy and activists of the 

Catholic Church dropped soon after the ouster of Ríos Montt in 1983, “[t]he army 

seemed to have made a decision to avoid unnecessary clashes with the Catholic 

hierarchy[.]”197 Significantly, the rate of Protestant growth in Guatemala experienced a 

drop beginning around 1985, drastically reducing estimates of Protestant growth in the 
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future.198 At this point, however, “even by conservative estimates, Protestants accounted 

for approximately one third of Guatemala’s total population, the highest percentage in all 

of Spanish America.”199 In the late 1980s the human rights violations finally slowed, 

although the civil war did not officially end until 1996.200 Guatemala abided by 

democratic elections until 1993, when a largely unsuccessful military coup was forced to 

allow congress to hold a new, closed election to restore civilian rule. General elections 

were held again in 1995, and since then has not yet experienced any more interruptions in 

democratic process. Since 1985, Guatemala has experienced a slow rate of Protestant 

growth, with estimates placing the country’s evangelical population around the same 

percentages now as Garrard-Burnett did for the mid-1980s.201 

The growth of Guatemalan Protestantism is traceable to several events in the 

nation’s history: the massive earthquake of 1976 and the resulting Protestant aid to needy 

areas, the destruction of traditional community structures due to war or economic 

transition, the deliberate effort to avoid anti-Catholic violence, and perhaps the 

perception of an apocalyptic world engulfed by war and disaster enticed Guatemalans to 

abandon Roman Catholicism and adopt a new religion. While all of these elements 

certainly played a part in at least some conversions, the extraordinarily rapid expansion of 

Protestantism beginning in the late 1960s and ending in the mid-1980s corresponds with 

state-sanctioned violence against the clergy and activists of the Catholic Church. 

Although it is certainly not the only factor in the expansion of Protestantism, church-state 
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has been an under-appreciated variable in the explanation of Protestant growth in 

Guatemala, Haiti, and other Latin American countries. 

Case Study Three: Colombia 

Colombia has virtually every challenge that is normally associated with being a 

catalyst for Protestant growth within the social anomie paradigm. The country has faced 

decades of war, persistent poverty, severe wealth inequality, significant numbers of 

displaced persons, rapid rural to urban migration, and an overall uncertainty of life due to 

extremely high homicide and kidnapping rates. Protestants have been present in 

Colombia since 1825, with the first permanent Protestant missions being established in 

the 1850s.202 Although Colombia retained official favoring of the Catholic Church longer 

than other Latin American countries, the country was considered religiously free by the 

mid-1960s.203 Despite elements that would normally indicate Protestant growth, the long-

term presence of Protestant evangelists, and an atmosphere of religious freedom, less than 

ten percent of the country’s current population is Protestant.204 The principal differences 

that account for the lack of Protestant growth as compared to other Latin American 

countries with a similar set of anomie-causing problems are the lack of church-state 

conflict and the more stable and mutually beneficial relationship between the church and 

the Colombian state. While Colombia had (and has) a significant leftist guerilla 

movement, it was not significantly affected by Liberation Theology and more importantly 

very few members of the Catholic hierarchy endorsed these revolutionary elements. The 

Catholic Church’s neutrality or even open support for the state over the revolutionaries 
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ensured that the state would never persecute the church as it had done in Haiti, El 

Salvador, Guatemala, and other Latin American nations. 

In contrast to a dearth in church-state conflict, Colombia has a history of political 

violence. The 1946 election of Conservative President Mariano Ospina Pérez unleashed 

age-old tensions of rural Conservatives after more than a decade of Liberal presidential 

leadership.205 The following decade was characterized by violent conflict between 

Liberals and Conservatives (the two main Colombian political parties) in a period that 

came to be called “La Violencia,” a persistent conflict taking place mainly in the 

countryside but occasionally in urban centers as well. In the first phase of the conflict, 

1946-1953, over 200,000 people were killed and even more were displaced, contributing 

to rapid urban growth.206 There was a religious undertone to the conflict; Liberals had 

been considered anti-clerical since the nineteenth century, while Conservatives enjoyed 

the support of the Roman Catholic Church.207 Persecution of Protestants, especially in the 

countryside, was common during “La Violencia,” due in part to religious intolerance but 

probably more importantly due to the fact “that all Colombian Protestants were Liberals 

(as a natural reaction to the historical association between the Roman Catholic Church 

and the Conservatives); therefore…any attacks made on them were just unfortunate by-

products of the political struggle raging in the country: they were being attacked not 

because they were Protestant but because they were Liberals.”208 In 1953 a military coup 
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emplaced General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla, a move largely supported by Liberals and most 

conservatives as necessary to end the civil war.209 

 General Rojas Pinilla was successful in ending the war by offering an amnesty to 

the warring factions and “promoting a vision of national unity as opposed to the partisan 

sectarianism that was destroying the country.”210 Soon after taking power, however, the 

