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T h e process of re l ig ious conver s ions to P ro t e s t an t i sm is w i d e s p r e a d a n d r a p i d in 
the u n d e r d e v e l o p e d w o r l d , a n d the n u m b e r s in L a t i n A m e r i c a a re especia l ly 
s ign i f ican t (Stoll 1990). It a f fec ts u r b a n a n d ru ra l peoples of v a r i e d cu l t u r a l a n d 
ecologica l b a c k g r o u n d s . Of t en , m a j o r e conomic changes a re e i the r a t t r i b u t e d or 
re la ted to t h e s ign i f i can t ideological shif t associa ted w i t h re l ig ious conve r s ion . T h e 
n a t u r e of the changes t ak ing p lace as ind iv idua l s or fami l ies c o n v e r t is c o m p l e x . 
In L a t i n A m e r i c a , a n d pa r t i cu la r ly in G u a t e m a l a , peop le m a y c o n v e r t for reasons 
as va r i ed as the p o p u l a r i t y of a P ro tes tan t pol i t ica l l eader (p re s iden t R ios M o n t ) , 
an e a r t h q u a k e , and the ongo ing v io lence (Ann i s 1987). N a s h (1960) f o u n d 
a lcohol i sm to be one of t h e m a j o r reasons for conve r s ions , a n d re fe rs to 
P ro t e s t an t i sm as the Alcohol ics A n o n y m o u s of M a y a Ind i ans . E c o n o m i c ( R e d f ield 
1962; Wassers t rom 1976; Br in tna l l 1979), pol i t ical (Fal la 1980), a n d social reasons 
( R e i n a a n d Schwar t z 1974) have b e e n c i ted as the basis for conve r s ion to 
P ro t e s t an t i sm in the a rea . 

Some scholars have p o i n t e d to the t e n d e n c y of s tud ies to p r o v i d e l imi ted 
a t t en t ion to e x p e r i e n c e , d i scourse analys is , and o the r processes of i d e n t i t y c h a n g e 
w i t h i n w h i c h conve r s ion m a y be u n d e r s t o o d (He i r i ch 1977; Snow a n d M a c h a l e k 
1984; T a y l o r 1976). His to r ica l accoun t s of P ro te s t an t i sm ' s i n t r o d u c t i o n to L a t i n 
A m e r i c a n coun t r i e s ( i .e . , G a r r a r d B u r n e t t 1990; Stoll 1990; Rose and B r o w e r 1990) 
e l abora te on the type of d i scourse tha t d i f f e r en t d e n o m i n a t i o n s use in the i r 
mis s iona ry en t e rp r i s e s , o f ten t h r o u g h d e v e l o p m e n t or e d u c a t i o n p ro j ec t s . T h e 
associa t ion of e c o n o m i c d e v e l o p m e n t t h r o u g h progress a n d m o d e r n i z a t i o n w i t h 
P r o t e s t a n t i s m has b e e n expl ic i t in the t each ings of P ro te s t an t miss ionar ies a n d 
wr i t e r s (Denn i s 1906) a n d t h e social a n d economic benef i t s of associa t ing w i t h 
Pro tes tan t s is e m p h a s i z e d by n u m e r o u s recen t s tud ies (e.g. , T a p p 1989; M a n n i n g 
1980; G r e e n 1978). 

In the case of wes t e rn G u a t e m a l a discussed b e l o w , the connec t i ons of t r a d e , 
cap i t a l i za t ion , and conve r s ion are a p p a r e n t . As sugges ted , the reasons for 
conve r s ion are c o m p l e x , and whi le the i r iden t i f i ca t ion is i m p o r t a n t , so are the 
impl i ca t ions of the r a p i d change and the way in w h i c h it is t ak ing p lace (Sco tchmer 
1986). T h e ra te of re l ig ious change h igh l igh ts the d e e p e r changes tha t a re t ak ing 
p lace at all levels of socie ty a n d m a y ind i rec t ly af fec t f u r t h e r changes . T h e 
impres s ive s h o w i n g of P ro tes tan t cand ida t e s in t h e na t iona l e lec t ions of 1990 is 
s ign i f i can t , as it ref lects the c o n t i n u a t i o n of conse rva t ive t r e n d s w i t h i n a 
f r a m e w o r k of N o r t h A m e r i c a n , f ree m a r k e t , and m o d e r n i z a t i o n d i scourse in the 
mids t of r ep ress ion . T h e n e w pol i t ical a l l iances of ten ove r l ap w i t h re l ig ious a n d 
e c o n o m i c in te res t s tha t p resen t ly serve the in teres ts of re la t ive ly f ew M a y a n 
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I n d i a n s . H o w e v e r , convers ions and the seeming ly c o r r e s p o n d i n g conse rva t i ve 
ideo logy ar i se f r o m all sectors of the same popu la t ion . Mayas tha t w e r e long 
r ep re s sed call n o w for "order" wi th the in famous impl ica t ions tha t this m a y have 
in G u a t e m a l a . Peop le w h o are chang ing occupa t ions , a re e x p e r i e n c i n g a 
r e d e f i n i t i o n of values and pr ior i t ies (Go ld in , in press) . E t h n i c iden t i t i e s a n d n e w 
class f o r m a t i o n s a re fo rc ing peop le to ques t ion themselves and the i r n e i g h b o r s . 
T h e s t u d y of conver s ion seems to be one way of e luc ida t ing p r o f o u n d social a n d 
e c o n o m i c t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s . 1 

H e r e w e cons ide r re l ig ious change as one var iab le in a g a m u t of r e l a t ed cu l tu ra l 
changes . By ana lyz ing the va lue s t a t ement s of bo th Cathol ics and P ro te s t an t s , we 
are ab le to iden t i fy a subs tan t ia l g r o u p of Mayas tha t have e x p e r i e n c e d i m p o r t a n t 
i d e o l o g i c a l / c u l t u r a l changes of ten associated w i th P ro te s t an t i sm and the P ro tes tan t 
E t h i c . Th i s is f u r t h e r r evea led in the analysis of people ' s d iscuss ions of the i r 
dec is ions to c o n v e r t or to r e m a i n Cathol ic as they assessed the i r o w n lives. We 
exp lo re the poss ibi l i ty tha t m a n y nonconve r t s w h o hold pos i t ive v iews of 
P ro tes tan t s have "accepted" (in the language of Pro tes tan ts ) the n e w m o r a l code , 
a n d h a v e r e s h a p e d the i r wor ld v iews to co inc ide wi th those of P ro tes tan t s . 
H o w e v e r , these ind iv idua l s have no t fo rmal ly c o n v e r t e d , as this wou ld i m p l y a 
p u b l i c c o m m i t m e n t to a l i festyle w i th w h i c h it is d i f f icu l t to comply . In this sense , 
d e c l a r e d re l ig ious af f i l ia t ion m a y m e a n little w h e n e x a m i n i n g the re la t ion b e t w e e n 
social p rac t i ce and wor ld v iew. These pe rcep t ions a re a c o m m e n t a r y on the process 
of social a n d cu l tu ra l c h a n g e , re f lec t ing c o n c u r r e n t processes of a c c o m m o d a t i o n 
a n d f r i c t ion . 

