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Since the 1930s, a number of countries in Latin America have experienced rapid
growth in the expansion of evangelical Protestantism. Has this religious change pro-
duced concomitant changes in the political landscape? Some scholars have seen the
possibility of a Weberian ‘Protestant ethic’ emerging, making the region more amen-
able to democratic capitalism. Others have argued that the ‘otherworldly’ nature of
these new (predominantly Pentecostal) evangelicals lends itself to a more apolitical
outlook and a deference to authoritarian rule. Using survey data from four countries
– Argentina, Brazil, Chile and Mexico – this study concludes that denominational
affiliation has little effect on political attitudes. The more critical factor determining
political attitudes relates to the level of church attendance, which enhances civic
engagement and trust in government.
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Introduction

Religious dynamics in Latin America have changed dramatically over the past

half-century. Once a bulwark for Roman Catholicism, the region now hosts

one of the fastest growing populations of evangelical Protestants, specifically

Pentecostals, in the world. Indeed, in countries such as Brazil and Guatemala,

the numbers of actively practising Protestants and Catholics are equal. Consid-

ering that religious values and beliefs often form the bedrock for other forms

of social behaviour, this trend begs an important question: Is the rise of evan-

gelical Protestantism having any effect on Latin America’s political and econ-

omic landscape? Given that Latin America’s evangelical population preaches

the values of thriftiness, trustworthiness and personal responsibility,1 one

might expect that the influence of this new Protestant population would

have the impact laid out in Max Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the
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Spirit of Capitalism (1904–1905), namely that Protestantism would bolster

the prospects of capitalism. And since many have argued a tight link

between a proto-capitalist class and democracy,2 Protestant denominations

could potentially form the basis for a democratic civil society.3 The perceived

minority status of Protestants may also predispose them to democracy as a

means of protecting their religious civil liberties via greater access to the

political arena.

Alternatively, some scholars have noted the otherworldly nature of Latin

American Protestantism, which they claim gives rise to political apathy and an

acceptance of authoritarianism,4 though these same authors also see laissez-

faire capitalism as congruent with this authoritarian bent. This essay tests

these various assertions regarding the linkage between denominational

affiliation and political and economic predispositions using data collected

from four countries – Argentina, Brazil, Chile and Mexico – in the World

Values Survey of 1990. This comparative analysis will also enable an indirect

test of assertions made by the ‘religious economy’ school,5 namely that

religiously pluralistic nations tend to exhibit higher amounts of religiosity.

As the results show, denominational affiliation has little impact upon support

for political and economic liberalization at the individual level. The more

salient religious feature, after controlling for standard demographic variables,

is church attendance, which appears to enhance participation in civil society in

more religiously pluralistic societies. At the aggregate level, it does appear that

the more pluralistic nations in the survey – Brazil and Chile – exhibit higher

degrees of religiosity measured along various dimensions.

A New Protestant Milieu? Theoretical Considerations

Ever since Weber laid out his famous thesis linking Calvinist theology to the

rise of capitalism, scholars have sought to explore how religious values affect

other forms of social and political behaviour. It is hard to deny that certain

religious attitudes and affiliations are linked to political behaviour. In the

United States, evangelical Christians have been linked closely with Republican

voting patterns, while Jews and Catholics have tended historically to vote

Democratic.6 In Europe, Catholic clergy in some countries have been able

to mobilize parishioners to support Christian Democratic parties at various

times, though the linkage has not been as strong as in the United States.7 In

Latin America, the close relationship between the Catholic Church and the

colonial regimes meant that Catholic leaders and their devout followers

often had strong preferences for centrist and corporatist forms of government.

During the nineteenth century, the Church fervently resisted the advance of

European liberalism and fuelled the preference of practising Catholics for

more corporatist forms of social organization. During the 1960s, a more
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progressive stream of Catholic thought emerged around the liberation theo-

logy movement.8 The general ideological thrust of this movement promoted

grassroots democracy, focusing on the construction of civil society through

small Christian base communities that would challenge the more authoritarian

status quo.9 Economically, these groups opposed capitalism and promoted

an ambiguous version of socialism. Without doubt, participants in liberation

theology and the associated base communities demonstrated a connection

between their religious and political values.

For the most part, liberation theology did not live up to the expectations of

its founders or scholars.10 Instead, a ‘new’ phenomenon – the growth of evan-

gelical Protestantism – far outpaced progressive Catholicism in terms of

adherents.11 Since this phenomenon was highly decentralized and lacked

the intellectual documentation that liberation theologians left behind,12 scho-

lars have been scrambling to delineate the potential ideological influences that

evangelical Protestants may be having on the region. But unlike a number of

the studies conducted on US and West European religious attitudes, research

on Latin American religion has been largely devoid of survey research to

support broad-based conjectures about how new theologies are shaping the

region. Aside from a few notable exceptions,13 casual observations have

substituted for a rigorous statistical examination of values and attitudes.14

Theorizing has also been noticeably lacking as most studies on Latin Ameri-

can Protestantism tends toward descriptive analysis. Nonetheless, from the

literature we can discern several testable hypotheses relating to the possible

linkage between Protestantism and political and economic preferences.