Liberals and Conservatives began to oppose what they saw as an emerging populist 

military dictatorship along the lines of the contemporary President Juan Peron of 

Argentina. The Liberals and Conservatives coalesced to form the National Front in 1956; 

a power-sharing arrangement that split the country’s elected positions between the two 

major parties at the exclusion of all other political groups. 211 With the electoral victory of 

the National Front in 1958, the country entered a new phase of violence pitting the 

combined Conservative and Liberal government against a variety of far left-wing guerilla 

groups that had formed during “La Violencia” and were effectively blocked from 

electoral participation due to the exclusive nature of the National Front.212 

 The formation of left-wing guerilla movements occurred during “La Violencia,” 

and unlike other armed groups the far-left did not accept the amnesty offered by the 

Rojas Pinilla government. These groups consolidated in the early 1960s into (most 

importantly) the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) and the 

Ejército de Liberación Nacional (ELN). 213 These groups (and others like EPL and M-19 

that would emerge in later years) exist to the present day, and have dominated certain 

rural areas since the 1960s, fluctuating in terms of numbers, influence, and international 
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perception.214 This next phase of Colombian civil war coincided with power struggles in 

Central American countries like El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Guatemala, but unlike these 

countries the role of the Catholic Church was far less revolutionary in the Colombian 

context. 

The Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) and the second Consejo Epsicopal 

Latinoamericano (CELAM II) of 1968 initiated a break from the rigidly conservative 

alliance between church and state that had characterized church-state relations throughout 

Latin American colonial and post-colonial history. The new doctrine that would later be 

termed Liberation Theology sought to restructure society in order to avoid the sinful 

economic and social structures evident in Latin American countries (including 

Colombia).215 CELAM II was held in Medellin, and to display the degree of poverty and 

inequitable wealth distribution members of the Conference “had prepared detailed 

documents for Medellin, carrying statistical surveys, theological appeals and sociological 

arguments, ‘but the bishops had already seen the proof in the poverty outside their palace 

windows.’”216 Some Colombian priests did accept the tenants of this new political, social, 

and economic revolution and some even joined guerilla groups. Most famously, Father 

Camilo Torres Restrepo joined the ELN and was killed by government forces in 1966, 

drawing worldwide attention to the new Catholic involvement in revolutionary 

struggles.217 

The involvement of priests in guerilla organizations was extremely rare in 

Colombia, however, and even “nonviolent activism [writing about social problems or 
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engaging in conscientization] was less prevalent among the clergy of Colombia than in 

such countries as Brazil or Peru or El Salvador.”218 Similarly, priest involvement was 

virtually non-existent in all of the guerilla organizations (especially FARC) except the 

ELN.219 The overall effect of Liberation Theology on Colombian priests was very 

limited; “while the Brazilian church is widely known for its progressive theology and 

ample support of CEB’s and popular organization, the Colombian church is equally 

famous for its conservative theology, emphasizing traditional concepts of hierarchy, 

authority, and unity, which leads either to suppression or to clericalization and to firm 

control over such groups.”220 

The reasons for the conservatism of Colombian priests (as compared to those of 

other Latin American countries in the same time period) are unclear. Colombian 

“[i]ncome distribution, long highly unequal, became more so during the 1960s…the 

forced migrations resulting from the Violencia, and the continuing concentration of the 

best land in relatively few hands – tended to increase the supply of manual labor in 

relation to demand and thus hold down wages.”221 In addition, there was a variety of 

social movements and guerilla groups actively engaged in trying to redistribute wealth 

that priests could have joined or supported. There are some explanations for the lack of 

church participation in anti-government activities. Daniel Levine argues that the causes 

for Colombian conservatism are Colombian dominance of CELAM (which is located in 

Colombia), the conformance of Colombian bishops to Vatican doctrine, and the openness 
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of Colombian political system (relative to other Latin American states).222 Another 

possible reason for the conservatism of the Colombian priesthood is that Colombia has 

consistently had a greater number of native-born priests than its neighboring countries.223 

As seen in other countries (such as Guatemala), foreign-born clergy were often more 

likely to become proponents of Liberation Theology than native priests.224 The 

conservatism of the Colombian priests (for whatever reasons) prevented the kind of 

church-state conflict prevalent across Latin America from the 1960s to the 1990s. 

Despite the lack of church-state conflict, the factors for virtually every other 

explanation of Protestant growth were evident in Colombia. The most significant factor 

in explaining the growth of Pentecostal Protestantism for several social anomie theorists 

(such as Garrard-Burnett) is rapid rural to urban migration, and the subsequent 

destruction of traditional community structures.225 Colombia has experienced highly 

problematic migration since the early 1960s, due mainly to displacement caused by 

persistent warfare in the countryside.226 In addition, Pentecostal churches were well 

established in Colombia by the early 1970s, with the Iglesia Pentecostal Unida de 

Colombia having as many as 75,000 members.227 Despite the seemingly ripe ground for a 

Pentecostal movement similar to that of Guatemala, Brazil, or Chile, there was not such a 

movement in Colombia. 