Issues of re l ig ious c h a n g e in the c o m m u n i t y or persona l conver s ion arose in the 
c o n t e x t of e l ic i t ing life h is tor ies . It is in this f r a m e w o r k tha t peop le chose to ta lk 
a b o u t c h a n g e , e c o n o m i c i m p r o v e m e n t , the favorab le pos i t ion of the t o w n w i t h 
r e spec t to o the r s in the r eg ion , and the changes the t o w n has u n d e r g o n e in the last 
50 years . Re l ig ious c h a n g e summar i ze s for m a n y the overal l r a t iona l iza t ion of a 
b r o a d e r , m o r e p r o f o u n d cu l tu ra l change w h i c h people a re in the process of 
e x p e r i e n c i n g . 

R E S E A R C H S E T T I N G A N D M E T H O D O L O G Y 

T h e da t a for this s t udy were col lected b e t w e e n 1988 and the s u m m e r of 1990 in 
A l m o l o n g a , G u a t e m a l a , w h e r e G o l d i n began research in 1980. Based on ca tegor ies 
e x t r a c t e d f r o m qua l i t a t ive f i e ldwork , a ques t ionna i re was admin i s t e r ed to a r a n d o m 
sample of 10 per cen t of the popu la t i on in 1988. T h e su rvey cove red e c o n o m i c and 
ideologica l issues to p r o v i d e a genera l f r a m e w o r k for the analysis of soc iocu l tu ra l 
and e c o n o m i c change . Ques t ions address ing people ' s v iews of the i r o w n re l ig ion 
and e t h n i c i t y a n d those of o thers w e r e inc luded . Ca tho l ic and Pro tes tan t local 
i n t e r v i e w e r s were e m p l o y e d to c o n d u c t the su rvey in the na t ive language (Qu iche ) . 
G o l d i n c o n d u c t e d m o r e in tens ive in te rv iews wi th a subse t of heads of househo lds 
p rev ious ly iden t i f i ed in the su rvey . T h e famil ies r ep re sen ted househo lds tha t , 
whi le h a v i n g c o m p a r a b l e e conomic b a c k g r o u n d s in the i r g r a n d p a r e n t s ' gene ra t i on , 
w e r e economica l ly d i f f e r en t i a t ed in 1990. All life h is tor ies col lec ted in the 
s u m m e r of 1990 addressed re l igion in the con tex t of d iscuss ing people ' s l i fes tyles , 
m a j o r life c ha nges , or the p rob lems they had or c o n t i n u e to have at the t ime of o u r 
r e sea rch . T h e col lec t ion of life his tor ies was not i n t e n d e d to in f luence i n f o r m a n t s ' 
answers to spec i f ic ques t ions a b o u t re l igion or re l igious c h a n g e , bu t to a l low t h e m 
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to p lace each s ign i f ican t life e v e n t in the con t ex t they felt mos t c o m f o r t a b l e . T h e 
con t ex t in w h i c h discuss ions a b o u t re l ig ion arose p r o v i d e d c lues for the 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g of peop le ' s p e r c e p t i o n s , the process of re l ig ious c h a n g e , a n d the 
impl i ca t ions for cu l tu ra l change . Mos t r e sponden t s w h o had e x p e r i e n c e d w h a t they 
cons ide red benef ic ia l e c o n o m i c changes in the i r l ives , h a d also c o n v e r t e d to 
P ro t e s t an t i sm . 

With a p o p u l a t i o n of a p p r o x i m a t e l y 12,000 peop le , of w h o m 99 pe r cen t a re 
Q u i c h e M a y a ded i ca t ed to ho r t i cu l t u r e and t r a d e , A l m o l o n g a is c o n v e n i e n t l y 
loca ted a b o u t f ive k i lome te r s sou th of Q u e t z a l t e n a n g o , the second largest c i ty in 
G u a t e m a l a ( a p p r o x i m a t e p o p u l a t i o n 100,000) . T h e road b e t w e e n A l m o l o n g a a n d 
Q u e t z a l t e n a n g o was p a v e d in 1983, m a k i n g c o m m u n i c a t i o n w i t h the rest of the 
r eg ion eas ier and m o r e f r equen t . A l m o l o n g a holds its w e e k l y m a r k e t on Sa tu rdays 
w h e n large wholesa le of vege tab les takes p lace jus t ou t s ide the local m a r k e t . T h e 
peop le of A l m o l o n g a h a d been k n o w n to t r ade a n d p r o d u c e some vege tab les 
t h r o u g h o u t the colonia l years . H o w e v e r , at t he b e g i n n i n g of this c e n t u r y t h e y w e r e 
d e d i c a t e d to the g r o w i n g of alfalfa as fodde r and to the p rov i s ion of g raz ing f ie lds 
for an ima l s t aken f r o m the n o r t h to the sou th coast . T h e i r vege tab le p r o d u c t i o n 
t o d a y , one of the largest in the c o u n t r y (Go ld in 1989), is tota l ly o r i e n t e d t o w a r d s 
sale in the m a r k e t s . Several profess ional t r aders have l i t t le land b u t h a v e been able 
to a c c u m u l a t e cons ide rab le capi ta l f r o m the i r c o m m e r c i a l en t e rp r i se s . As a w h o l e , 
A l m o l o n g u e n o s a re cons ide red to be qu i t e p rogress ive a n d b e t t e r off t h a n o t h e r 
peop le in the r eg ion . 

