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This wLii seeks to introduce you to the role of the church in the Latin American society. Irl 
so doing, it will acquaint you with a number of key concepts frequently used in the studies 
of religion in societies in transition. It purports to explain in general terms the historical 
role the church has played in the Latin American society as well as the role in contemporary 
times. 

?'he role of religion in society has been an important area of investigation among scholar!;. 
The media reports almost incessantly on religious rivalries manifesting in various forms 
in Northem Ireland, South Asia, the Middle East, Bosnia, Africa, and Latin America. The 
Iranian Revolution still causes disquietude in the West, in large part because it reverses 
the sacrosanct doctrine of the "separation of church and state." Yet in the United States as 
\well as in Latin America, we now observe new faces of religion competing quite effective1,y 
in the politicai arena, and, in the process, putting their stamp on the issues of social 
isansIortnatio~i. 'fie on-going processes of democratisation in most of the world. in particular 
Latin America, has unleashed a new era of strategic innovation which puts the issue of 
religious iniluence in societal transformation in new light. This also requires modification 
of the existing dominant theories of secularisation. In the following sections, you will be 
able to see how the role of the church in Latin America still continues to be fundamental, 
yet changifig. 
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"ti8,2,4 Historicall 
!Sc!rrre 111r conlenlpot.;lr~ pzrlod, eeriainlj, prior to 1960, the Catholic Church generally 
sltizcl with rhc irrstnut~e~~ts af p~siies: ir~dustrial, military, ia~ded,  and goveilinlent elites. 
I ' h  !~~lLurt- of this dllisutce depended on the cowltry and the tiine in which it was erected. 
As fdr as the socia! policies ai 2 cc~ncemed, in general the ch~ach remained passive. Despite 
a few rlaiablr attempts to curb its power, suclr as the efforts of the Revolutionary regime in 
hlexicu after 191 0, the church survived as a key institution by building an impressive 
array of btircrlucratic of'fIces md lay networks. 

But ~incc 1960, chirigs have started lo change. Diverse forces ranging from the Cubm 
Kevi~lutia!~ and the emergence: of an urban and increasingly industrialising society 
c~rritrib.cncci to cf~iuiges i t1  the church's stance on major social policies. This uras also the 
helgilt crl' iltr' 11'01~1 War illrt.1 Latin America was mostly under nlilitary governments. But 
uadcr thc nr~lirary atrfhor~t:irimisn~ in marly cou~ltries of Latin America, a more progressive 
segrncnl wiriun ttrc Csilzvlic Church colnmitted itself' to be the "voice of the vuiceless" in 
3 0 5  etj' 

lflz advent of liberatiuu theolog in the 1960s, the construction of small iu~d large 
gl.assr;rr>ots c~rrmzutrities, and the encouragement of local level political organisation largely 
inspired bj the church perso~urel indicated that perhaps a new church had come to exist. 
'l'hc: nem church ernphasised the need to change unjust social structures. This stance gained 
popul'irity as some members of the clergy expressed their political activism through 
orgsnising the poor. Some clergy themselves became the victims of governmental 
reptessiotl. 

' r f l l s  poji~icil ac~ivisnl ozi t l i ~  pm ~f the church personnel in the 1960s and 1970s, itself a 
n ~ v e i t y  in rhe Latin American context, gained much publicity as i? unfolded during an era 
of aiithoritariai~ ~nilitary rule in much of Latin America. As most avenues of social and 
political dissent. were ~Irrsed down by the military governments across this vast region, the 
Carhtallc Church becan~t: one of the main centres of opposition to the authoritarian 
gr.vcrnn;enrs. 

18.2.2 Recent Challenges 

.. :.::!:ts:rg ;o\crrin::rits rclirriiis;rlzcJ power, one by one, siirce the beginning of the 
r*!5!,. , ~ 7 3  tile pocesa ~~Cdemucratisdtiorr eulmiaated in arnostly democratic Latin America 
k,: :::, cdri;, 1990s. Only Cuba h ~ s  &tied the trend so iu. As the mrions of Latin America 
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experienced a greater democratisation of the political system, many of the pressure groups, 
political parties, labour organisations, and other popular sector groups, once banned or 
largely restricted under military rule, emerged with active agendas. The society in general 
now had many forums to express dissent. In this changed scenario, the progressive section 
of the Catholic Church faced increased competition from non-religious segments of the 
civil society. As the competition staged by the newly reinvigorated political parties, labour 
unions, and popular sector groups intensified, some church leaders debated a possible 
retuni to the pre-1960 era of less political activism. 