The role of the Roman Catholic Church seems to have been declining in recent 

years in Colombia, simultaneous with what one author called the “recent deterioration of 
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the ethical culture” in Colombia.228 Fewer Colombians go to confession, church 

proscriptions against artificial birth control and divorce have been largely ignored, and in 

1991 the mention of Roman Catholicism as the “religion of the nation” was left out in the 

new constitution.229 Despite this, Colombians attend mass more often than most other 

Latin Americans and the “church consistently scored higher in public trust than the civil 

authorities or armed forces.”230 The Catholic Church has been trying to revitalize its role 

within Colombian civil society by taking an active role in the peace negotiations between 

the government, the guerilla groups (especially FARC), and the paramilitary groups 

(which began as an arm of government policy but by the 1990s had become an 

uncontrollable force nearly as detrimental as the guerillas).231 Despite these attempts at 

reinvigoration of the Catholic Church, (and the supposed revitalization that Gill argues 

Colombian religious competition should bring), Colombia seems to be secularizing more 

than converting.232 

Colombia is still plagued with problems of poverty, income inequality, persistent 

rebel movements (FARC is now the longest running continuous revolutionary guerilla 

group in the western hemisphere), an uncontrollable group of right-wing paramilitaries 

(referred to as the Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia), very high kidnapping and murder 

rates, and the likely persistence of these issues due to the high funding of criminal, 

guerrilla, and paramilitary groups through the drug trade. With the new focus on religious 

                                                 
228 Luis Restrepo, “The Equivocal Dimensions of Human Rights in Colombia,” in Violence in 

Colombia 1990-2000: Waging War and Negotiating Peace, ed. Charles Bergquist, Ricardo Penaranda, and 
Gonzalo Sanchez (Wilmington: Scholarly Resources Inc., 2001), 97. 

229 Bushnell, The Making of Modern Colombia, 278-279. 
230 Ibid., 278. 
231 Gonzalo Sanchez, “Problems of Violence, Prospects for Peace,” in Violence in Colombia 1990-

2000: Waging War and Negotiating Peace, ed. Charles Bergquist, Ricardo Penaranda, and Gonzalo 
Sanchez (Wilmington: Scholarly Resources Inc., 2001), 32-33. 

232 Bushnell, The Making of Modern Colombia, 232. 



 

 54 

freedoms since 1991, it is possible that an increase in religious pluralism will result, 

however, there is little evidence so far to suggest that this is occurring. In explaining the 

lack of religious pluralism in Colombia, the most significant difference between 

Colombia and other Latin American nations with similar sets of problems is the absence 

of church-state conflict. 

Case Study Four: Southern Mexico 
 
 The southern Mexican states of Quintana Roo, Campeche, Tabasco, Oaxaca, and 

especially Chiapas have undergone a religious transformation since the end of World War 

II. As many as “a third of the [southeastern Mexican] population no longer considers 

itself to be Catholic according to the most recent census figures.”233 Like other Latin 

American states, this growth in religious pluralism is mostly due to the growth of 

Protestantism, especially Pentecostalism.234 Southern Mexico was influenced by 

Liberation Theology, and even experienced some leftist guerilla activity at the same time 

as its neighbors Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua, 235 but the growth of Mexican 

Protestantism is not as clearly linked to church-state conflict as other Latin American 

states. Unlike Guatemala and Haiti, where conversion to Protestantism could in several 

cases be partially explained to increased physical security due to conflict between the 

Roman Catholic Church and state authorities, conversion to Protestantism in southern 

Mexico represented a political action contrary to the ruling apparatus of the state as well 

as to local authority structures. This made Protestant conversion dangerous; many 
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converts were expelled from their communities, converts’ property was burned, and some 

Protestant leaders were murdered for breaking with traditional beliefs.236 Simultaneously, 

through the efforts of the reform-minded Bishop Samuel Ruiz, a new focus on Liberation 

Theology led some Catholics to also challenge the caciques and PRI authority.237 This 

anti-Protestant violence was less concerned with religious considerations than political 

and economic reasons; conversion exempted Protestants from participation in the 

demanding and expensive cargo system, hurting the local authorities in terms of 

legitimacy and financially.238 Protestant conversion in southern Mexico displays the fact 

that church-state conflict encourages the growth of religious pluralism in different ways 

across state borders. By encouraging interreligious conflict (and thereby dividing 

southern Mexican communities) the state simultaneously opposed reform-minded 

Catholics like Bishop Ruiz and attempted to prevent the politically problematic effects of 

conversion from the state-endorsed, PRI supporting strand of Catholicism. 