T h e resul t s of o u r su rvey suggest tha t a p p r o x i m a t e l y 52 pe r cen t of the 
p o p u l a t i o n of A l m o l o n g a is Ca tho l i c and 48 per cen t P r o t e s t a n t . 2 T h i s con t ras t s 
w i th the f i n d i n g tha t d u r i n g the gene ra t ion of the p a r e n t s of the p re sen t heads of 
h o u s e h o l d , only a p p r o x i m a t e l y 13 per cen t of the popu l a t i on was P ro t e s t an t , a n d 
the r e m a i n i n g 87 per cent Ca tho l ic . Of the p resen t gene ra t ion ' s g r a n d p a r e n t s , on ly 
a b o u t 3 p e r cen t were Pro tes tan t . Th i s r ecen t and r ap id ra te of c o n v e r s i o n is 
associa ted w i t h a dec rease in Cofradia pa r t i c ipa t ion (c ivic a n d re l ig ious h i e r a r c h y ) 
f r o m a p p r o x i m a t e l y 42 per cen t d u r i n g the sample ' s p a r e n t s ' g e n e r a t i o n to 
a p p r o x i m a t e l y 26 pe r cen t d u r i n g the p re sen t gene ra t i on , and a m a j o r dec rease in 
the p r ac t i c e of t r ad i t iona l costumbre ( r i tuals associa ted w i t h the ea r t h and o t h e r 
M a y a de i t i es ) , f rom a p p r o x i m a t e l y 82 per cent d u r i n g the i r p a r e n t s ' g e n e r a t i o n to 
a p p r o x i m a t e l y 42 pe r cen t for the c u r r e n t gene ra t ion . T h e dec rease of Cathol ics 
(bo th t r ad i t i ona l a n d o r t h o d o x ) is coup led wi th the loss of a p e r m a n e n t r e s iden t 
pr ies t in the c o m m u n i t y . Since 1988, a pr ies t has sha red his ob l iga t ions in 
A l m o l o n g a w i th two o t h e r t ownsh ips . 

T h e con t ex t in w h i c h re l ig ion appears in people ' s d i scourse is sugges t ive . T h e r e 
a re s l ight d i f f e r ences b e t w e e n m e n and w o m e n bu t a lmost w i t h o u t e x c e p t i o n , male 
heads of househo ld talk a b o u t re l ig ion in the con tex t of the i r y o u t h a n d h o w the i r 
p a r e n t s w e r e ve ry poor , had lit t le or no l and , a n d also d r a n k too m u c h . Of ten the 
i n f o r m a n t h imse l f w o u l d re fer to his o w n d r i n k i n g bu t p r o u d l y e m p h a s i z e his life 
c h a n g e as he c o n v e r t e d to P ro te s t an t i sm. 
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Alcohol Consumption 

N a s h (1960) has sugges ted tha t m a n y Ind ians conve r t to P ro te s t an t i sm as a m e a n s 
of dea l i ng w i t h a lcohol i sm, a n d indeed the t h e m e of d r i n k i n g p r o b l e m s was ra ised 
in n u m e r o u s accoun t s . Somet imes the p r o b l e m c o n c e r n e d the d r i n k i n g b e h a v i o r 
of the i n d i v i d u a l and o the r t imes it focused on the d r i n k i n g of fami ly m e m b e r s . 
In one case , an i n f o r m a n t said tha t his f a the r d r a n k too m u c h , and the i n f o r m a n t 
w e n t to the c h u r c h looking for relief. Women ' s accounts of re l igious conve r s ion 
o f ten a p p e a r in the con tex t of d iscuss ing the i r h u s b a n d ' s , f a the r ' s , or b r o t h e r ' s 
d r i n k i n g . T h e fact tha t w i t h i n the Evange l i c c h u r c h m e n do no t d r i n k was 
p a r t i c u l a r l y a t t r ac t ive to w o m e n sub jec t to abuse f rom the i r male re la t ives w h e n 
they are d r u n k . Th i s i m p o r t a n t i ncen t ive p r o m p t s m a n y w o m e n to t ry to c o n v i n c e 
the i r spouse or o the r re la t ive to conve r t whi le the w o m e n and the i r ch i l d r en h a v e 
a l r eady b e g u n to a t t e n d the n e w c h u r c h (Bossen 1984:24-6) . 

F o r b o t h w o m e n a n d m e n , it was not d r i n k i n g pe r se tha t in i t ia l ly was 
o b j e c t i o n a b l e , b u t r a t h e r the suf fe r ing that d r i n k i n g d i rec t ly b r o u g h t to the 
h o u s e h o l d t h r o u g h its i m p a c t on fami ly re la t ions a n d fami ly economics . H o w e v e r , 
w i th the f o r m a l a d o p t i o n of a Pro tes tan t mora l code tha t p roh ib i t s d r i n k i n g a n d 
l inks sob r i e ty to G o d a n d re l ig ion , the act of d r i n k i n g itself has b e c a m e a vice to 
be avo ided : 

My mother had died, I was alone with my father and he drank a lot and we suffered a lot...my father 
drank, my father-in-law, and we also drank, and nobody told us anything, my mother-in- law also 
drank... I stopped drinking eight years ago and then six years ago I changed religions. I changed 
religions because I suffered a lot, I had nothing. I realized that I could not get out of the situation I was 
in. Then maybe God touched me. Before, I did not have this house the way it is now [it was smaller]. 
I tell my children they have to work hard, not to go towards the vice, that I would be dead if I hadn't 
stopped drinking....Because I accepted the word of God, God gave me a miracle so that my things 
(cuentas) would work out. 

In this a c c o u n t , the i n f o r m a n t s topped d r i n k i n g two years be fo re fo rmal ly 
b e c o m i n g a P ro te s t an t . Ye t , he c la ims his life d id not change s ign i f ican t ly un t i l 
a f te r he fo rma l ly c o n v e r t e d . H e clear ly labels d r i n k i n g as a p r o b l e m source . 
H o w e v e r , it was not un t i l he formal ly e m b r a c e d the Pro tes tan t bel ief sys tem tha t 
G o d r e w a r d e d h i m b y chang ing his l ife. 

