
[Sample syllabus]

Religious change and pluralism in Latin America

ANT/LAS/REL 385 Professor: William Dawley
Fall 2016 Office hours: T 4:40-6:10/or appt.
1:30-4:20 T Contact: wdawley@ucsd.edu

Welcome to my course on religious pluralism in Latin America. I hope to get to know each of you 
and your particular interest in taking this course as we move forward. Feel free to introduce 
yourself after class, by email, or during my office hours, and bring to my attention any personal 
or scholarly interests you have that pertain to this class (especially at the beginning of the 
course, but also at any point in the course). I look forward to sharing my own research on this 
topic, guiding you through readings, and facilitating lively discussions on the study of religion 
and spirituality in Latin America.

Course description:
This course provides both the theoretical tools for understanding contemporary religious 
pluralism in Latin America and some studies of the field, as well as an environment for exploring 
those ideas in conversation with your colleagues. Though some religious texts and theological 
developments will be examined, the main focus is on the contemporary “lived traditions” of 
these religions in Latin America and on the way that these have been shaped by the history, 
sociocultural forms, politics, and economic realities of the region. By the end of the course, 
students should be able to characterize the major religious movements and traditions of Latin 
America in terms of their development, their followings, their guiding principles and concerns, 
and their interaction with their sociocultural environment.

Course perspective:
This course will treat every religious and spiritual tradition with respect. Nonetheless, a 
comparative and critical perspective will be privileged, emphasizing a critical view of the 
differences and similarities that appear across different contexts. Key concepts in a number of 
languages, such as “religion” itself, will be critically examined so that we understand their 
history and usage, and we will place them alongside alternative concepts to reveal what 
theoretical concepts include and exclude, what they articulate and mute. 

My lectures and presentations may betray an anthropological bias, since this is my field of 
training, but the same comparative and critical perspective will be brought to bear on 
disciplinary biases, so that the concepts used by Latin Americanists, religious studies specialists, 
historians, sociologists, psychologists and cognitive scientists, and even economists and political 
scientists, can be brought to bear on the course material.
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Course material:
The course material will consist of mostly of readings which are either freely available to you 
online (as students) or in a DropBox account to which I will add you as users. I also own most of 
these readings, some of which may be borrowed from me for term papers (see below). Please 
note: Although the number of individual readings for this class is high, please note the page 
numbers: many of these selections have been specifically chosen for their brevity.

However, in the interest of fairness to those authors and editors whose books we will use 
extensively, please purchase the following three (2) books:

- Chesnut, R. Andrew. 2003. Competitive spirits: Latin America's new religious economy. 
Oxford.

- Steigenga, Timothy, and Edward Cleary (eds). 2007. Conversion of a continent: 
contemporary religious change in Latin America. Rutgers.

All of the course material is chosen to review the major religious and spiritual movements and 
institutions in Latin America, including liturgical and charismatic Roman Catholicism, non-
orthodox and 'folk' Catholicisms (especially devotional activities and popular celebrations), 
various non-Catholic forms of Christianity (especially evangelical, Pentecostal, and sectarian 
Protestantisms), African diasporic religions in their Brazilian and Caribbean forms, indigenous 
religious systems and practices, and recent spiritual movements that stretch the boundaries of 
religion, such as the enormously popular Alcoholics Anonymous and the associated Twelve Step 
movement, or various transdenominational ecclesial movements (NEMs).