 Protestantism has a long history in Mexico. Similar to several Latin American 

states Protestantism was encouraged by anti-clerical Liberals in the nineteenth century in 

an attempt to reduce the power of the Catholic Church, but few conversions would be 

made until after World War II. In 1857 Liberals passed the Mexican constitution which 

allowed freedom of religion and soon after “disestablished the Catholic Church from its 

status as official state church and further circumscribed its wealth and power.”239 The 

presidents Benito Juárez and Sebastián Lerdo invited Protestant missions in the 1870s, 
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and subsequently sixteen mainstream denominations established permanent missions in 

Mexico.240 Under the dictator Porfirio Díaz, relations between the Mexican state and the 

Catholic Church improved, which led to a fear among Protestants that freedom of religion 

protections might end.241 During the Mexican Revolution (1910-1920), Protestants 

tended to support the Liberal (and anti-clerical) President Venustiano Carranza.242 Some 

of the Liberals, like Duvalier later, resented foreign clergy (both Protestant missionaries 

and more important the foreign-born Catholic priests), and in 1926 foreign proselytizers 

were expelled and Mexico made strides towards becoming a secular state under President 

Plutarco Elías Calles.243 As a result of the attacks on the church, Catholics launched the 

Cristero Rebellion, which ended in 1929 with a compromise peace resolution that granted 

the church some of its former privileges.244 The groundwork for the wave of Protestant 

conversions in southern Mexico was laid in the 1930s, when President Lázaro Cárdenas 

allowed the Protestant organization Summer Institute of Linguistics to begin translating 

the Bible into the variety of languages spoken by the indigenous peoples of the region.245 

In addition, the persistent conflicts between the Catholic Church and the secular Mexican 

state (epitomized in the Cristero Rebellion) may also have encouraged early conversions 

to Protestantism as a means to escape church-state violence. 

Politically, the Mexican Revolution established the basis for what would become 

an institutionalized system of one-party rule that would last until the Mexican transition 
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to democracy, with the electoral defeat of the ruling party in 2000.246 The most important 

political development that affected the political struggles in southern Mexico and 

emplaced the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) was the Cárdenas presidency 

from 1934-1940.247 During Cárdenas’ time in office Mexican society was realigned into a 

corporatist structure, with state-sponsored unions and associations to represent “the labor 

sector, the peasant and agrarian sector, the popular sector, and the military – Cárdenas 

sought to govern through the creation of mammoth centralized organizations.”248 This 

consolidation of civil society within the state (according to the corporatist model with the 

state as mediator between society’s factional interests) did not initially include the Roman 

Catholic Church, which was seen as a block to the development of a modern, secular 

state.249 The land reform policy of Article 27 of the 1917 constitution (largely as a result 

of Zapata’s struggles in the revolution) was enacted by Cárdenas, establishing several 

ejidos (federal lands given to groups of often indigenous peasant farmers) and set the 

precedent for the granting of ejidos in the following decades.250 In the early 1940s, under 

the new Mexican President Manuel Avila Camacho, the degree of social control of the 

Partido de la Revolucion Mexicana (the precursor to the PRI) was entrenched at the local 

level through permitting the sale of liquor (previously banned) by the religious leaders of 

indigenous communities; giving financial rewards to festival organizers and effectively 

co-opting traditional religious leaders into the authority structure of the state.251 As noted 

by anthropologist Peter Cahn, “[m]unicipal leaders, or caciques, in many indigenous 
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Chiapas communities still derive their power from membership in a religious hierarchy 

that accords prestige to the men who shoulder expensive cargos.”252 The strategy of 

utilizing existing authority structures and expropriating promising new leaders into the 

PRI structure allowed the one-party dictatorship to rule Mexico for decades, and created 

the potential for non-traditional forms of rebellion. Opposition to the regime took several, 

varying forms, including the existence of armed insurrectionists in a period “of over three 

decades of nearly uninterrupted and ‘unofficial’ warfare that continues to this day.”253 

 The San Cristobal diocese in Chiapas became a center of varying forms of 

opposition (including Catholic doctrines) to PRI rule. In 1960 Bishop Samuel Ruiz 

García took over the diocese, and became one of the most progressive church leaders in 

Latin America.254 The bishop developed catechist networks with the help of Marists and 

adopted the principles of Liberation Theology and teología india, a post-Medellin idea in 

Latin American churches that embraced the syncretism found in folk-Catholicism and 

supported the idea that Christian principles were present in indigenous beliefs before the 

arrival of the Christian faith, making “the job of the clergy […] to validate the indigenous 

cultures and build on their insights [… and to draw] out local customs, ideas, and 

histories that could be incorporated into the word of God.”255 Folk-Catholicism in 

southern Mexico is highly syncretistic; traditional indigenous beliefs and deities are 

included in Catholic ritual through the patron saint system.256 Ruiz’s involvement with 

Chiapecan Indian communities led to the 1974 First Indigenous Conference, which 

focused on the issues of healthcare, land distribution, agricultural commerce, and 
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education.257 The conference included, at the request of Ruiz, some Maoist oriented 

organizers that helped lay the framework for peasant militancy, although the openly 

Maoist Línea Proletaria was later expelled in the early 1980s. 258 

 Another form of resistance came in the form of conversion to Protestantism, 

which had profound social and political implications in southern Mexico. In the 1950s, 