T h e v i e w tha t re l ig ious conver s ion mere ly is a means of cop ing and ob t a in ing 
s u p p o r t for d r i n k i n g p r o b l e m s fails to c ap tu r e m a n y of the d y n a m i c s u n d e r l y i n g 
d r i n k i n g - c o n v e r s i o n d y n a m i c s . Alcohol i sm can have an adverse economic and 
social i m p a c t on the fami ly un i t and lead ind iv idua ls to seek n e w sources of h e l p , 
h o w e v e r , P ro t e s t an t i sm l inks sobr ie ty to a b roade r re l igious code , t h e r e b y 
p r o m o t i n g m o r e f u n d a m e n t a l cu l tu ra l changes . A c c e p t a n c e of sobr ie ty in this 
c o n t e x t fos ters a ccep t ance of o the r aspects of the bel ief sys tem and vice versa . 
T h e i m p o r t a n c e of these b r o a d e r l inks is u n d e r s c o r e d by the fo l lowing account : 

[things that I used to do] 
like drinking, having fun, according to the tradition, but I had problems with that, with alcohol. Then 
I said "enough!" Because I read the Bible and there is a God, and He is powerful and can make one 
change. There are groups like Alcoholics Anonymous that can help us, but I think it has to come from 
someone superior. And since I accepted the new religion I felt a life change. 
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Economic Considerations 

P o v e r t y a n d poor e c o n o m i c cond i t ions w e r e o t h e r fac tors m e n t i o n e d in accoun t s 
of re l ig ious conve r s ion . H o w e v e r , as w i t h a lcohol i sm, the u n d e r l y i n g m e c h a n i s m s 
a re m o r e c o m p l e x t h a n the behav io ra l t r ans la t ion of a des i r e for e c o n o m i c 
i m p r o v e m e n t . With the g rowing scarc i ty of l and in the r eg ion ( G o l d i n 1989), m a n y 
A l m o l o n g u e n o s w e r e fo rced to seek a l t e rna t ive m e a n s of s u p p o r t r e la t ive to 
t r ad i t i ona l m i l p a p r o d u c t i o n . T h e resul t was an inc reased e m p h a s i s on t r a d e , 
d ive r s i f i ca t ion , and pa r t i c i pa t i on in the b r o a d e r m a r k e t sys tem. T h e n e e d for 
cons tan t d e d i c a t i o n to this w o r k was in conf l ic t w i t h the m a i n t e n a n c e of t r ad i t i ona l 
r i tua l cyc les . T r a d i t i o n a l Ca tho l i c i sm was associa ted w i t h cofradia ac t iv i t i e s , 
p a t r o n sa in t c e l eb ra t i ons , a n d o t h e r fes t ivi t ies tha t se rved as s ign i f i can t symbo l i c 
spaces in the ag r i cu l tu ra l cyc le . T h e t r ad i t iona l l ife h a d r o o m for these t imes of 
j o y a n d ce l eb ra t i on , even w h e n a lcohol c o n s u m p t i o n e x t e n d e d the p e r i o d b e y o n d 
the t ime of the F ies t a itself. T h e n e w o c c u p a t i o n , p rofess iona l t r a d e , was g u i d e d 
b y a d i f f e r e n t set of t e m p o r a l a n d spat ia l a s sumpt ions ( G o l d i n 1987, 1989). In th is 
f r a m e w o r k conve r t s see t r ad i t iona l ac t iv i t ies as " in te r rup t ions" of p r o d u c t i v e t i m e , 
a "waste of t ime." T h e y are p r o u d to emphas i ze tha t t hey do no t t ake m u c h t i m e 
to res t , Sa tu rdays a n d S u n d a y s , a n d use the t ime of the p a t r o n sa in t c e l eb ra t i on to 
go on bus iness t r ips : 

I don't miss the fiestas because for example last year the patron saint day I left for my trip to Peten, to 
work. I was only interested in God and the things that most help me in my life. 

T h e "miracle" tha t G o d gave peop le so tha t they cou ld i m p r o v e economica l ly was 
the e n f o r c e m e n t of a code of b e h a v i o r a l r eady c o n s i d e r e d a p p r o p r i a t e , b u t 
c o n t r a d i c t o r y to the t r ad i t i ona l l i festyle . Th i s code was no t necessar i ly n e w ; it was 
g radua l ly a c q u i r e d t h r o u g h s ign i f ican t occupa t iona l changes b r o u g h t a b o u t b y t h e 
scarc i ty of l and ( G o l d i n , in press ) . H o w e v e r , t he b r o a d e r P ro t e s t an t be l ief sys tem 
se rved to va l ida te the behav io ra l code and l ink it to a h i g h e r m o r a l sys tem. 

M a n y of the i n f o r m a n t s discuss t h e i m p o r t a n c e of good a n d bad i n v e s t m e n t s . 
F o r e x a m p l e , some state tha t the "big changes" in A l m o l o n g a are d u e , in p a r t , to 
the fact tha t those w h o do not d r i n k can n o w inves t the i r m o n e y be t te r : 

Things changed in Almolonga because there is much trade. Because of the religion, people stopped 
drinking and now they only think of work and business. Before, many people had vices and many had 
to sell their land for that reason, but now they are taking good care of it. 

A n o t h e r i n f o r m a n t states: 

You invest money in beneficial things...one does not waste money to have fun in places that are not good 
[healthy], then one can see economic progress... I think that the basis of development is the change in 
religion... because I have seen and felt that you earn it and invest it in good things to improve the home, 
the education of the family, and all that...When one does not have that principle one always thinks in 
having fiestas, and you know that the fiestas are lost investments... what Catholics earn they invest 
wrongly. 

A good i n v e s t m e n t in this v i ew is one associa ted w i t h ma te r i a l ga ins . P rof i t is 
t he m e a s u r e of success . A bad i n v e s t m e n t ( food a n d l iquor in a t r ad i t i ona l f ies ta) 
is one tha t m a y gene ra t e social , pol i t ica l , a n d o the r r e w a r d s , b u t no t e c o n o m i c 
ones . T h e s e de f in i t ions r e p r e s e n t a s ign i f ican t cu l tu ra l shif t f r o m ear l i e r v iews of 
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fiestas a n d the cofradias. People insist tha t you do not b e c o m e P r o t e s t a n t to 
b e c o m e r i c h , b u t tha t as you conve r t you s tar t inves t ing your m o n e y be t t e r and 
t hen you i m p r o v e y o u r e conomic s i tua t ion . Inves t ing well also impl ies m u l t i p l e 
i n v e s t m e n t s a n d d ive rs i f i ca t ion . A g a i n , these no t ions d e p a r t f r o m m i l p a 
a g r i c u l t u r e a n d t rad i t iona l l ifestyles 3 and emphas ize the need for a l t e rna t ive m e a n s 
of subs i s t ence . 