One of the more recent hypotheses to be advanced regarding religious

preferences for economic policies emanates from the Weberian tradition

linking Protestantism with a capitalist world view. The idea here is that

because Protestantism (and in particular Pentecostalism) favours direct

connections with God and a strong emphasis on individual responsibility,

Protestantism would favour the individualistic, laissez-faire values of

capitalism. Deiros notes that fundamentalist Protestants

have also promoted the doctrines of laissez-faire capitalism and the

ideological liberalism dominant in the West – a seemingly incongruous

attachment, given their support for right-wing regimes. This is

expressed in several causes or principles that capture the allegiance of

fundamentalists, including the right of private property.15

A number of scholars build upon the notion that Latin American Protes-

tants support liberal economic and political arrangements but reverse the

causality of Weber’s famous thesis. Rather than viewing religious values as

leading to certain economic and political values, scholars such as Sexton

and Goldin and Metz see individuals converting to Protestantism because it
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has values that are more congruent with the previous advance of capitalism in

the region.16 Despite the direction of causality asserted, all these authors

hypothesize that Protestants will be significantly more associated with

values supporting economic liberalization. With neo-liberal economic policies

being hotly contested throughout the region, Protestants may shift the political

debate towards more open economic policies, if this hypothesis is true. All of

this is contrasted to Catholicism, which is viewed typically as promoting more

corporatist, state-centered economic regimes. The influence of papal encycli-

cals on social justice dating back to Pius IX and the recent influences of

Vatican II and liberation theology would lead one to expect that practising

Catholics would be less favourable towards laissez-faire capitalism, holding

other socio-economic characteristics (e.g., income) constant. Even the more

theologically conservative Pope John Paul II has issued statements critical

of neo-liberalism.17

While Protestantism in Europe and the United States has tended to be

linked to an active support of political democracy,18 the same has not

been universally true for Latin American Protestants. Ireland notes that the

‘prevailing stereotype of Pentecostal crentes [believers] is that they are

apolitical conservatives who leave the injustices of the world to the Lord’s

care, privatizing public issues and giving implicit support to authoritarian

political projects’.19 After providing evidence from interviews with two

Brazilian Pentecostals he concludes that this stereotype is largely true.20 His

reasoning is largely derived from the fact that Pentecostal theology places

far greater emphasis on achieving rewards in the afterlife than in the present

world. Such a mindset creates a predilection for political apathy and

acceptance of the status quo, which in Latin America has often been author-

itarian. Deiros echoes this assertion by claiming that

fundamentalists tend to consider evangelism – in its narrower or

‘spiritual’ sense – to be the only legitimate activity of the church and

remain wary of current trends toward church involvement in political

affairs. They fear that such involvement may lead the church away from

its central evangelistic mission into a substitute religion of good works,

humanitarianism, and even political agitation . . . Because fundamental-

ists place the end of history outside of history, their social conscience is

subdued, and their organizations reinforce this oppressed conscience by

supplying a sociocultural structure which attributes a sacred character

to the state of oppression . . . Any claim for justice or liberation from

oppression is transferred to a remote eschatological future.21

This stereotype is augmented by several high profile cases wherein some

evangelicals supported dictators or political leaders with an authoritarian bent:

Efraı́n Rı́os Montt (Guatemala); Jorge Serrano Elı́as (Guatemala); the
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ARENA party (El Salvador); Augusto Pinochet (Chile) and Alberto Fujimori

(Peru). For example, Smith and Fleet argue that in Chile,

during the Pinochet years, Catholics and mainline Protestant denomina-

tions, most of which were opposed to the dictatorship, worked closely

together. In contrast, the new denominations (Pentecostals as well as

[Jehovah’s] Witnesses and Mormons) were more favorably disposed

to the military government.22

The obvious predictions from these assertions, then, are that evangelical

Protestants will be less heavily involved in civil and political society (due

to their ‘otherworldly’ perspective) and that their general mindset will

reflect more conservative political values. From the above discussion, we

can thus lay out the two following testable hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Latin American Protestants, as compared to Catholics, will have

attitudes more favourable to laissez-faire capitalism.

Hypothesis 2: Latin American Protestants are more likely to be politically con-

servative and less engaged in civil society.

Beyond testing individual attitudes across denominational affiliations, the

introduction also noted that we have the opportunity to examine indirectly

some of the claims of the religious economy school at the aggregate (national)

level of analysis. Iannaccone, Gill and Stark and Finke have asserted that reli-

giously pluralistic societies will exhibit higher levels of church participation

given that competing denominations will work harder to recruit and retain

parishioners.23 Applying Iannaccone’s work on religious human capital,24

which demonstrates that continual exposure to religion intensifies belief, we

would also assume that the aggregate level of religious intensity would

be higher in nations that are more religiously pluralistic. Likewise, if religious

values and intensity have any impact on political and economic values we

would expect that the effects would be most pronounced in the nations with

the most pluralistic religious markets.