Protestantism began to win converts in the southern states.259 The success of the new 

faith soon led to growing tensions between traditional Catholics and Protestants, with the 

first religiously inspired murder of a Protestant in 1957.260 The social aspects of 

conversion were problematic due to Protestants’ prohibitions against alcohol use, which 

led to the withdrawal from converts from the cargo system.261 This led to a wider 

withdrawal of Protestants from traditional community structures, as noted by 

anthropologist Jeffrey Cohen; “the evangélicos (literally evangelicals, but here used here 

to describe converts to various Protestant faiths) in the community removed themselves 

from reciprocal ties to anyone who would not also convert.”262 

In addition to proponents of social anomie variants and the religious market 

models, a number of theorists have attempted to explain Mexican Protestant growth. 

Carlos Garma argues that the sudden growth in Protestantism in 1950s and 1960s in 

southern Mexico is due to the focus on spiritual, miraculous healing and worship that 

characterized the Pentecostal sects that arrived in the area at the same time.263 Other 

analysts focus on the more personalized attention Protestant pastors pay to their 
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congregations, evidenced by Protestants’ significantly lower pastor to congregation 

ratio.264 Whatever the reasons, Protestant growth rapidly expanded in the 1960s and 

continues to the present day, with even conservative estimates placing Protestant 

populations over 20 percent in Chiapas in 1990.265 The trend was noticeable across 

Mexico, “[f]rom 1940 to 1964, only 1,206 evangelical churches requested government 

registration. From 1968 to 1988, evangelical churches submitted 8,199 requests.”266 

Unlike in other Latin American states, however, the growth of Protestantism was not seen 

as a way to increase personal safety, it was instead a politically dangerous religious 

choice undertaken in a context of growing church-state conflict. 

Instead of involvement with politically radical forms of Catholicism or 

Protestantism, some southern Mexicans converted from Traditionalist Catholicism to 

Charismatic Catholicism. Charismatic Catholicism is significantly different from 

traditional Chiapecan Catholicism in terms of daily behavior and “lived religion.” This 

new form of Catholicism adopts many of the principles of Pentecostal Protestantism such 

as faith-healing, revised gender roles, and strong proscriptions against alcohol use.267 

Converts to more charismatic branches of Catholicism faced the same types of dangers of 

expulsions and community rejection experienced by converts to Protestantism, displaying 

the fact that in Chiapas these community conflicts are more political and economic than 

religious.268 
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The government’s alliance with the local religious leaders/liquor distributors of 

the cargo system made departure from traditional community structures a politically 

rebellious act. As a result, religious dissenters were simultaneously political dissenters, so 

that “[w]ithout fear of government reprisal, caciques [local bosses] have summarily 

expelled from the community anyone who opposes the cargo system.”269 Conversion to 

Protestantism may also have been seen by converts as a way to rebel against the local 

bosses or the PRI. According to anthropologist James Dow, “[t]he political power of 

Protestantism comes from its ability to break links with oppressive ideologies […] 

Protestantism can oppose authority.”270 According to anthropologist Peter Cahn, “[i]t is 

this battle for power, not the Catholic versus convert division, that underlies the 

explosions of violence in Chiapas.”271 As a result of conversion, tens of thousands of 

Protestants were expelled from their communities and formed new shantytowns on the 

outskirts of cities like San Cristobal.272 Eventually, the conflicts between Catholics and 

Protestants at the local level became superseded by larger struggles against the 

dominance of the PRI. 

The political struggles resulting from conversions to Protestantism have recently 

been focused on less than the armed rebellion against the Mexican state by the Ejército 

Zapatista de Liberación Nacional (EZLN), which began on January 1, 1994.273 The 

EZLN (also called the Zapatistas, named after the southern Mexican hero of the civil war 

and promoter of agrarian reform, Emiliano Zapata), was strongly linked to Indian 
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communities and users of ejido lands who were devastated by the end of the ejido system 

(the abandonment of Article 27) and government support of neoliberalism epitomized in 

the implementation of NAFTA (not coincidentally on the same day as the beginning of 

the rebellion).274 The Zapatistas were the culmination of a variety of social movements 

and former guerilla organizations: the influence of Liberation Theology preached by 

Bishop Samuel Ruiz and Marists (the birthplace of the rebellion, the Lacandon rainforest, 

is part of the San Cristobal diocese), the influence of the Maoist Línea Proletaria (which 

formerly organized in the same region), the coalescence of several non-state peasant 

organizations, the remnants of the Ejército Insurgente Mexicano and the Fuerzas de 

Liberación Nacional, and several urban, leftist oriented organizers who relocated to the 