A major challenge to the Catholic Church in recent years has been to carry out Pope John 
Paul 11's call for a new evangelisation of the region. Transforming the radical activist 
groups toward this new conservative leaning of the church is not a small problem. 
Considerable bitterness still exists between the consen~atives and the progressives within 
the respective church hierarchies in various countries of Latin America. The Catholic Church 

- needs all the troops it can mobilise in response to increased political competition for the 
hearts of the people. In countries where poIitical activism of the church never reached the 
level it did in Brazil, Nicaragua, or Peru, the challenge lies mainly in detemrining the 
particular types of activities that would keep the church from losing much of its poptrlar 
constituency, especially the population of the poor and marginalised, to competing reIigions. 

The second challenge faced by the Catholic Church is to restore its gradually diminishing 
institutional capacity. The ratio of Catholic priests to the total population has been steadily 
declining since 1970 in many Latin American countries. It is a real challenge to the church. 
Declining institutional capacity precludes certain type of popular mobilisation on the part 
of the Catholic Church that might be vigorously pursued by its competitors. 

Another such challenge has manifested itself in the growing presence of the Protestant 
denominations in recent years. These Protestant denominations, especially the evangelical 
protestant variants, emphasise individual spiritual needs. In addition, their emphasis on 
the values of education, savings, thriftiness, honesty, and an individual commitment to 
make a better life within a limited material environment has gained them many new members 
at the expense of the Catholic Church. 

Finally, all of the above challenges for the Catholic Church are linked to the broader 
challenge of creating a vibrant, participatory, and politically responsible civil society. This 
involves attempts to help create multitudes of voluntary associations as forums of popular 
expression at the community level. In addition, this challenge entails efforts to demystify, 
not necessarily challenge, authority, important for facilitating political democracy in Latin 

1 0.2.3 New Church in Contemporary limes 

One ~hould not forget the fact that the Catholic Church, for that matter any religious 
organisation, mediates between popular communities and the larger social structr~res. IJder 
competition from other religious and secular groups, the Catholic Church is learning to 
empower people at the grassroots. It is making efforts through multitudes of religious 
meetings to teach Latin Americans how to work in groups toward a common goal. 
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vietic;? ~ i t h  r l ~ t r ~ i ?  &:;a:ltio!~ xArl~iie i t  is t i ~ r  tlriit the L ~ O I L ~ ' S  i~~filrt'~ice ill j ~ ~ r ~ l :  pastoral 
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l,a?m 4merica 

Ck4fURCW AND POLITICS 

As ;3,b heel; ~ri~r~liuneij ci;r*iiir, the ('afiiolic- C~kurch was always intimately involved in the 
I.arl:h Amerlt;an politlch. Prior to 1960, this link was sustained by the C'hurch supporh of 
t l l ~  ,r~:nts ytro. S ~ r ~ r t .  Var kcsul !I, in particular. since the C'ubm Revolution, its political role 
has !iikCil various nctlve forms and shapes, all in the pursuit of the same larger goal: to 
rnslni;tin its pewmve irnfiaience in all major areas of the Latin American society. 