Commitment 

A n in t e r e s t i ng concep t tha t arose f r equen t ly in people ' s accoun t s was t ha t of 
c o m m i t m e n t . C o n v e r t i n g or r e m a i n i n g Ca tho l ic is, in the words of the i n f o r m a n t s , 
a c o m m i t m e n t to c o m p l y w i th a la rger set of mora l s t andards ; a p u b l i c s t a t emen t . 
Speci f ica l ly , conve r s ion m e a n s a c o m m i t m e n t to sobr ie ty , to hones ty , to 
m o n o g a m y , a n d to re f ra in f r o m t rad i t iona l ce lebra t ions . M a n y of the i n f o r m a n t s 
p r o u d l y emphas i ze c o m m i t m e n t . A t the same t ime , t he r e were some w h o , even 
t h o u g h t hey c o n v e r t e d , expressed nervousness abou t the n a t u r e of the c o m m i t m e n t : 

We have to set an example, a different attitude. We have to be positive. Of course there is a risk that 
I might not fulfill everything I said I would when converting. I have to be good, but one is human and 
can make mistakes, but we try not to follow the old traditions. It is a commitment with God. 

T h e ac t of m a k i n g a pub l i c c o m m i t m e n t t h r o u g h conver s ion increases p re s su re 
on n e w conve r t s to obey the n e w mora l code . Jus t as i m p o r t a n t , this c o m m i t m e n t 
e n h a n c e s the a d o p t i o n of the b r o a d e r Pro tes tan t bel ief sys tem. Studies h a v e s h o w n 
that the ac t of pub l i c c o m m i t m e n t is suf f ic ien t to b r i n g a b o u t f u n d a m e n t a l changes 
in i n d i v i d u a l s ' bel iefs so as to m a k e those bel iefs cons is ten t w i th the c o m m i t m e n t 
(e.g. , C i a ld in i 1985). Such a process m a y be ope ra t ive he r e . 

Solidarity and Support 

A n o t h e r mo t iva t i on of ten discussed w h e n ref lec t ing on conve r s ion is the need 
for c o m m u n i t y so l idar i ty to he lp and s u p p o r t o the r peop le in the t o w n , a n d the 
lack of it . M a n y ind iv idua l s w h o conve r t ed ind ica ted tha t they were no t i n t e re s t ed 
in p a r t i c i p a t i n g in cofradias or o the r t rad i t iona l c o m m u n a l ac t iv i t ies . Where cou ld 
peop le ge t h e l p , a d v i c e , a n d g u i d a n c e w h e n hav ing p r o b l e m s ? T h e P ro t e s t an t 
c h u r c h mee t s these needs w i th its f r equen t week ly mee t ings in w h i c h the min i s t e r 
addresses peop le ' s l ives a n d p r o b l e m s in his s e rmons . M e m b e r s of the c h u r c h 
b e c o m e "bro thers" and "sisters," t e rms of address tha t r e in fo rce closeness and t rus t . 
T h e C h u r c h becomes a large e x t e n d e d fami ly , level ing all m e m b e r s , i nc lud ing 
L a d i n o s , to fa i r ly ega l i t a r ian t e rms . 

I felt a need to live together (convivir) with the people of my town, because when I was Catholic it was 
as if I was more isolated from society; because I saw Christians to be more united, to work together. In 
case of problems, there were all the people. 

Sol ida r i ty is also an i m p o r t a n t t h e m e of Ca tho l ic i sm in A lmo longa . H o w e v e r , 
t he d i f f e r e n t s t ra teg ies used to p r o m o t e so l idar i ty in the respec t ive re l ig ions a re 
s t r i k ing . T r a d i t i o n a l Cathol ics t end to re ly m o r e on social ac t iv i t ies and fiestas 
w h e r e a s P ro tes t an t s emphas i ze the p romot ion of un i t y by w o r k i n g on c o m m o n 
goals a n d p r o b l e m s . 
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Empathy and Relevance 

T h e t h e m e s of r e l evance a n d u n d e r s t a n d i n g w e r e also ra i sed . N o t on ly is it 
i m p o r t a n t to pe op l e t ha t the min i s t e r advises t h e m on gene ra l life m a t t e r s , i t is 
i m p o r t a n t t ha t the min i s t e r s a re local peop le w h o speak the same l a n g u a g e , Q u i c h e , 
a n d sha re t h e same cu l tu ra l f r a m e w o r k . T h e min i s t e r is no t an ou t s ide r , as the 
Ca tho l i c p r ies t o f t en is , b u t someone f rom the t o w n . H e k n o w s the p e o p l e , the i r 
"suf fer ing a n d the b a c k w a r d n e s s resu l t ing f rom cons tan t cofradia pa r t i c ipa t ion , " 
a n d deep ly u n d e r s t a n d s his congrega t ions ' i n t e rp re t a t i ons of his s e rmons a n d Bible 
r ead ings . U n l i k e t h e ou t s ide r , he is said to have the p r o f o u n d p o w e r of t r ans la t ion 
in i ts l a rger , m o r e hol is t ic sense . 

Min i s t e r s t ry to re la te P ro tes tan t doc t r i ne w i t h peop le ' s e v e r y d a y e x p e r i e n c e s , 
a n d c i te e x a m p l e s to w h i c h mos t peop le can re la te w h e n e x p l a i n i n g t h e Bible . 
T h e y ta lk a b o u t fami ly feuds over l and , e n v i r o n m e n t a l p r o b l e m s , p o v e r t y a n d 
l imi t ed r e sou rces , a n d do so in in fo rma l and s imple t e r m s . T h e Ca tho l i c c h u r c h , 
s o m e o n e sa id , "did no t p r o v i d e us w i t h t each ings . [The t each ings ] c o n t r i b u t e to a 
good l i fe , a life w i t h g u i d a n c e and or ien ta t ion ." A n o t h e r i n f o r m a n t states: 

The minister, besides religion, he gives you advice on how to improve your socioeconomic situation. 
Such as: "avoid fiestas, dress better, invest money, buy a car, enjoy development..." Because it would 
be useless to obtain money if one will continue living like before, you have to get a modern lifestyle. 

Specific and General Codes of Life 

M a n y of o u r i n f o r m a n t s d i scussed the i m p o r t a n c e of h a v i n g spec i f ic behav io ra l 
codes for k n o w i n g h o w to act tha t are g r o u n d e d in a m o r e genera l m o r a l code for 
l ife a n d sa lva t ion . F o r e x a m p l e , the "new" mora l code discusses the love and 
respec t for one ' s spouse a n d fami ly (as does the o ld ) , b u t it is t he s t r ic t behav io ra l 
r egu la t ions w h i c h , especia l ly f r o m the pe r spec t ive o f fe red b y w o m e n , i m p l y an 
i m p r o v e m e n t in t he i r o w n l ives. Studies r e p o r t the pos i t ive effects t ha t conve r s ion 
seems to h a v e on w o m e n , e i the r b y a l lowing t h e m access to l i t e racy (Sered 1990), 
c o m p e n s a t i n g for loss of p re s t ige , as w i t h N a v a j o w o m e n (B lancha rd 1975), 
p r o v i d i n g a d v i c e , a n d , as in ou r case , b y res t r i c t ing a lcohol c o n s u m p t i o n a n d 
p o l y g y n y in G u a t e m a l a (Bossen 1984). T h e a p p a r e n t f r e e d o m of Cathol ics "to do 
w h a t e v e r o n e wan t s" o f t en t rans la tes in to f r e e d o m to d r i n k , to w o m a n i z e , to 
m i s b e h a v e , a c c o r d i n g to P ro tes tan t s . In o the r w o r d s , th is f r e e d o m is pe r ce ived as 
l ead ing to excess . 