In order to make specific cross-national predictions about religious inten-

sity based upon consideration of pluralism, it is worthwhile to review briefly

the religious and demographic backgrounds of the four nations contained in

this study. Brazil and Chile are by far the most religiously pluralistic

nations of the countries examined here. Evangelical Protestantism took hold

early in each nation and has grown rapidly since the middle of the twentieth

century. Most estimates place the percentage of evangelical Protestants in

the population (overwhelmingly Pentecostal in both cases) in the double

digits, roughly between 15 and 25 per cent of the population at the time of
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the 1990 World Values Survey.25 Brazil’s religious landscape also includes a

significant number of Afro-Brazilian spiritist religions such as Umbanda and

Candomblé. Contrast this with Argentina and Mexico, where Catholicism has

been the dominant religion until very recently, with Protestants beginning to

make substantial inroads only in the 1990s. The lack of Protestants in these

two nations results largely from regulations restricting the activities of

religious minorities. Military regimes in Argentina favourable to the Catholic

Church between 1966 and 1983 imposed severe restrictions on Protestants to

the point of expelling some foreign missionaries.26 The situation was slightly

different in Mexico wherein the revolutionary and anticlerical Constitution of

1917 severely curtailed the property and civil rights of all religious organiz-

ations, Catholics and Protestants alike. These restrictions were rolled back

when the constitution was amended in 1994.27 The comparison of these

four nations is particularly useful as demographic characteristics are not cor-

related with the religious dynamics. Both Argentina and Chile, different in

terms of religious pluralism, are ethnically homogenous nations relative to

Brazil and Mexico, also quite different with respect to religious pluralism.

And while these four nations represent the four largest economies in Latin

America, Brazil and Mexico face more acute problems of poverty and

income disparity than do the other two. This brief review of the four

nations then leads us to the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3: The more religiously pluralistic nations – Brazil and Chile –

should exhibit higher levels of religious participation and belief in comparison

with the less pluralistic nations – Mexico and Argentina.

Hypothesis 4: To the extent that religious factors play a role in shaping

political and economic attitudes, and to the extent religious pluralism

enhances the religiosity of a society, the individual level effects linking

religious variables to political and economic preferences will be more

pronounced in Brazil and Chile.

With these four hypotheses in mind, we now turn to an analysis of the data,

beginning with a comparison of the aggregate (national) level data.

Data Analysis

Using standard statistical procedures we examine the data from the 1990

World Values Survey at both the aggregate level, wherein we compare

results across nations to determine how well the predictions of the religious

economy school hold (Hypothesis 4), and at the individual level to see if

Protestants differ from Catholics to any significant degree in their political

and economic attitudes (Hypotheses 1–3). We will also look at the latter
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results in a cross-national context as an auxiliary test of the religious economy

school’s predictions (see Hypothesis 4). A detailed description of the variables

used can be found in the appendix.

Aggregate Level Analysis

Supply-side theories predict that religiosity, both in terms of belief and

activity (e.g., church attendance) will be higher in countries with greater

degrees of religious pluralism. Table 1 confirms that among the four countries

studied, Brazil and Chile have the highest degree of religious pluralism.

Brazil’s non-Catholic rate (excluding ‘no answer’ responses) is about 20 per

cent of respondents, while Chile’s rate is just under 15 per cent, figures that

correspond to casual estimates of religious affiliation. Interestingly, Chile

had a high non-response rate to the religious denomination question, which

may also account for the lower percentage of individuals refusing to

provide interviewers with a specific religious denomination (the ‘no answer’

category).28 Mexico exhibited the smallest non-Catholic population at 6.7

per cent, while Argentina registered a figure of 9.7 per cent. Note that Argen-

tina has a fairly significant Jewish population that was included in the ‘other’

category (but excluded in the regression analyses below). Notice that

Argentina did not have any respondents classifying themselves as ‘fundamen-

talist’, which would likely include evangelicals/Pentecostals.

A simple tripartite categorization of church attendance shows little support

for the supply-side hypothesis in that the countries with less pluralism register

higher levels of regular church attendance. Hypothesis 3 seems to be disproved

by this analysis. Mexico has the highest level of ‘frequent’ church attendance,

while Argentina and Brazil are statistically equal in these categories. Chile, sur-

prisingly, checks in with the lowest level of ‘frequent’ church attendance. The

high level of church attendance in Mexico may be explained by the Catholic

Church’s attempt to mobilize against an anticlerical government. In essence,

the Mexican Catholic Church did have an ideological competitor, though it

was the state, not Protestants. At the time of the survey, the Mexican Church

was mobilizing politically to have the 1917 constitution amended to allow for

greater liberties for religious organizations.29 Results for Argentina in terms

of church attendance remain a mystery. Considering that the Catholic Church

was discredited for its active participation in the military dictatorship,30 one

would expect religious participation to suffer. The low confidence score that reli-

gious institutions receive in Argentina (see Table 2) would seem to bolster this

expectation. However, this expectation might be less pronounced since most

religious participation in Argentina tends to be concentrated in the upper

classes, and the upper classes were generally more supportive of military rule.