Lacandon selva in the 1980s.275 Since the initial actions in 1994, eastern Chiapas has 

been engaged in a low-intensity conflict pitting guerillas within the jungle against 80,000 

federal troops located in the recently militarized towns and villages.276 Simultaneously, 

representatives from the EZLN (especially Subcomandante Marcos) and government 

officials have been involved in a series of peace talks, with limited successes and 

currently with no decisive solutions.277 In addition, a number of paramilitary groups have 

also engaged the Zapatistas (possibly in conjunction with government forces), and have 

created a refugee population of approximately 16,000.278 These paramilitaries have also 

been accused of massacres targeted at indigenous groups.279 The paramilitaries explicitly 

target Catholics (probably due to the known influence of Liberation Theology on the 
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EZLN and the radical nature of Bishop Ruiz’s teachings), including the practice of 

“desecrating and destroying Catholic chapels.”280 

Protestantism will probably continue to grow in southern Mexico, especially in 

Chiapas where paramilitary actions have begun to resemble another stage of violent 

conflict between church and state in Mexico. While conversion to Protestantism has been 

associated with a degree of danger to property and even life, non-Catholic Christian faiths 

have continued to grow remarkably. This shows the fundamentally different political 

implications of conversion in different political contexts; while in Guatemala (just across 

the border from Chiapas) Protestantism is generally viewed as conservative, in Mexico 

conversion represented a strike against the political hierarchy. New conflicts between the 

church and state, as well as the Mexican transition to democracy, should have the result 

of making conversion to Protestantism safer and would therefore encourage further 

Protestant growth. 

Analysis 

Through proper consideration of church-state conflict, factors of social anomie, 

and the degree of religious deregulation, it is possible to effectively predict changes in 

religious pluralism in the Latin American context. The Haitian, Guatemalan, and 

Mexican cases show that in the presence of church-state conflict Protestantism will likely 

grow. This same principle can be applied across Latin America to include Brazil, El 

Salvador, Nicaragua, Chile, and possibly others as part of a regional trend. The table 

below summarizes the state strength and the degree of church-state conflict, as well as 

Gill’s religious regulation index rating for each country and the estimated numbers of 

Protestants (and other non-Catholic religious adherents) for each Latin American state. 
                                                 

280 Ibid., 61. 



 

 64 

Table One: State-Society Characterizations of Post-1945 

Latin American States 

State State 
Strength 

Church-State 
Conflict 

Religious 
Regulation 
Index (Gill 
1999) 

Approximate 
Protestant Presence 
(Religious 
Affiliation in the 
Americas) 

Argentina Moderate-
Strong 

Low 12 11% 

Bolivia Moderate Low 10 16.2% 
Brazil Moderate-

Strong 
High 2 15.4% (also 3.4% 

traditionalists and 
African-diaspora 
adherents) 

Chile Moderate-
Strong 

Moderate 2 15.1% 

Colombia Weak Low 10 12.5% 
Costa Rica Strong Low 7 18% 
Cuba Strong Low (The Cuban 

state expelled/ 
subjugated the 
Catholic Church in 
1961) 

10 3.3% 

Ecuador Weak-
Moderate 

Low 3 12% 

El Salvador Weak High 3 26.8% 
Guatemala Weak High 6 30.7% 
Haiti Weak High 7 28.5% (also a large 

Vodou presence) 
Honduras Weak Moderate 6 36% 
Mexico 
(North) 

Moderate-
Strong 
 

Low 
 

5.8% (For all of 
Mexico) 

Mexico 
(South) 

Weak Moderate 

8 (For all of 
Mexico) 

26.8% in Quintana 
Roo to 36.2% in 
Chiapas (the least and 
most Protestant states 
in S. Mexico; U.S. 
State Department 
2006) 

Nicaragua Weak High 1 23.2% 
Panama Weak – 

Moderate 
Moderate 4 24% 

Paraguay Weak – 
Moderate 

Moderate 9 6.2% 

Peru Weak-
Moderate 

Low 11 11% 

Uruguay Strong Low 2 11% 
Venezuela Strong Low 5 5.8% 

     281 
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Several trends are evident in the table and in the figures below. Figure one 

compares state strength and the degree of church-state conflict. State strength is 

quantified so that weak, weak-moderate, moderate, moderate-strong, and strong 

correspond to one, two, three, four, and five respectively. Similarly, church-state conflict 

is quantified so that low, moderate, and strong correspond with one, two, and three 

respectively. Several data points in the figure share multiple countries.   

Figure One: State Strength and Church-State Conflict 

 

The best-fit-line in figure one indicates that weak states are more likely to 

experience church-state conflict. There are exceptions to this trend: the relatively strong 

state of Brazil experienced high amounts of church-state conflict and some weak states 

(especially Colombia) did not. 
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As my case studies suggest there also seems to be a relationship between the 

strength of a state and the size of its Protestant population, as seen in figure two below. 

The Protestant presence is listed as the percentage in each country as seen in the chart, 

the coding for state strength is the same as in figure one. As the best-fit-line shows, 

weaker states generally have a larger degree of religious pluralism. This is because 

weaker states are more likely to experience church-state conflict than strong states, and 

increased church-state conflict leads to a greater degree of religious pluralism. 