Re l ig ious c h a n g e is r e g a r d e d as an " improvemen t " of the p e r s o n and the g r o u p 
a n d an a c c e p t a n c e of a n e w , b r o a d mora l code . T h e c h a n g e is m a j o r a n d fac i l i t a ted 
b y "God ' s he lp ." Salvat ion itself cons t i tu tes an u l t ima te s t a t e m e n t , t he p roo f of total 
a c h i e v e m e n t . Sa lva t ion of the soul co r r e sponds to sa lva t ion in da i ly l i fe . In fac t , 
d iscuss ions of re l ig ion p r i m a r i l y a p p e a r in the con t ex t of c h a n g e a n d p rogress in 
l ife r a t h e r t h a n sp i r i tua l , cosmologica l , or theologica l concerns : 

The truth is that since I accepted the Gospel I felt a change in my life. I felt more responsible, more 
dedicated to my work, my home. I stopped all traditions and fiestas because most of what you see there 
is liquor. 



332 E T H N O L O G Y 

M U T U A L P E R C E P T I O N S 

With the r a p i d increase in re l ig ious convers ions and the f u n d a m e n t a l shif ts in 
c u l t u r e a n d ideology o c c u r r i n g concomi t an t ly , we e x p e c t e d po la r iza t ion b e t w e e n 
ex i s t ing re l ig ious g roups w i t h i n Almolonga . As Cathol ics have seen the i r n u m b e r s 
d i m i n i s h a n d o the r s a d o p t a l i festyle tha t is at odds w i th t r ad i t ion , we e x p e c t e d a 
g r o w i n g hos t i l i ty a n d nega t ive v i ew towards Pro tes tan t s . S imilar ly , as P ro tes t an t s 
leave b e h i n d t he i r pas t iden t i t i e s and associate wi th a n e w l i festyle , peop le w h o 
re t a in t he i r old ways wou ld be v i e w e d wi th some d i sda in . O u r analysis of life 
h is tor ies a n d o u r r ecen t s u r v e y suggest , h o w e v e r , tha t this is not the case. 

O u r q u e s t i o n n a i r e asked peop le (180 heads of households ) to c o m m e n t abou t and 
desc r ibe bo th Pro tes tan t s a n d Ca tho l ics , a m o n g o the r g roups of people . T h e 
ques t ions w e r e o p e n - e n d e d so tha t people were f ree to choose the style and 
ca tegor ies of answers . I n t e rv i ewer s were bo th Pro tes tan t a n d Ca tho l i c . We 
e x p e c t e d the re l ig ion of the i n t e rv i ewer wou ld bias people ' s responses b u t ou r 
resul ts r evea led tha t answers d id no t d i f fe r apprec iab ly as a func t ion of the 
re l ig ious a f f i l ia t ion of the i n t e rv i ewer . Th i s was p r o b a b l y d u e to the fact tha t the 
ques t ions w e r e asked in the con tex t of a b r o a d e r set of ques t ions a b o u t the 
i n d i v i d u a l ' s c u r r e n t life and tha t of his f ami ly as a who le . T h e k inds of ca tegor ies 
s u p p l i e d b y r e s p o n d e n t s in the i r charac te r iza t ions of Cathol ics i nc lude "go to mass , 
l ike f ies tas , ge t d r u n k , be l ieve in idols , a re k ind and good, p rac t i ce costumbre, have 
no t c h a n g e d , h a v e v ices , a re b a c k w a r d , have no fear of G o d , a re care less , be l ieve 
in severa l G o d s , a re c h a n g i n g , a n d l ike to a t t e n d processions." T h e m a j o r 
ca tegor ies used to desc r ibe Pro tes tan t s i nc luded "they l ike to go to se rv ice , a re k i n d 
a n d good , a re a f f ec t iona t e , have c h a n g e d the i r l ives , a re d i f f e r en t , do no t l ike 
f ies tas , h a v e no v ices , set good example s , are t rue Chr i s t i ans , have fear of G o d , do 
not d r i n k , a n d have the t ru th ." 

T h e r e w e r e severa l n o t e w o r t h y t r ends in these data . F i rs t , as we e x p e c t e d , 
P ro tes t an t s w e r e s o m e w h a t cr i t ica l of Cathol ics . In add i t i on to s imple desc r ip to r s 
such as "goes to mass" and "likes f iestas," Pro tes tan t charac te r iza t ions of Cathol ics 
t e n d e d m o r e f r equen t ly to emphas i ze concep t s such as "having vices , ge t t ing d r u n k , 
be l i ev ing in idols , a n d no t hav ing a fear of God." By the same token , P ro tes t an t s 
were gene ra l ly s e l f - p r a i s e w o r t h y , m e n t i o n i n g few, nega t ive a t t r ibu te s for the 
g r o u p . In a d d i t i o n to s t a t ement s abou t "goes to service" and "doesn ' t l ike f iestas ," 
P ro t e s t an t s t e n d e d to cha rac t e r i ze themselves as be ing k ind and good , se t t ing good 
e x a m p l e s , r e spec t ing god , a n d r ep resen t ing change and progress . 

Su rp r i s ing ly , Ca thol ics were also genera l ly p r a i s e w o r t h y of Pro tes tan t s . In 
a d d i t i o n to the genera l s t a t emen t s such as "goes to service" and "doesn ' t l ike 
f iestas ," Ca tho l ics also t ended to descr ibe Pro tes tan ts as k i n d , good , and se t t ing 
good e x a m p l e s . In fac t , t he only clear ly nega t ive a t t r i bu t e m e n t i o n e d by a f ew 
Ca tho l i c s was tha t P ro tes tan t s speak negat ive ly of Cathol ics . Cathol ics t ended to 
de sc r ibe themse lves as "going to mass" and "liking fiestas." H o w e v e r , near ly one 
ou t of f ive Ca tho l ics were cr i t ical of o the r Cathol ics ' vices and bel iefs in idols . 