While church attendance figures do not bolster the supply-side hypothesis,

other measures of religious belief and activity show stronger support for
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TABLE 1

RELIGIOUS CHARACTERISTICS OF SAMPLE POPULATIONS IN FOUR LATIN AMERICAN COUNTRIES, 1991

Argentina
(1978–1002)

Brazil
(1771–1781)

Chile
(1489–1500)

Mexico
(1507–1531) F or x2

Belongs to denomination (%) 84 88 82 85 25.9���

Religious denomination (%) 992.8���

Catholic 90 79.2 67.7 92.9
Mainline 2.1 3.4 0.9 3.3
Fund. 0 6.5 9.3 2.9
Other 7.6 10 4.2 0.5
NA 0.2 0.9 18.5 0.5

Church attendance (%) 216.4���

Rarely 15 33.2 35.5 21.9
Occasional 53.2 33.2 36.8 34.7
Frequently 31.8 33.7 27.7 43.4

Mean score 2.80 (1.19) 2.52 (1.59) 2.30 (1.66) 2.85 (1.52) 36.6���

Notes: Church attendance is reported in three categories for the sake of simplification. The mean score for church attendance is
calculated on the three-category response.
Standard deviations for mean scores in parentheses.
‘Other’ religious denomination excludes Jewish, Hindu and Buddhist. May include Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons,
other non-traditional Protestant sects, Afro-Brazilian spiritists (Umbanda, Candomblé), or other indigenous religions.
NA ¼ no answer.
Church attendance index represents a five-point scale with 5 ¼ highest attendance.

���Significant at the 0.001 level.
Source: World Values Survey 1991.



supply-side hypotheses (see Table 2), in support of hypothesis 3. While lower

in church attendance, Brazilians and Chileans reveal themselves as more

likely to pray than individuals in the other two countries. Likewise, on

measures of the importance of God and one’s religion, Brazil and Chile reg-

ister significantly higher scores. A composite index of various religious belief

indicators (see appendix) also indicates that Brazil and Chile have higher

levels of religiosity, supporting the supply-side theory. One additional

measure – confidence in one’s own church – reveals the predicted pattern.

In the three countries where the Catholic Church was relatively autonomous

from the state – Brazil, Chile and Mexico – a confidence in religious organ-

izations is high. Moreover, confidence in churches was high in the two most

pluralistic environments, Brazil and Chile. Argentina scores particularly low

on this category, which is not surprising given the Catholic Church’s close

affiliation with an unpopular dictatorship and monopoly status.31

Individual Level Analysis

Linear regression analysis is used to examine the relationship between reli-

gious affiliation and economic and political attitude among individual respon-

dents. Realizing that a respondent’s political attitudes can be shaped by a

myriad of factors beyond religious affiliation and practice, regression allows

us to observe the relative weight of religious variables when other demo-

graphic variables are held constant.32 It should be noted that the total

amount of the variance in respondents’ attitudes is quite low (with R2

values often below 0.10). This is not uncommon in survey data given that

the level of ambiguity in some of the attitudinal questions leads to greater

TABLE 2

RELIGIOUS CHARACTERISTICS OF SAMPLE POPULATIONS IN FOUR LATIN

AMERICAN COUNTRIES, 1991

Argentina
(1978–2002)

Brazil
(1771–1781)

Chile
(1489–1500)

Mexico
(1507–1531) F

How often pray 2.6 (1.6) 3.4 (1.1) 3.0 (1.3) 2.8 (1.3) 98.7���

Religiosity index 20.2 (8.2) 24.6 (4.9) 22.7 (6.1) 21.6 (7.1) 113.5���

How important
God

7.9 (2.7) 9.4 (1.6) 8.6 (2.3) 8.1 (2.5) 135.0���

How important
religion

2.9 (1.1) 3.4 (0.9) 3.2 (0.9) 3.0 (0.9) 75.2���

Confidence in
your Church

1.5 (1.1) 2.1 (1.0) 2.2 (0.9) 2.1 (0.9) 126.5���

Notes: Standard deviations for mean scores in parentheses.
Higher figures for all scales represent higher levels of the variable.

���Significant at the 0.001 level.
Source: World Values Survey 1991.
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random variation in responses. Three different regression models were esti-

mated for four different dependent variables across each of the four different

countries (see Tables 3–6). The four dependent variables are: Economic

Libertarian Index; Left-Right Ideological Scale; Civil Society Participation

Index; and a Trust in Government Index. The segmentation of the regression

models into different countries allows for a cross-national comparison to see

whether religious factors play a more salient role in the formation of political

and economic attitudes for individuals in some countries relative to others.

This allows us to better test Hypothesis 5 wherein we predicted religious

factors would play a greater role in shaping other attitudes in more religiously

diverse and competitive environments. Different models within each

country subdivision were calculated to explore the different dimensions of

religiosity while avoiding problems of multicollinearity. For instance,

model III goes beyond merely looking at denominational affiliation and

seeks to isolate Protestants and Catholics who are regular churchgoers.

Definitions of all variables used can be found in the appendix.

Overall, the central finding for this essay is that denominational affiliation

had little impact on economic and political attitudes. Latin American Protes-

tants and Catholics do not differ substantially in their political or economic

preferences. Factors such as age, gender and socio-economic status carry

much more explanatory weight in these models than denominational

affiliation.33 In other words, the data disproved hypotheses 1 and 2 that

asserted Protestants would be qualitatively different in their attitudes than

Catholics or the society at large. Even when specifically examining Protestants

with a high degree of church attendance we see little difference between others

in society. Such a finding may not, at initial glance, appear all that sexy for

social scientists; scholars generally prefer ‘positive’ results that confirm the

hypotheses they specify. However, scientific inquiry – and hence our knowl-

edge about the social world – also relies upon finding evidence that disproves

longstanding notions about what we think is true. This is especially the case

when new forms of evidence – in this case survey results from four countries

– are brought to bear on assertions based on other (often less rigorous)

methodologies. The one exception to this overall finding occurs in Chile

wherein Protestants have less favourable attitudes towards libertarian

economic values as compared to non-Protestants. Mexican Protestants

tended to be more favourable towards economic libertarianism, though the

results were only significant at the 0.10 level.