Grading and Assignments:
(1) Participation 25%
(2) Student presentation 15%
(3) Response paper 1 10%
(4) Response paper 2 10%
(5) Response paper 3 10%
(6) Term paper 30%

(1) Participation – Participation constitutes a quarter of your grade for the course and is 
assigned according to three kinds of participation: before-class preparation, in-class 
participation, and out-of-class participation. First, consistent thoughtful and active 
participation requires advance preparation, coming to class having read the readings, 
ready to contribute to the discussion. Ideally, you will annotate or take notes on the 
readings and, making use of credible sources, place the readings in their context and 
understand their role in the course. Each reading should be analyzed briefly in terms the 
some of the following criteria: the author's background and discipline, the major 
arguments being advanced in the reading, the evidence or research being offered in favor 
of these arguments, the way in which the piece addresses other scholarship and theories, 
and (importantly) key passages of the reading that may help focus our discussion or our 
understanding of the reading. Second, in-class participation is important, especially your 
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contributions to the discussions and your collegial participation and interaction with your 
classmates (as well as your presentations of readings: see below). Finally, participation 
will have an online component, on Piazza. because we only meet once per week, I will 
sometimes ask for participation over Piazza, which will also be the primary channel of all 
out-of-class communication (rather than email – although Piazza will send email notices). 
Please confirm that you are receiving Piazza email alerts immediately; you may search for 
emails from no-reply@piazza.com.

(2) Student presentations – To focus the lengthy seminars, each week's set of readings will 
be divided and briefly introduced by two to three presenters. Students should sign up 
immediately after the first seminar in Week 1, using a Piazza post I will send out. 
Presentations do not require a digital component and need only last 8-10 minutes per 
person but may be extended for up to 20 minutes if the presenter so chooses. Presenters 
should use the same criteria cited above (under “Participation” ) to analyze and comment
on the readings, and may also consider paying particular attention to the author's 
trajectory as a researcher, the body of work with which the author is engaging (including 
major theorists, theories, concerns, concepts, etc.), and a contextualization of the 
reading in terms of the other class materials and students' interests. For additional 
guidelines and suggestions about presentations, please see the DropBox document titled 
“Student presentation guidelines and suggestions.”

(3, 4, 5) Response papers – The goal of response papers should be to show a basic 
understanding of the readings in terms of the criteria outlined above. Response papers 
must focus, like the presentations, on some portion of readings for the day, although you 
are free to reapportion the readings in other ways. Response papers may also focus on 
some aspects of the readings, including: the readings' place within the framework of the 
course; the comparability of the reading with or its distinctness from approaches and 
information found in other course material; the reading's relevance to your research 
interests and/or term paper (but see below); the subject; the disciplinary approach; the 
major concerns, concepts, and questions of the readings, etc. Response papers only need
to be at least 3 but not much more than 5 double-spaced pages (in Times New Roman 
with 12pt font, or something comparable). These should be turned in before or at the 
beginning of the class for which the readings are assigned. You do not need to confirm with
me the days when you plan to write response papers, and, although I do not recommend 
waiting until the end of the term, you may turn these in as you wish.

(6) Term paper – Term papers only need to be 8-10 double-spaced pages in Times New 
Roman with 12pt font. This topic of your term paper should be a topic that is of special 
interest to you or about which you want to learn more, but a topic on which you have not 
already written more than two response papers and/or presentations. Please submit an 
abstract privately to me, over Piazza, by class on Week 7, and a bibliography by class on 
Week 9. This bibliography should incorporate at least 3 articles or chapters from beyond 
the assigned class materials, which should be peer-review or from a reputable publisher. 
(Ideal sources may also include those volumes from which select chapters have already 
been read. For more information, please see DropBox for additional guidelines in a 
document entitled “Term paper guidelines and suggestions.”) 
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Grading policy:
[Here I can include policies on academic integrity, late assignments, and incomplete grades.]

Course schedule: [adjusted for Princeton Academic Calendar]

Week 1: What is religion anyway? And what's so special about Latin America?
Definitions of religion: Jonathan Z. Smith, “Religion, Religions, and Religious” in Mark 

Taylor, ed., Critical Terms in Religious Studies (1998), pp. 269-84. (16 pp.)
Critique of religion as a cultural system: Talal Asad. 1993. “The Construction of Religion as 

an Anthropological Category” in Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons of 
Power in Christianity and Islam, pp. 27-54. (17 pp.)