Figure Two: State Strength and Protestant Presence 

 

Again there are outliers that defy the general trend labeled on the chart:  Colombia 

and Costa Rica. The reasons for the irregular nature of Colombia’s placement on the 

chart are noted earlier. As noted by several researchers, Costa Rica is both politically and 

religiously an exception to Latin American trends. It is a strong, stable democracy and it 

has significantly higher foreign missionary activity than other Latin American states.282 

                                                 
282 Steigenga, The Politics of the Spirit, 103-104 and 111. 
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Gill’s data seems to show a slight correlation between the degree of religious 

regulation and the Protestant presence in Latin America, as shown in figure three below. 

The religious regulation index is imported directly into the chart, with higher numbers 

implying a higher degree of religious regulation. More convincingly, in “Government 

Regulation, Social Anomie and Protestant Growth in Latin America: A Cross-National 

Analysis,” Gill uses OLS (ordinary least squares) regression analysis to show that the 

correlation between religious regulation and growth in religious pluralism is statistically 

significant (although Gill uses older religious data).283 

Figure Three: Religious Regulation and Protestant Presence 

 

While there is a noticeable trend indicating higher Protestant population where 

there is more religious freedom, several states diverge from the best-fit-line such as 

Uruguay and Ecuador with low regulation but a low Protestant presence, or Mexico with 

strong regional variation despite a similar degree of regulation. 

                                                 
283 Gill, “Government Regulation, Social Anomie and Protestant Growth in Latin America: A 

Cross-National Analysis,” 303. 
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Each state with a high degree of church-state conflict had a large Protestant 

population. Below, figure four compares the degree of church-state conflict with the 

presence of Protestants in the region, maintaining the coding for church-state conflict 

from figure one and the percentage of Protestants in each state along the x-axis. 

Figure Four: Degree of Church-State Conflict and Protestant Presence 

 

There are also exceptions to the general pattern evident in figure four above: 

Brazil, Paraguay, Costa Rica, and Honduras being the most notable. Brazil would be less 

of an exception if all non-Catholic adherents were included rather than only Protestants; a 

large number of Brazilians follow African-diaspora faiths like Umbanda and Candomblé. 

Honduras may be partially explained by the high degree of church-state conflict in nearby 

El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Guatemala. 

Taken collectively, the effects of the state-strength, degree of church-state 

conflict, and religious regulation effectively predict the Protestant presence in Latin 

America. All of the weak states that have low-moderate religious regulation (1-8 on 

Gill’s scale) and a high degree of church-state conflict also had high numbers of 
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Protestants. According to this model, however, the country with the most Protestants 

should be Nicaragua (which is one of the most Protestant countries), but instead the 

nations with the largest Protestant populations are Guatemala, Haiti, and (counted 

regionally) southern Mexico. This discrepancy is possibly due to factors that are less 

easily quantified, such as the degree of social anomie, cultural characteristics, or the 

numbers of foreign missionaries in the various states. With the exception of the outliers, 

the model suggested by the table and the figures effectively explains/predicts Protestant 

populations in Latin America. 

Conclusion 
 

The causes and effects of religious change have a remarkable degree of variation 

across state borders. In Haiti, the growth of Protestantism was the unintentional result of 

state policies attempting to expand the state’s degree of social control relative to the 

principal element of Haitian civil society, the Roman Catholic Church. In Guatemala, 

Protestantism became an attractive alternative as a means to escape the widespread 

violence leveled by the state against Catholics suspected of aiding or participating in 

revolutionary activity. Mexican political structures ensured that deviation from local 

norms constituted a strike at the entire political apparatus, thus conversion represented 

almost as much of a danger as did becoming a proponent of Liberation Theology. The 

Colombian example displays the lack of Protestant growth due to the lack of significant 

church-state conflict, although the high degree of state religious regulation also helped to 

limit the growth of religious pluralism in Colombia. It is seemingly constant across all 

four case studies, however, that the existence of church-state conflict encouraged state 

leaders to try to deregulate the state religious economy (albeit generally unsuccessfully 
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until after World War II), contributed to higher levels of social anomie, and served as an 

independent catalyst for Protestant growth. In addition to the findings from the case 

studies, the analysis of Latin American states in table one and figures one, two, three, and 

four indicate that the presence of church-state conflict contribute to Protestant growth 

across the region. 

In terms of the existing literature that attempts to explain the rise of religious 

pluralism in Latin America, this study suggests that church-state conflict is a key variable 

that can help us bridge supply and demand side explanations for religious change. This 

analysis of church-state conflict adds another dimension to the religious market model by 

explaining why states might choose to deregulate religious markets as well as the effects 

of the struggles between the church and state actors in terms of religious affiliation and 

social control. Within the social anomie paradigm, conflict between two of the most 

enduring and traditional parts of Latin American life, the church and the state, obviously 

contributes to changes in worldview and contributes to levels of social anomie. The most 

important role of church-state conflict, however, is its role as an independent factor 

inducing conversion. Religious deregulation, demand side approaches like social anomie, 

and church-state conflict are all important in explaining religious conversions, so it is 

necessary for theories attempting to explain for the growth of Protestantism to take each 

side of the supply-demand divide into account. Church-state conflict helps to accomplish 

this; friction between the state and civil society is simultaneously capable of inducing 

religious deregulation and providing explanations for individual conversion. 