1 Q,3.1 Traditional Political Wale 

Sn, .d~ ah: ,it~ainrnent of pttIiticaS independence in the caly 1800s the grxlual asce~sdancy 
oi' tlit: I I ~ O O G I ~ ~  5taw !n dte siructuring of authurity relations came into conflict wirh the 
traJ:~r ,l;a; au0n?riiq czt'th~ ~ h l r c h ,  Bta4 despite the rise of the srate, tne ~_'ntholic Church 
ccr:ir>~~l'r to ,.reait: spac;e ii,k iiueli' iu tile popula iilind Over rime, as tVle modern i.atin 
A;k:t.r;t.&t~r! state !ailed Irr deliver cllc public goods, the church evolved md orcflestrded 
innrrvai rvct ~~iei~logicat cu~.:pron~i~c;; and new lnltistiws du sus%ir~ its influence in society. 

li liv r w v  pc~jitil;iti r~fk euiails ateelripbs to address the wcsrsening social realities. These 
sirc lrz? rer-rl:ric., as. jrn~ens~ yoverr j , gracvi trg ps;ver a i d  sr~eial inequity, and the lack of 
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In tlrc cumrgui poiitidal cliinnat, this r o l ~  ts ~tjfi.-lcrrced by rolsgioilb ca-~ru~pe~irioil wlt.5 thc 
pnjtesmlt churches a ~ ~ 1 1 ,  Aloaing id! protestant cl.~urches, the Peittecostal eslbecially, 
being quite resorlrcefisl and r.,rgl:ni~:~$ hnve made 11.1!1t:h beadwa: al! , L C ~ O S >  I atiaa Amc:rica, 
With marly popuIar rtligicuits rrrmire";li~~g as WCLI  in a nmre oryilrli\ed Ilism thiwa before, 
Latin America Iacl.; ~lrclecd become n marketplace far competing religions and the 
il~lplications are far-reaching for society antl politic.; 

The Claiholic Chureir has corrslste11"rly it~llua~ced thc ideology of the Christian democratic 
palrticai parties in 1,arrn 4mcncsn Ira particuix in c..'htle and Veart.zuela, In the resa clf the: 
regiun, if has oibgQ~c;irnt asrrso~nt c.fsripp~,rt arr;~:t,g cc~iisesvative politicians in parties across 
the political spectrulil 

10.3.3 Political Compet~tion 
G~mpetftion with otkr? rc!igir)irs ;r:r uell 3.; ' s ~ t i ~ j a r  paups ili :eise'ilt ~~ti t ts  hiis L Q I T Y I P ~ ? ~ ~ ~  

the Catholic Church ru ~ , ) ~ ~ ~ i t i r l  ii1kp~91lii0~b ~ '~~;TPcs  of derr~r~eracy, 1:urrl.rrl r:gbjs, atlul  rhr 
usefblness of fir: marketplace i ~ i  addressing "~,ine ~bffhe ppular concerns i~ 1 ;atin Amt:rica. 
Political competition has alst~ ,nro::s~ptc:d the Catk~c~lic Clru~c:h rcs engage Irk arcas of muttrally 
beneficial cooperation with the goverlhaa~ent Hn caaln~ies silch as Brazil i l l  the areas of 
social welfare and cducabiou ik: :.c"hilrt:'~ hay rc*t:esved ially)rcsiivc ainajunrs of .subsidis-s 
from h e  state. Estrablishirig a prcscnc;c 4r: eJdcaait,np i ~ l c  hem fhc~ e"hur+:h's Lnrgtt str,hregy 
of assluing itself .-r pr.comtnent po~ifiorl the ilatiiqai Jectsion-rnethingr 

llnjler rbc: ilew scealano i1.r *hidl Qtne Chu~cii has i~ b o t k  hi- rile 'cuyakl~ of tiee masses, 
mernbe~ s of tikc C~atTltrlic cli-lgl ildvt: opted CLJP E I C ~ P ) L I ~ ~ ~ O ~  d~ld L \ ) L I C ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ B O I Z  with the various 
fa~tidi~s of air: bieiiu~hy. l'hat, k t  some extenl. has a ld t :  the C;ilurcfl marc Ilemu~rdlic. 
Therefore, pressures from withill and wrihout have certainly nnade historically the most 
doininant institution in Latin America now more open to pragmatic ideas and strategies. 