T h e resul t s suggest tha t Pro tes tan ts a re genera l ly well v i ewed b y Cathol ics , even 
b y Ca tho l i c s w h o are re la t ive ly t rad i t iona l (i .e. , w h o prac t i ce costumbre and 
p a r t i c i p a t e in the cofradio). In add i t i on , the re are some se l f - i den t i f i ed Cathol ics 
w h o a re c r i t ica l of Cathol ics as a who le , whereas this is a re la t ive ly r a re o c c u r r e n c e 
for P ro t e s t an t s . T h e nega t ive v iews Protes tants hold of Cathol ics p r o b a b l y 
r e p r e s e n t d i s i l l u s ionment wi th the t rad i t iona l rel igion and an incompa t ib i l i t y of the 
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re l ig ion w i t h e m e r g i n g l i festyles resu l t ing f r o m o the r f u n d a m e n t a l changes in t h e 
t o w n s h i p (e.g. , l and loss). S imi la r ly , as P ro tes tan t s i den t i fy w i t h a n e w g r o u p a n d 
e x p e r i e n c e r e n e w e d levels of e m p a t h y , so l idar i ty , s u p p o r t , a n d g u i d a n c e , t he i r 
c o n c e p t i o n s of P ro tes t an t s wil l b e genera l ly pos i t ive . Of g rea t e r in te res t is the 
s o m e w h a t nega t i ve cha rac te r i za t ions of Cathol ics b y Ca tho l i cs . O n e sou rce of such 
cha rac t e r i za t i ons m a y be f o r m a l d iv is ions a m o n g Ca tho l ics t h e m s e l v e s , such as 
m e m b e r s of Ca tho l i c A c t i o n . H o w e v e r , ou r life h i s tor ies sugges t a n o t h e r 
m e c h a n i s m , n a m e l y tha t a s ign i f ican t p r o p o r t i o n of s e l f - i den t i f i ed Ca tho l ics h a v e 
essent ia l ly c o n v e r t e d to P ro t e s t an t i sm , if no t fo rmal ly t h e n ideologica l ly . Th i s 
c o n v e r s i o n is i n t e rna l and personal ; t h e accep t ance of a n e w bel ief sys t em. Some 
Cathol ics a re c r i t ica l of the i r o w n behav io r s and t r ad i t i ona l p r a c t i c e s , b u t m a y no t 
be r e a d y to m a k e a f o r m a l c o m m i t m e n t to the n e w re l ig ion . If t hey fo rma l ly 
c o n v e r t e d , t hey w o u l d h a v e to be he ld accoun tab l e by o the r s , b o t h Ca tho l i c a n d 
P ro t e s t an t s , for the i r ac t ions . C o n v e r s i o n itself is less a sp i r i tua l t h a n a a p u b l i c 
a n n o u n c e m e n t of a n e w l i festyle . If this i n t e r p r e t a t i o n is co r r ec t , these inv is ib le 
conve r t s w o u l d ref lec t in the i r v iews those pos i t ive a t t r i bu t e s t hey themse lves a re 
t r y ing to e m u l a t e . 

Several of the peop le w e t a lked to in ou r col lect ion of l ife h i s to r ies s e e m to fi t 
i n to this g r o u p . T h e y iden t i fy themse lves as Ca tho l i c w h o c h a n g e d m u c h of the i r 
l i fes ty le , a r e b e c o m i n g economica l ly successful t h r o u g h the p rac t i ce of t r a d e a n d 
d ive r s i f i ca t ion of b o t h c rops a n d ac t iv i t i es , a n d c la im to go to C h u r c h on ly "when 
t h e y h a v e the t ime." T h e y s topped d r i n k i n g years ago because they rea l ized it was 
h u r t i n g t h e m a n d say t hey w o u l d r a t h e r no t c o n v e r t to P ro t e s t an t i sm because t hey 
h a d "made a c o m m i t m e n t to God , " or tha t "this is no t a toy , w e ' d be t t e r leave it t he 
w a y it is." A r e c e n t c o n v e r t says: "I j u s t c h a n g e d re l ig ions , b u t I w a s n ' t one 
h u n d r e d p e r cen t Ca tho l i c . I only w e n t to c h u r c h for fiestas. . ." 

M a n y of t h e r e c e n t c o n v e r t s , a n d p r o b a b l y m a n y f u t u r e c o n v e r t s , a re peop le w h o 
feel i sola ted. As the c o m m u n a l sys tem is d i s in t eg ra t ing , the p a r t i c i p a t i o n in the 
cofradias is d i m i n i s h i n g , t h e Ca tho l i c c h u r c h is losing p o w e r , a n d the n u m b e r of 
pr ies t s is l o w . 4 While the Ca tho l i c c h u r c h t h o u g h t tha t b y c o n d u c t i n g mass in 
Spanish it was ge t t ing closer to the i r peop le , M a y a s v i ew Span i sh as t h e l anguage 
of p o w e r and d o m i n a t i o n . T h e message of the Ca tho l i c c h u r c h is said to be fo re ign 
a n d o b s c u r e . Peop le a re t u r n i n g to P ro t e s t an t i sm, in pa r t , to r ep lace some of the i r 
lost sources of so l ida r i ty , for s u p p o r t , a n d as a tool to e n h a n c e t he i r s e l f - e s t e e m . 
In fac t , "bu i ld ing u p of se l f -es teem" is of ten f o u n d in the P ro t e s t an t d i scourse . 

In s u m , the pos i t ive p e r c e p t i o n s tha t m a n y Cathol ics h a v e of P ro tes t an t s resul t 
f r o m the fac t tha t they p r o b a b l y have a l r eady u n d e r g o n e some c h a n g e in the i r o w n 
gene ra l a t t i t udes a b o u t l ife; i.e., good c i t i zensh ip , ob l iga t ions t o w a r d s f ami ly a n d 
c o m m u n i t y , a n d overa l l mora l i t y . T h e n u m b e r of inv is ib le conve r t s is p r o b a b l y 
subs tan t i a l . It is e v i d e n t , h o w e v e r , t ha t pub l i c a f f i l ia t ion w i t h a re l ig ious g r o u p , 
pa r t i cu l a r ly Ca tho l i c s , does no t necessar i ly c o r r e s p o n d to one ' s d e e p e r , i n t e rna l 
s e l f - i den t i f i c a t i on . Those Ca tho l i c s , no t fo rma l ly c o n v e r t e d , m a y be func t iona l 
conve r t s in as m u c h as the i r mode l s of rea l i ty have c h a n g e d . 