The decline in church-state conflict in the late 1980s continues to the present day, 

which helps to explain the simultaneous decline in Protestant growth rates. The general 
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absence of church-state conflict (at least in terms of violence) across Latin America 

suggests that Protestant growth rates will remain correspondingly low, unless a new rift 

between the state and civil society occurs. It is possible that the regional swing towards 

leftist political orientations and leaders could generate a new cause for conflict with the 

Roman Catholic Church, evidenced in recent (non-violent) confrontations between 

Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez and Catholic leaders. If, however, current trends 

continue with less amounts of church-state conflict then it is unlikely that Latin America 

will undergo another wave of religious transformation similar to that which happened 

from the 1960s through the 1980s. 
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Appendix I: Assessing State Strength, Church-State Conflict, Religious Regulation, 

and Protestant Presence in Latin America 

State strength and the degree of church-state conflict were assessed in this study 

through analysis of a collection of sociological, anthropological, religious, and political 

science authors focused on Latin America. See Andrew Graham-Yooll’s 1985 article 

“Argentina: The State of Transition 1983-85,” Luis Fleischman’s 1999 article “The Case 

of the Bombing of the Jewish Headquarters in Buenos Aires (AMIA): A Structural 

Approach,” Harry Sanabria’s 2000 article “Resistance and the Arts of Domination: 

Miners and the Bolivian State,” Peter Houtzager’s 2001 article “Collective Action and 

Political Authority: Rural Workers, Church, and the State in Brazil,” Karen Barkey and 

Sunita Parikh’s 1991 article “Comparative Perspectives on the State,” Javier Guerrero 

Baron and David Mond’s 2001 article “Is the War Ending? Premises and Hypotheses 

with Which to View the Conflict in Colombia,” Mehran Kamrava’s 1999 book Cultural 

Politics in the Third World, Timothy Steigenga’s 2001 book The Politics of the Spirit: 

The Political Implications of Pentecostalized Religion in Costa Rica and Guatemala, 

Javier Corrales’ 2001 article “Strong Societies, Weak Parties: Regime Change in Cuba 

and Venezuela in the 1950s and Today,” Carlos de la Torres’ 1997 article “Populism and 

Democracy: Political Discourses and Cultures in Contemporary Ecuador,” Michael 

Uzendoski’s 2005 book The Napo Runa of Amazonian Ecuador, Timothy Steigenga’s 

1994 work “Protestantism, the State, and Society in Guatemala,” Robert Fatton Jr.’s 2002 

book Haiti’s Predatory Republic: The Unending Transition to Democracy, June Nash’s 

2001 book Visions: The Quest for Autonomy in an Age of Globalization, Peter Cahn’s 

2003 book All Religions are Good in Tzintzuntzan: Evangelicals in Catholic Mexico, 
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Lynn Stephen’s 2002 book Zapata Lives! History and Cultural Politics in Southern 

Mexico, Paul Sondrol’s 1997 article “Paraguay and Uruguay: Modernity, Tradition, and 

Transition,” Philip Mauceri’s 1995 article “State Reform, Coalitions, and the Neoliberal 

Autogolpe in Peru,” Susan Stokes 1995 book in Conflict: Social Movements and the State 

in Peru, Jeffrey Klaiber’s 1998 book The Church, Dictatorships, and Democracy in Latin 

America, Anthony Gill’s 1998 book Rendering unto Caesar: The Catholic Church and 

the State in Latin America, and Philip Berryman’s 1994 book Stubborn Hope: Religion, 

Politics, and Revolution in Central America. 

The religious regulation index is from Anthony Gill’s “Government Regulation, 

Social Anomie and Protestant Growth in Latin America: A Cross-National Analysis.” 

Gill’s methods for creating this index are discussed on pages 18-19. 

Religious Affiliation data varies tremendously according to different sources. For 

the sake of consistency PROLADES’ “Table of Statistics on Religious Affiliation in the 

Americas and the Iberian Peninsula” was used. It should be noted, however, that other 

sources often report different figures, but these sources are usually only for individual 

countries. Adherents.com and the CIA World Factbook also provide religious data for 

almost every Latin American state, with the CIA generally reporting far lower numbers 

of non-Catholics and Adherents.com providing a range of varying estimates. The State 

Department “International Religious Freedom Report” for 2006 was used for data not 

listed by PROLADES. 
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Appendix II: Map of Latin America 

 

Source: University of Texas Libraries, “Latin America (Political),” 
http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/americas/latin_america.gif (accessed April 23, 2008). 
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