- A critique of Geertz, “Religion as a cultural system,” in The interpretation of cultures.
Critique of religion as experience: Jonathan Z. Smith. 1978. “The Wobbling Pivot,” in 

Smith, Map Is Not Territory, pp. 88-103.
- A critique of Eliade, The sacred and the profane.

Religion in a changing world: Jose Casanova. “Religion, the new millenium, and 
globalization.” Sociology of Religion 62(4): 415-441.

Christianity in a changing world: Philip Jenkins. 2002. “The next Christianity.” The Atlantic,
Oct. (8 pp.)

Religion in a changing Latin America: Chesnut, Competitive Spirits, Ch. 1 “The new temples
of religious pluralism,” pp. 3-16.

Week 2: Ways of understanding religion in contemporary Latin America – Part 1
Review: Contemporary religious transformations: Chesnut Ch. 1.
Local religion and local social organization: Stanley Brandes. 1981. “Cargos versus cost-

sharing in Mesoamerican fiestas, with special reference to Tzintzuntzan.” Journal 
of Anthropological Research 37(3):209-225.

Religion and state control: Chesnut, Competitive Spirits, Ch. 2 “Four centuries of religious 
monopoly.” pp. 17-38.

- See especially Chesnut's discussion on p. 8 of the groundbreaking Rendering unto Caesar (Gill 1998)
Religion as globalizing culture:  Thomas Csordas. 2007. “Global religion and the re-

enchantment of the world.” Anthropological Theory 7(3):295-314.
Early review of evangelical growth (1): Virginia Garrard-Burnett. 1992. “Review: 

Protestantism in Latin America.” Latin American Research Review 27(1):218-230.
Early review of evangelical growth (2): Paul Freston. 1998. “Pentecostalism in Latin 

America: characteristics and controversies.” Social Compass 45(3):335-7,44-53.

Week 3: Ways of understanding religion in Latin America – Part 2
Review: Catholicism transforming rural worlds: Brandes 1981.
Religion as adaptive to urbanization, 'modernization': James Dow. 2001. Preface and Ch. 1 

of Holy saints and fiery preachers: the anthropology of Protestantism in Mexico and 
Central America. eds. James Dow and Alan Sandstrom, pp. ix-xiv,   1-23.

-Cf. Freston (1998:351-352) on Bastian's more extended version of this argument: 1993. “The 
metamorphosis of Latin American Protestant Groups: A sociohistorical perspective.” Latin 
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American Research Review 28: 33-62.
Religion as ritual practice: Joel Robbins. 2011. The obvious aspects of Pentecostalism: 

ritual and Pentecostal globalization. In Practicing the Faith: The Ritual Life of 
Pentecostal-Charismatic Christians, pp. 49-65.

Religion as experience (1): Tanya Luhrmann, Howard Nusbaum and Ronald Thisted. 2010. 
“The absorption hypothesis: hearing God in evangelical Christianity.” American 
Anthropologist 112(1):66-78.

Religion as experience (2): Birgit Meyer. “Introduction: media and the senses in the 
making of religious experience.” Material Religion 4(2):124-134.

Non-market descriptions of religious pluralism: Introduction and Ch. 2 of John Burdick's 
Looking for God in Brazil, pp..

-Pay attention to the four Catholicisms described and the role of Protestant and Pentecostal 
growth in highlighting pluralism in Latin America.

Week 4: Catholicisms 
Review: Important concepts: Preconciliar and Postconciliar Catholicisms, 'popular' and 

'folk' Catholicisms, CEBs, Liberation theology, charismatic Catholicism.
Review: Some varieties of Catholicism: Examples in Burdick Ch. 2., Brandes 1981, Chesnut 

pp. 9-14.
Review: Ways of understanding official Catholicism: Chesnut Ch. 2 and Stark and McCann,

as well as reviews in Garrard-Burnett 1992 (especially of Baldwin).
Review: Institutional Catholics and the Cold War: Chesnut, pp. 7-9, for a summary of 

Anthony Gill's work on explaining institutional Catholicism's support for left- and 
right-wing parties.