This overall conclusion, that denominational affiliation is not correlated

with the predicted political and economic attitudes, does not mean that reli-

gion is unimportant. Several interesting findings should be pointed out.

Perhaps the most striking result is that in the two nations with the greatest

degree of religious competition – Brazil and Chile – church attendance is
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TABLE 3

OLS REGRESSIONS, FOUR LATIN AMERICAN COUNTRIES, 1991 (DEPENDENT VARIABLE: LIBERTARIAN INDEX)

Mexico Argentina Brazil Chile

Model I II III I II III I II III I II III

Gender 20.006 20.010 0.015 0.073 0.080 0.080 0.144��� 0.152��� 0.150��� 0.052 0.051 0.039
Age 0.128�� 0.128�� 0.121�� 0.110 0.129† 0.148� 0.166��� 0.164��� 0.187��� 0.098�� 0.092�� 0.085��

Age finished
school

0.080† 0.085† 0.091� 0.048 0.053 0.054 20.027 20.018 20.014 0.012 0.003 20.032

Income scale 0.082� 0.076† 0.077� 0.084 0.086 0.108 0.041 0.054 0.047 0.062† 0.069� 0.110���

Town size 20.076† 20.094� 20.072† 0.025 0.026 0.025 20.034 20.040 20.035 20.016 20.018 20.007
Parent

socialization
20.011 20.022 20.022 0.025 0.016 0.002 0.070� 0.055† 0.078� 0.010 0.007 0.018

Underemployed 0.035 0.034 0.034 0.026 0.028 0.034 20.025 20.025 0.004 0.005 0.005 20.019
Professional 20.017 20.018 20.038 0.158� 0.157� 0.135� 0.090�� 0.088� 0.103 0.063† 0.067� 0.057†

Raised religious 20.021 20.023 0.008 20.004 20.030 20.007 0.001 0.003 0.008 0.024 0.023 0.023
Prayer frequency 0.001 0.009 0.000 0.062 0.042 0.078 20.025 20.050 20.006 20.018 20.017 0.006
Left-right

ideology
0.088� 0.066 0.079� 0.072 0.085 0.096 0.029 0.020 0.008 0.059 0.060† 0.070�

Religious belief 0.024 – – 20.024 – – 20.077� – 20.081� 0.003 – –
Church

attendance
20.037 20.021 – 20.045 20.054 – 0.009 20.008 – 0.077� 0.071� –



Protestant 0.074† 0.068† – 0.090 0.085 – 0.043 0.041 – 20.082� 20.085�� –
Importance

religion
– 20.046 20.001 – 20.001 0.007 – 0.021 – – 0.054 0.059

Importance of
God

– 0.024 0.048 – 0.014 0.026 – 0.028 – – 20.033 20.067†

Catholic high
attendance

– – 20.018 – – 20.083 – – 20.007 – – 0.047

Protestant high
attendance

– – 0.067† – – 0.070 – – 0.056† – – 20.031

Sample size 654 637 721 270 263 273 883 877 1003 992 983 1201
Adjusted R2 0.026 0.023 0.025 0.019 0.019 0.024 0.060 0.057 0.072 0.025 0.028 0.033
F 2.297�� 2.012� 2.281�� 1.403 1.335 1.474 5.075��� 4.617��� 6.628��� 2.851��� 2.940��� 3.745���

Notes: Positive coefficients indicate a preference for political/economic liberalization.
Beta coefficients (excluding constant term) reported.
Collinearity diagnostics showed VIF , 2.0 for all independent variables in all models.

†p , 0.10.
�p , 0.05.
��p , 0.01.
���p , 0.001 two-tailed tests.
Source: World Values Survey 1991.



TABLE 4

OLS REGRESSIONS, FOUR LATIN AMERICAN COUNTRIES, 1991 (DEPENDENT VARIABLE: LEFT-RIGHT IDEOLOGY)

Mexico Argentina Brazil Chile

Model I II III I II III I II III I II III

Gender 20.035 20.033 20.041 0.088 0.102 0.112 20.080� 20.073� 20.052 20.103�� 20.089 20.051
Age 0.019 0.028 0.017 0.008 20.018 0.010 0.157��� 0.151��� 0.171��� 0.028 0.023 0.036
Age finished

school
0.029 0.041 0.021 20.111 20.106 20.092 20.054 20.047 20.072� 0.054 0.055 0.035

Income scale 0.062 0.054 0.045 0.150� 0.140� 0.142� 0.009 0.009 0.017 0.024 0.034 0.063�

Town size 20.072† 20.073† 20.085� 0.038 0.027 0.035 0.011 0.016 20.003 20.048 20.046 20.043
Parent

socialization
0.007 0.019 0.008 20.040 20.030 20.016 0.051 0.058† 0.051 0.042 0.051 0.007

Underemployed 20.018 20.021 20.047 0.114† 0.118† 0.139� 20.020 20.016 20.013 0.047 0.050 0.058†