10.3.4 Religious Innovation 
Ihr: Cqatho!ic Church is bncreasis~giy pursui,ig quite llinovative stnakgies 10 u ~ti.~l:,tand 
conlpelition from othen neligious t ~ ~ d  se,trh fi~rzzs. 'l'hcsc: ventales have rnaterialiseii in . 
diffenerrt foioilrnls and ::hapos depending un tile ct~ui~try allel region in qwsiic~lt Iioa exarnpis, 
scholxs hawe 1ic.oteC3 rr~ul;i; ~nnovarintn iln e'arhc~~ic 13aslsral work rn xhe Bollt~lan J4ighl;mds. 
In thc%e highliinds, the ( ' h ~ t ' ~ l r  113s I~~tiensingly used catechists as c ~ l ~ u ~ c ~ l l y  tdeyt 
in tern~ebi~~cs.  'rilest: catecirisrs, who arc q:rinsessctitial examples of missionary interactioil 
al rhe gi-a:~+:~;ots, r c p ~ ~ ~ c ; u !  th:: i ' F ' 1 1 ~ 1 ~  4; mt 'oocal level; they are also part of the Local 
indigena~s conmunIti=s. The knowledge of both makes them effective intermediaries in 
linking tl~e Church kith L!IZ=~ relnlote conurlurniaies. 

Similariy, in Venezuela for example, the Catholic: Church has granred much pastoral 
I autonomy u~ the iacal IcveT religisrrs p~ssctrlncl ill the remote meas ofthe country. Men~bers 

of at: Catholic religious order m these vicariates and evangelical centres n~arrlaain norninal 
ties with the parishes wder which they operate. I hey also display iess fcrrmdltj and 
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dependence on the parish priests. Although traditionally more Catholic parishes are found 
~ r a  ugper class a;,;_hkourhoods, rn recent years, the number has grown in the poorer areas. 
Boih are examples of the pragnlarisrn displayed by an age-old hierarchical institution like 
the (:a~kioiic (Shurch. 'l hese innovations are not only relevant to'sustaining the powerful 
role for the C h!~rcli in Latin America, but they are also instructive of the kind of global role 
the C'hurch is poised lo play In an era ccharacterised by greater political and religious 
competition. Latin American societies are expected to be a large beneficiary of such 
overtures in Latin America. 

10y4 MAJOR THEORIES ON THE CHURCH IN SOCIETY 
In the global community of the early 2 1 st Century, the simplistic assumption that church 
and state exist as separate entities will not do. Both spheres are bridged everyday by ordinary 
people and popular communities all over the world. Social scientists must abandon simplistic 
i;lrai.i-t~terl~atj;,ll of religion in rnocien~ society and instead, focus on analysing the ways in 
uhiell it inrvracrs cvirir plitic;s at ihc: natic~rlal arid local levels ial facilitating and 
accclnirnodatir~~ [hi- f b l c ~ a  ui'sucidl chailge. 

10.4.1 Theories sf Secularisation 
7 he ti~eories ut  secularissrtiofi generally predict that the in~portance of religion, seen as a 
way of thin~hin~. pcrfomirrg, and practicing daily rituals of life, and as the core organising 
prilrciple oi'mi>~t paitems of individual behmouu, would declirie with the growth of modern, 
industlicnl k:ices. Ihe rl~edry has been given a specialised development in an extensive 
literatcre of' sociology and history, stenl~ning especially frorn the analysis of Weber. The 
terrrj "seculdi" refers to the worldlj, the civil, or the non-religious, as distinguished from 
the :,l,iritwl and 11.r.1e eccles~astical. For religious organisations, such as the Catholic Church, 
beeirru~irrg Inure sccular means less focus on utherwo~ldly issues (such as life after death) 
and mure on uc~rli21y affdir-s. Secularisation also means that functions once performed by 
religious orgrnisatiorrs ;ue now the prilniuy responsibility of the non-religious organisations, 
such as tile slate or c;ivil scl~lzey orgmisations. With the advancement of civilisation and 
its emphasis un rnoderri, techllology-orie~~tecl, psychology based perceived construction 
of the world, theorists expect that the influence of religion would gradually decline 
commensurate with the increased complexity in society. Simple societies with rudimentary 
division ot'labour are more religious than others. Whether the persistence of religion makes 
seculdisdtiorr theories irrelevant is currently in the forekorlt of social theoretical discourse. 