Familial imagery in colonial-era Catholicism: Charlene Villaseñor Black. 2001. “Love and 
marriage in the Spanish empire: depictions of holy matrimony and gender 
discourses in the seventeenth century.” The Sixteenth Century Journal 32(3):637-
665 (includes 10pp. of images).

-Cf. the author's recent work, Creating the cult of St. Joseph: art and gender in the Spanish Empire. 
Princeton.

Catholic revitalization through pluralization: Review of Todd Hartch. 2014. The rebirth of 
Latin American Christianity. Oxford University Press. [See dropbox].

CEBs and their aims: “Conclusion: looking for liberation” in Burdick 1993.
Charismatic Catholicism: David Lehmann. 2003. “Dissidence and conformism in religious 

movements: what difference – if any – separates the Catholic Charismatic 
Movement and Pentecostal churches?” Concilium. 3:122-132.

Alternatives to Protestantism: Peter Cahn. 2003. Preface and Chapter 4 “Responding to 
the minority: Catholic self-improvement,” in All religions are good in Tzintzuntzan: 
evangelicals in Catholic Mexico. Austin: University of Texas.

-Cf. Brandes 1981.

Week 5: Protestantisms
“Spiritual warfare” and daily struggles: Martin Lindhardt. 2011. “Why the Devil is Satan so 

important in Chilean Pentecostalism? Power, resistance, and Pentecostal 
micropolitics.” In Pentecostal power: expressions, impact, and faith of Latin 
American Pentecostalism, ed. Calvin L. Smith, pp. 227-247. Brill.
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Counteracting North American Assumptions (1):  Christian Smith and Liesl Ann Haas. 1997.
“Revolutionary evangelicals in Nicaragua: political opportunity, class interests, and
religious identity.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 36(3): 440-454

Counteracting North American Assumptions (2):  David Smilde. “Evangelicals and politics 
in Latin America: moving beyond monolithic portraits. “ History of Religions 42(3): 
243-248.

Protestantism's 'option for the poor'? (1)?: Compare Garrard-Burnett's review of Annis 
1997 with W.E. Hewitt's review of Cecilia Loreto Mariz's 1994 book Coping with 
Poverty: Pentecostals and Christian Base Communities in Brazil in The Hispanic 
American Historical Review 75(3):497-498.

Protestantism's 'option for the poor'? (2): First 5 pp. of Lois Ann Lorentzen and Rosalina 
Mira. 2005. “El milagro está en casa: gender and private/public empowerment in a 
migrant Pentecostal church.” Latin American Perspectives 32(1):57-71.

(See Burdick Ch. 6, below, on race, class, and evangelicalism.)
Charismaticism across Boundaries: Andrew Chesnut. 2009. “Charismatic Competitors: 

Protestant Pentecostals and Catholic Charismatics in Latin America's new religious 
marketplace.” In Religion and society in Latin America, eds. Lee Penyak and Walter 
Penn, pp. 207-223. Orbis.

- Cf. Chs. 3 and 4 in Chesnut 2003 for an extended version of the argument.

Week 6: Traditions and Movements with African Elements
Enduring African traditions: Sandra T. Barnes. Introductions to Africa's Ogun: Old World 

and New, ed. Sandra T. Barnes, pp. xiii-xx, 1-25. Bloomington: Indiana University.
Umbanda (1): Lindsay Hale. 2009. “Umbanda” In Religion and society in Latin America, eds.

Lee Penyak and Walter Penn, pp. 207-224. Orbis.
Umbanda (2): Ch. 6 of Burdick 1993, “Slaves and wanderers: Negros in the religious 

arena,” pp. 146-181.
- Vs. Protestant and Catholic lay options
- Cf. Burdick 1993:47-56, Conclusion. REVIEW these readings.

Contemporary Afro-Brazilian religion in general: Ch. 7 of Steigenga and Cleary 2007, Maria
Julia Carrozi's “Conversion to Afro-Brazilian religions in Buenos Aires: Convincing 
Interactions.”