Professional 20.087� 20.078† 20.056 20.034 20.036 20.062 20.103�� 20.106�� 20.090�� 20.039 20.043 20.021
Raised religious 0.075† 0.064 0.022 0.061 0.085 0.069 0.042 0.043 0.029 20.028 20.030 20.002
Prayer

frequency
0.078† 0.022 0.059 20.033 20.006 0.018 0.000 20.020 20.001 0.060† 0.035 0.094��

Religious belief 0.022 – – 0.082 – – 0.049 – – 0.017 – –
Church

attendance
0.080† 0.061 – 0.157� 0.174�� – 0.047 0.044 – 20.006 20.016 –



Protestant 20.059 20.056 – 20.115† 20.113† – 20.034 20.027 – 20.029 20.032 –
Importance

religion
– 0.031 0.035 – 0.097 0.098 – 0.041 0.052 – 0.005 20.032

Importance of
God

– 0.150��� 0.215��� – 20.082 20.053 – 0.067† 0.039 – 0.098�� 0.138���

Catholic high
attendance

– – 0.061 – – 0.107† – – 0.041 – – 0.002

Protestant high
attendance

– – 20.022 – – 20.075 – – 0.031 – – 20.005

Sample size 658 641 725 271 264 274 885 879 1000 993 984 1202
Adjusted R2 0.031 0.052 0.103 0.042 0.043 0.033 0.051 0.054 0.060 0.018 0.025 0.044
F 20.633��� 30.571��� 70.093��� 10.953� 10.892� 10.700 40.747��� 40.657��� 50.603��� 20.445�� 20.811��� 40.986���

Notes: Higher coefficients indicate greater preference for right-wing ideology.
Beta coefficients (excluding constant term) reported.
Collinearity diagnostics showed VIF , 2.0 for all independent variables in all models.

†p , 0.10.
�p , 0.05.
��p , 0.01.
���p , 0.001 two-tailed tests.
Source: World Values Survey 1991.



TABLE 5

OLS REGRESSIONS, FOUR LATIN AMERICAN COUNTRIES, 1991 (DEPENDENT VARIABLE: CIVIC SOCIETY PARTICIPATION INDEX)

Mexico Argentina Brazil Chile

Model I II III I II III I II III I II III

Gender 0.025 0.024 0.019 0.148�� 0.141� 0.132� 0.047 0.051 0.047 0.110��� 0.113��� 0.087��

Age 20.040 20.037 20.038 0.067 0.033 0.026 20.029 20.035 20.029 0.000 20.011 20.005
Age finished

school
20.003 0.017 0.008 0.169�� 0.137� 0.145� 0.085� 0.091�� 0.091�� 0.045 0.042 0.053†

Income scale 0.128��� 0.128��� 0.107�� 0.080 0.092† 0.078 0.059† 0.070� 0.061† 0.069� 0.077� 0.069�

Town size 0.056 0.064† 0.056 0.001 20.004 20.003 20.032 20.032 20.045 20.046 20.040 20.041
Parent

socialization
0.025 0.024 0.022 20.027 20.014 20.016 0.034 0.020 0.017 0.058† 0.053† 0.081��

Underemployed 20.015 20.020 20.013 0.074 0.085 0.084 20.044 20.046 20.030 0.039 0.042 0.010
Professional 0.013 0.020 20.004 0.073 0.081 0.083 0.052 0.054† 0.056† 0.072� 0.075� 0.058�

Raised religious 0.020 0.010 0.037 20.058 20.021 20.031 0.049 0.046 0.058� 0.038 0.035 0.026
Prayer

frequency
0.073† 0.046 0.065 0.062 0.127� 0.132� 0.026 0.006 0.052† 0.061† 0.047 0.053†

Religious belief 20.091� – 20.078† 20.065 – – 20.061† – 20.064� 20.050 – 20.083��

Church
attendance

0.057 0.036 – 0.001 0.007 – 0.174��� 0.157��� – 0.111��� 0.099�� –



Protestant 20.030 20.030 – 20.017 20.015 – 0.055† 0.047 – 20.020 20.030 –
Importance

religion
– 20.004 – – 20.053 20.054 – 0.050 – – 0.036 –

Importance of
God

– 0.011 – – 20.025 20.007 – 0.003 – – 20.013 –

Catholic high
attendance

– – 0.032 – – 0.039 – – 0.087�� – – 0.054†

Protestant high
attendance

– – 0.000 – – 20.034 – – 0.115��� – – 0.030

Sample size 821 801 917 416 407 428 1026 1019 1170 1144 1132 1389
Adjusted R2 0.024 0.017 0.014 0.052 0.045 0.047 0.055 0.053 0.046 0.042 0.041 0.038
F 20.581�� 20.031� 10.979� 20.812��� 20.416�� 20.552�� 50.648��� 50.166��� 50.368��� 40.946��� 40.489��� 50.260���

Notes: Positive coefficients indicate greater participation in autonomous civic organizations.
Beta coefficients (excluding constant term) reported.
Collinearity diagnostics showed VIF , 2.0 for all independent variables in all models.

†p , 0.10.
�p , 0.05.
��p , 0.01.
���p , 0.001 two-tailed tests.
Source: World Values Survey 1991.