With the emergence of the Chistian Right in many countries of Latin America as a 
forn~idable fbr cc both within tnamly political parties and in certain geographical regions, it 
has bccol~~c ;\~\'I~;us thar t l i ~  influence of religion does not really disappear. It actually 
rzasst:ns iidl. illrougll :ilultlf:ice~ed links kith phlitics arid societj. 'This elnbeddedness 
mwt  1>2 ~lecr~nr~,oscd to 1)~'  i~rr?perly uniderstood Seculuisation theorists had simplistically 
ilr~agii~ed ail2 spi te~cs of religion aad state or politics to be separate and stay as such. The 
expcriel~ce in I,d:in Anlcli~;d in the pist thirty years has certainly proved this theory to be 
o~jcrttj: birr~plis~i~. 

4 0.4.2 fhesries of Religious Competition and Innovation 
Theories of religious competition and innovation posit that. with increased competition 
at rhc: religious nadkelplace, organisations catering to the religious needs of people are 



bound to innovate or face the iisuiger of declining inflt~cncc, even extinction These theorists 
argue that reiigious orgmlsailons are likely 10 usc tnodcrn mecllurrns of transportation and 
co~lunumiication to reacl~ rile Collouke~s resicling irl I emctte currrers oithe world. In cht: process, 
the chuches art: irow usmg radio. teievisic-tn, dtuc~unenrary, aad other co~iitnun~cation 
chinnels, such as the cumputel and i~~rel~lei, to m~ninlise Ihr: costs at;d nlaxinuse their 
pmductivity in terrr~s of reachillg out io manly .vmos~ ~ioter~tia! rnernbers than  trey otherwise 
could. 

As has been mentioned e,ulier, the C";~~Plolic Church. faced with diminished institutional 
resoun:es and capacity is now quite keen on rising modern n~ediums of comlnutlicatioa~ to 
broadcast its mcbsage to millions of Latin Americans. These theories impljcitly asswne 
that religion does not: disappear but it reappears in quite hybrid forms. Theories of religious 
competition and innovation, in other words, argue that Ihe earlier theories of secularisation 
were wrong and were too silnplistic in their assessment of the continued influence of 
religion in changing sciiiely. 
--- - 

10.5 SUMMARY -- s----- ----* --A .--" A -------=--A --.----.-,--A .------ 

We have posited that historically the Catholic Church had been rrne of the most clnnlii~arit 
institutions in Latin American society since the colonid times. flowever. witkt the advent 
of inodernising forces, its influence has begun to decline in some areas of society. The 
Catholic Church, in the cw~ent  climate of democratisation, faces challenges from other 
religious forces, such as the protestant denominations, and secular groups, such as political 
parties, labour unions, and community based popular groups Hut in light of these 
con~petitive forces, the Ghurclr has not bucked down I t  has actimally mustered its resources 
and in some cases has been able ta compete effeetivzly with other religio~rs and secular 
groups, Needless to say. all of these religious aid non-religious forces compete for the 
sane constituencies for popular support and Iegitinnacy. At the grassroots level, in various 
regions, such as Bolivia and Ve~lezuela, the Ca:holic Church has beer] qurk innovative in 
spelling out new strategies ot'popular rl~obil~sii~ion. 'Phe goal of rrraintainilig i~nfluence on 
the population remains unchanged; only the rnealls of attaining has changed, 

In the process, these innovations have given Inore credibility to the theories of religious 
competition and innovat~on. The developments have certainly not gone as predicted by 
the theories of secularisation. The bottom line is this: religion does not disappear; it appears 
in modified and synthesised forms. 

10.6 EXERCISES -- "- -"-- -."-- ..-- ** ---.-.--,.--"&-- --*.-.----=--- 

1. Examine bitically the historical role of the institution of church in latin America 
since the Iberian colonisation. 

2. What are the innovati~cs mdde by t 1 1 ~  Catholic Church both in terms of ideology and 
institutions in addressing the socio-political iss~des of contemporary Latin America? 

3. Discuss briefly the challenges faced by the Catholic Church ir: L,atit~ America. 

4. Explain briefly the theories of seculamiscrei~n icl6vaa:t to tl.1,: l~~ucfclni Latin Artlericai 