Candomblé and other Orisha traditions: Elizabeth Pérez. 2013. “Portable portals: 
transnational rituals across globalizing Orisha traditions.” Nova Religio 16(4):35-58.

Week 7: Traditions and Movements with Indigenous Elements
Mesoamerican traditions: Davíd Carrasco. 2014[1990]. Religions of Mesoamerica, 2nd 

edition, pp. 11-40.
Andean traditions: Munro S. Edmonson. 1993. “Andean religion at the time of the 

conquest.” In South and Meso-American native spirituality: from the cult of the 
feathered serpent to the theology of liberation, eds. Gary H. Gossen and Miguel 
León-Portilla, pp. 83-101.  

Review: Dow. 2001. Preface and Ch. 1 of Holy saints and fiery preachers
Contemporary Andean religions: Ch. 9 of Steigenga and Cleary, Rachel Corr's “Conversion

to native spirituality in the Andes: from Corpus Christi to Inti Raymi.”
Contemporary Mayan religions: Garrett Cook and Thomas Offit. 2008. “Pluralism and 

6



transculturation in indigenous Maya religion.” Ethnology 47(1):45-57.
OR Virginia Garrard-Burnett. 2004. “'God was already here when Colombus arrived': 

inculturation theology and the Mayan movement in Guatemala.” In Resurgent 
voices in Latin America: indigenous peoples, political mobilization, and religious 
change. Rutgers University Press.

New Latin American syncretisms: María Lionza: Barbara Placido. 2001. “'It's all to do with 
words': an analysis of spirit Possession in the Venezuelan cult of Maria Lionza.” 
The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 7(2):207-222.

Week 8: What counts as religion?
Review: Jonathan Z. Smith and Talal Asad readings from Week 1 in preparation for class.
Review: Week 6 readings for blurred lines around “religion,” especially Placido 2001, Cahn

2003.
Instrumentalism versus... what?: David Smilde. 2003. “Skirting the instrumental paradox: 

intentional belief through narrative in Latin American Pentecostalism.” Qualitative 
Sociology 26(3):313-329.

“Protestant” growth and practical health concer  ns: Chesnut Ch. 3, “Cornering the 
market: an anatomy of Pentecostal success.”

Addiction and recovery (1): Chs. 1, 2, and 7 of Stanley Brandes's 2002 Staying Sober in 
Mexico City, “Moral support in Mexico City,” “Religious adaptations in Alcoholics 
Anonymous,” “Illness and Recovery.”

Addiction and recovery (2): Cecilia Loreto Mariz. 1991. “Pentecostalism and alcoholism 
among the Brazilian poor.” Alcoholism Treatment Quarterly 8(2):75-82.

Week 9: Gender and the Family (1)
Hierarchy? Equality? (1): David Smilde. 1997. “The fundamental unity of the conservative 

and revolutionary tendencies in Venezuelan evangelicalism: the case of conjugal 
relations.” Religion 27: 343-359.

Hierarchy? Equality? (2): Bernice Martin 2001. “The Pentecostal gender paradox: a 
cautionary tale for the sociology of religion.” In The Blackwell Companion to 
Sociology of Religion, ed. R.K. Fenn, pp. 52-66.

Beyond hierarchy and equality?: Maya Mayblin. 2011. “Death by marriage: power, pride, 
and morality in Northeast Brazil.” The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute
17(1):135-153.

Marriage and marriageability: Ch. 5 of Burdick's Looking for God in Brazil, “Escape from 
the snake's nest: unmarried youths in the religious arena.”

Family networks and religious conversion: Ch. 5 in Steigenga and Cleary, David Smilde's 
“Relational analysis of religious conversion and social change: networks and 
publics in Latin American evangelicalism.”

Week 10: Gender and the Family (2)
Women and religious choice (1): Cecilia Loreto Mariz and Maria das Dores Campos 

Machado. 1997. Pentecostalism and women in Brazil. In Power, politics and 
Pentecostals in Latin America, eds. Edward L. Cleary and Hannah W. Stewart-
Gambino, pp. 41-54. Westview Press.