TABLE 6

OLS REGRESSIONS, FOUR LATIN AMERICAN COUNTRIES, 1991 (DEPENDENT VARIABLE: TRUST IN GOVERNMENT)

Mexico Argentina Brazil Chile

Model I II III I II III I II III I II III

Gender 20.001 0.009 0.012 0.071 0.079 0.097 20.007 20.006 20.014 0.081� 0.094� 0.045
Age 20.016 20.008 20.010 0.071 0.052 0.060 0.038 0.039 0.039 0.111��� 0.113��� 0.096��

Age finished
school

20.100� 20.091� 20.099� 20.201�� 20.189� 20.181� 20.032 20.037 20.020 20.069† 20.069† 20.065�

Income scale 0.072† 0.070† 0.081� 20.072 20.081 20.067 20.142��� 20.158��� 20.131���20.021 20.017 20.014
Town size 20.048 20.054 20.037 20.001 0.005 20.008 20.057† 20.050 20.069� 20.018 20.021 20.004
Parent

socialization
20.092� 20.095� 20.067† 20.049 20.034 20.016 0.057† 0.078� 0.059† 0.042 0.056† 0.014

Underemployed 20.016 20.027 20.030 20.003 0.004 0.015 20.009 20.009 20.022 0.038 0.035 20.003
Professional 0.017 0.015 0.006 20.038 20.059 20.031 20.088�� 20.089�� 20.091�� 20.038 20.044 20.045
Left-right

ideology
0.084� 0.057 0.077� 0.078 0.093 0.087 0.209��� 0.215��� 0.208��� 0.101��� 0.089�� 0.112���

Raised religious 20.088� 20.086� 20.089� 0.038 0.055 0.034 20.032 20.039 20.012 0.018 0.014 0.024
Prayer

frequency
0.081� 0.074 0.072 0.034 0.031 0.018 0.035 0.049 0.035 0.013 0.009 0.060†

Religious belief 0.068 – – 0.150� – 0.142� 0.134��� – 0.151��� 0.119��� – 0.133���



Church
attendance

0.117�� 0.115�� – 20.009 0.014 – 0.085�� 0.105�� – 0.023 0.018 –

Protestant 20.051 20.042 – 0.015 0.015 – 20.019 20.005 – 20.026 20.014 –
Importance

religion
– 0.103� 0.136��� – 0.023 – – 0.048 – – 0.062† –

Importance of
God

– 0.039 0.057 – 0.092 – – 20.012 – – 0.086� –

Catholic high
attendance

– – 0.058 – – 0.001 – – 0.056† – – 0.021

Protestant high
attendance

– – 0.041 – – 0.037 – – 0.041 – – 20.012

Sample size 646 629 705 266 260 277 871 865 985 988 979 1210
Adjusted R2 0.058 0.067 0.083 0.092 0.081 0.081 0.164 0.150 0.165 0.055 0.053 0.071
F 30.887��� 40.061��� 50.324��� 30.033��� 20.621��� 20.835��� 130.37��� 110.37��� 150.06��� 50.203��� 40.718��� 70.676���

Notes: Positive coefficients indicate greater trust in governmental institutions.Beta coefficients (excluding constant term) reported.
Collinearity diagnostics showed VIF , 2.0 for all independent variables in all models.

†p , 0.10.
�p , 0.05.
��p , 0.01.
���p , 0.001 two-tailed tests.
Source: World Values Survey 1991.



highly correlated with participation in civic society; the more people attend

church, the more they are likely to participate in other civic groups in

society (see Table 5). Indeed, this is the strongest predictor of civic engagement

in Brazil and is equivalent to gender in Chile. This is an important result given

that many have argued that civic engagement forms the bedrock for a

functioning democratic society.34 Table 6 also reveals that people who have

intense religious beliefs are more likely to trust the government in Brazil

and Chile. Church attendance also plays an important role in fostering trust

in the government in Mexico and Brazil. To the extent that a basic level of

trust in governing institutions is vital for a functioning democracy, religion

may be said to be laying the groundwork for more open and stable political

institutions. Of course, blind trust in a government could lend itself to a vul-

nerability to authoritarian rule; questioning authority and a healthy scepticism

of one’s rulers are also vital for democratic governance. What is interesting,

though, and contrary to the assertions of Deiros,35 is that Protestants are not

more likely than Catholics to exhibit trust in the government. Therefore,

what Deiros saw as a passive trustworthiness in one’s government among

evangelical Protestants in Latin America may well be true for active

Catholics; the effect is not denominational specific but is rather based upon

one’s immersion in religious belief and practice.

As for one’s political ideology (see Table 4), the more a respondent

considers God to be important in Mexico and Chile, the more likely they

are to be conservative. In both cases, the ‘importance of God’ variable was

the best predictor of one’s political leanings, even outweighing demographic

features typically related to ideology (e.g., gender, age). In Argentina, church

attendance is also correlated with conservative political values. Since most

Argentines were declared Catholics, and given the anti-progressive nature

of the Church hierarchy, this result comes as no surprise. Correspondingly,

Protestants tended to be more to the left of Catholics in Argentina.