Women and religious choice (2): Ch. 4 of Burdick's, “'I struggle every day at home':  
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women and domestic conflict in the religious arena.”
Women and religious choice (3): Ch. 6 of Chesnut, “Practical consumers:  the success of 

pneumacentric religion among women.”
Men and religious choice (1): Elizabeth Brusco 1993. “The reformation of machismo: 

asceticism and masculinity among Colombian evangelicals.” In Rethinking 
Protestantism in Latin America, eds. Virginia Garrard-Burnett and David Stoll, pp. 
143-158. Temple University.

Men and religious choice (2): Ch. 5 of of Stanley Brandes's 2002 Staying Sober in Mexico 
City, “Alcohol and the construction of manhood.”

Week 11: Politics and Economics:
Review Garrard-Burnett 1992 (especially on Annis), Freston 1998, Brandes 1981.
Review Brusco 1993 and Mariz and Machado 1997.
Costs and cost-sharing in fiestas: Ch. 1 of Cahn's All Religions are Good in Tzintzuntzan.
No easy answers (1): David Smilde. 2003. “Evangelicals and politics in Latin America: 

moving beyond monolithic portraits.”  History of Religions 42(3): 243-248.
No easy answers (2): Eric Patterson. 2004a. “Different religions, different politics? 

Religion and political attitudes in Argentina and Chile.” Journal for the Scientific 
Study of Religion 43(3): 345-362.

Whither the “Protestant ethic”?: Henri Gooren. 2002. “Catholic and non-Catholic 
theologies of liberation: poverty, self-improvement, and ethics among small-scale 
entrepreneurs in Guatamala City.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 
41(1):29-45.

Week 12: The Conversion Paradigm (1): 
Review: Smilde (Ch. 5 of Steigenga and Cleary) on conversion, networks, and publics
Review: Carrozi and Corr (Chs. 7 and 8 of Steigenga and Cleary) on conversion to Afro-

Brazilian and native religions.
What constitutes conversion? (1): Ch. 1. of Steigenga and Cleary, “Understanding 

Conversion in the Americas.”
What constitutes conversion? (2): Diane Austin-Broos. 2003. “Introduction.” In The 

anthropology of religious conversion, eds. Andrew Buckser and Stephen D. Glazier, 
pp. 1-10. 

“Conversion careers”: Ch. 3 of Steigenga and Cleary, Henri Gooren's “Conversion Careers 
in Latin America: entering and leaving church among Pentecostals, Catholics, and 
Mormons.”

“Continuous Conversion”: Simon Coleman. “Continuous conversion? The rhetoric, 
practice, and rhetorical practice of charismatic Protestant conversion.” In The 
anthropology of religious conversion, ed. Andrew Buckser and Stephen D. Glazier, 
pp. 15-24. Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield.

Week 13: The Conversion Paradigm (2), Spirituality, and Future directions:
Crossing the Christianity Line (1): Review Chs. 7 and 9 of Steigenga and Cleary, on Catholic

conversion to Afro-Brazilian and native religions.
Crossing the Christianity Line (2): Ch. 10 of Steigenga and Cleary, Christine Kovic's 

“Indigenous conversion to Catholicism.”

8



Conversion as Narration (1): Martin Lindhardt. 2009. “Narrating religious realities: 
conversion and testimonies in Chilean Pentecostalism.” Suomen Antropologi 
34(3):25-43.

Conversion as Narration (2): Chs. 4 and 6 of Stanley Brandes's Staying Sober in Mexico City,
“Storytelling” and “Blurred Boundaries and the Exercise of Social Control.”

New Ecclesial Movements and the Church Universal: Todd Hartch. 2014. “Rise of the Laity:
the New Ecclesial Movements” and “Universal Christianity” 

Review: Carrozi 2007, Pérez 2013, Corr 2007

TERM PAPERS DUE: Monday, January 23
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