Conclusion

When evidence from the 1990 World Values Survey is viewed in whole, it is

clear that Weber is not at work in Latin America, at least in terms of the

culturally defining role of Protestantism. Statements to the effect that

evangelical Protestants are dramatically altering the political and economic

landscape – either by making it more amenable or less amenable to classical

liberal values – are, according to the evidence seen here, overdrawn. In most

cases, Protestants and Catholics do not differ dramatically in their political and

economic attitudes. Such a finding goes against what many have written about

Protestant movements in the past, though corresponds with other survey

research conducted on Protestant beliefs in Central America.36 To some
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extent, religion tended to play a more salient role in the more religiously

diverse countries of Brazil and Chile, though Mexico too witnessed some

interplay between religious belief (and practice) and attitudinal measures.

The adversarial history of church and state in Mexico over the past century

would naturally motivate the clergy to mobilize their parishioners in the

face of legal hostility to their institution. What we can learn from this cross-

national variation is that future studies of religious values should consider

the institutional and structural context of the situation under observation.

Values and norms do not arise in a vacuum, but can be shaped by the

institutional incentives facing individuals at any particular moment or place.

As this research has shown, there is a connection between different forms

of ‘religious economies’ and the nature and strength of religious values and

how those values shape political attitudes. For too long, research agendas

examining either culture or institutions have remained separate from one

another. Developing and testing a comprehensive theory of how both

culture and institutions affect one another will be invaluable to the study of

religion and politics, not to mention the realm of social science more

generally.
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APPENDIX: DESCRIPTION OF VARIABLES AND INDICES

Gender 0 ¼ female; 1 ¼ male
Age Actual age of respondent (0–99).
Age finished school 10-point scale with higher scores representing greater

schooling.
Income scale 10-point scale with higher scores representing greater

income.
Professional employee 0 ¼ not professional; 1 ¼ professional. Professional

includes white collar, managerial, educational and govern-
ment employees.

Size of Town 8-point scale with higher scores representing larger towns/
cities.

Married 0 ¼ not currently married; 1 ¼ currently married.
Underemployed 0 ¼ not underemployed; 1 ¼ underemployed (unemployed

or working less than 30 hrs. per week).
Church attendance 0 ¼ never; 1 ¼ rarely; 2 ¼ occasionally (holidays);

3 ¼ monthly; (regression analyses only)�; 4 ¼ weekly;
5 ¼ more than once a week.

Raised religious 0 ¼ not raised religious; 1 ¼ raised religious.
Frequency of prayer 0 ¼ never; 1 ¼ crisis only; 2 ¼ rarely; 3 ¼ sometimes;

4 ¼ often.
Protestant 0 ¼ not Protestant; 1 ¼ Protestant (incl. mainline, evangeli-

cal and ‘other’).
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Left-right ideology 10-point scale with 1 ¼ far left and 10 ¼ far right.
Importance of religion 1 ¼ not at all; 2 ¼ not very; 3 ¼ quite; 4 ¼ very important.
Importance of God 10-point scale with 1 ¼ not at all important and 10 ¼ very

important.
Catholic high

attendance
1 ¼ Catholic with weekly or weekly þ church attendance;
0 ¼ otherwise.

Protestant high
attendance

1 ¼ Protestant with weekly or weekly þ church attendance;
0 ¼ otherwise.

Confidence in church 0 ¼ none at all; 1 ¼ not very much; 2 ¼ quite a lot; 3 ¼ a
great deal.

Religious Belief Index (cumulative score of the following response categories).
The following responses were coded as 21 ¼ not agree;
0 ¼ neither; þ1 ¼ agree:
Life is meaningful because God exists.

Death has a meaning only if you believe in God.

Sorrow and suffering only have meaning if you believe in
God.
The following responses were coded as 0 ¼ no; 1 ¼ yes:

Belief in God

. . . life after death

. . . a soul

. . . the devil

. . . hell

. . . heaven

. . . sin

. . . resurrection from the dead

. . . reincarnation

Libertarian Index (Cumulative score of the following response categories; 10-
point scale of opposing values where 10 ¼ greater prefer-
ence for libertarian alternative):
Incomes should be equal vs greater incentives for individual
effort.
Government ownership of business vs private ownership of
business.
State should take responsibility for welfare vs. individuals
should be responsible.
Competition is harmful vs competition is good.

Hard work isn’t rewarded vs hard work is eventually
rewarded.
Zero-sum wealth creation vs. positive-sum wealth creation.

Civic Society
Participation Index

(Cumulative score of following response categories where
0 ¼ does not belong and 1 ¼ belongs to listed organization;
all organizations refer to non-governmental organizations).
Civil Society Index 1 includes all groups listed below.
Civil Society Index 2 excludes participation in religious
groups.
Social welfare services

Education, arts, music or culture

Local community action on political/social issues
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Third-World development or human rights

Conservation/environment/ecology

Youth groups

Sports and recreation

Women’s groups

Peace movement

Animal rights

Voluntary health organizations

Other groups

Government Trust
Index

(Cumulative score for the following response categories
were 0 ¼ no trust at all; 1 ¼ not very much trust;
2 ¼ quite a lot of trust; 3 ¼ a great deal of trust):

The armed forces

The education system

The legal system

The police

Parliament (national legislature)

Civil service

Accepted for publication March 2004.

Author’s address for correspondence: Anthony Gill, Political Science, Box 353530, University of
Washington, Seattle, WA 98195-3530, USA.

WEBER IN LATIN AMERICA 65