T H E P R O C E S S O F C U L T U R A L C H A N G E 

T h e f u n d a m e n t a l cu l tu ra l changes tha t are r ap id ly o c c u r r i n g in A l m o l o n g a are 
fos t e red b y m a n y of the m e c h a n i s m s d iscussed a b o v e in the con t ex t of re l ig ious 
change : n e w l eade r sh ip b y respons ive and e m p a t h i c min i s t e r s w h o speak the 
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language of the peop le ; specif ic g u i d a n c e as to p r o p e r b e h a v i o r as wel l as m o r e 
gene ra l mora l gu idance ; the p r o m o t i o n of so l idar i ty and toge the rness b y the 
f o r m a t i o n of c lear ly iden t i f i ab le n e t w o r k s (e.g., address ing each o the r as "bro ther" 
and "sister") a n d w o r k i n g towards c o m m o n (newly es tab l i shed) goals; t he l i nk ing 
of e v e r y d a y b e h a v i o r to b roade r re l igious sa lvat ion (and a c h i e v e m e n t of ea r th ly 
success) ; p u b l i c c o m m i t m e n t as a means of i nduc ing behav io ra l c o n f o r m i t y and 
bel ief cons i s tency ; a respons iveness to the chang ing needs of the c o m m u n i t y as a 
resul t of l and loss and occupa t iona l changes ; and a respons iveness to the p r o b l e m s 
of b o t h m e n a n d w o m e n in the con tex t of the fami ly un i t . 

T h e r e a re severa l cu l tu ra l changes associated wi th the n e w e th ic , sha red b y mos t 
conve r t s a n d m a n y n o n c o n v e r t s a l ike . F i r s t , t he re is a g rea te r emphas i s on 
c o m p e t i t i o n . N u m e r o u s i n f o r m a n t s ' accoun t s s tressed the i m p o r t a n c e of be t t e r i ng 
oneself a n d us ing o the r ind iv idua l s as a s t anda rd for compar i son . F o r e x a m p l e , in 
the c o n t e x t of ma te r i a l c h a n g e , people are told tha t they should dress be t t e r a n d 
have a b e t t e r house . C o m p e t i t i o n w i th your ne ighbo r is n o w v i ewed as a pos i t ive 
t ra i t , r e f l ec t ing a des i re to p rospe r in life: 

If my neighbor is dressing better, if my neighbors live better, then I tend to do the same thing, that 
[strategy] was for me very beneficial. 

Second , t he r e is the stress on ind iv idua l i sm and the be t t e r ing of oneself by 
re ly ing o n one ' s o w n effor ts and ha rd work . Th i s t h e m e has been no ted by o t h e r 
r e sea rche r s and is a p p a r e n t in this s tudy . H o w e v e r , we also f o u n d tha t such 
i n d i v i d u a l i s m is fos te red by an appea l to c o m m u n i t y s u p p o r t and so l idar i ty . T h u s , 
sha red c o m m u n i t y ideals , in the past fulfi l led t h r o u g h cofradia ac t iv i t i es , a re n o w 
be ing fulf i l led t h r o u g h the pa r t i c ipa t ion in the n e w c o m m u n i t y of "bro thers and 
sisters" w h o w o r k towards the c o m m o n goal of s e l f - b e t t e r m e n t . It is pa r adox ica l 
tha t wh i l e the n e w ideology emphas izes i nd iv idua l i sm, c o m p e t i t i o n , pe r sona l 
i m p r o v e m e n t , and social and economic progress , a m o n g o the r va lues , it does so by 
appea l i ng to f u n d a m e n t a l M a y a values associated w i th c o m m u n i t y so l idar i ty , 
s u p p o r t , a n d g u i d a n c e . 

A t h i r d i m p o r t a n t change is the shi f t ing c r i t e r ia that people use to de f ine success 
in l i fe. T h e ind iv idua l ' s wor ld is increas ingly v iewed in t e rms of good a n d bad 
i n v e s t m e n t s , w h e r e mate r i a l gain and personal wea l th b e c o m e a measu re by w h i c h 
i nd iv idua l s d e t e r m i n e the i r persona l and c o m m u n a l p rogress . 

A f o u r t h set of cu l tu ra l changes focuses on shifts in social ac t iv i t ies . N e w 
occupa t i ona l t r ends (profess ional t r ade) a re in h a r m o n y wi th the new rel igion (cf. 
Pau l 1987). T h e r e is no t ime for ce lebra t ions that last several days and i n t e r r u p t 
the c o m m e r c i a l ca l endar . T h e agr icu l tu ra l ca l enda r had t ime and space for r i tua l 
and social d r i n k i n g , and p ro longed , in tense fiestas. T h e pace of the m e r c h a n t is 
the pace of the n e w m a r k e t socie ty tha t has led more and m o r e ind iv idua l s a w a y 
f rom the cu l t u r a l he r i t age of the ce lebra t ions and fiestas. 

R e l a t e d changes conce rn le isure act iv i t ies and the cu l tu ra l t r ad i t ions tha t a re 
c o m m u n i c a t e d in the con tex t of le isure . With the e l imina t ion of f iestas a n d o the r 
r i tua l c e l eb ra t i ons , and w i th the absence of a lcohol , a whole n e w type of ac t iv i t ies 
associa ted w i th re laxa t ion and "heal thier" r ec rea t ion has been c rea ted . Th i s has 
inc reased the p rac t i ce of spor t s , games , t ravel to visit n e a r b y s ights , or t ime spen t 
w i th the f ami ly . 

Discuss ions of re l ig ious conver s ion in the l i t e ra tu re address the issue of 
d e t e r m i n i n g w h e t h e r changes are behav io ra l or ideological (Blanchard 1975:46); 
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i.e., w h e t h e r t hey a re based on conv ic t i on or bel ief r a t h e r t h a n in ac t ion 
( K a m m e r e r 1990:288). T h e case of A l m o l o n g a suggests tha t c o n v e r s i o n , a n d 
overa l l ideologica l c h a n g e , has to do w i t h w h a t Cuch i a r i ' s (1988:418) analysis of 
pen tecos ta l i sm in Sicily de sc r i bed as a " t r ans fo rmat ion d i r ec t ed t o w a r d m o r e 
in t eg ra t ive sys tems of m e a n i n g , pe r sona l a u t o n o m y a n d m o r a l respons ib i l i ty . " Th i s 
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n , as sugges ted by J u l e s - R o s e t t e (1976:132, 164) is cons t an t ly r e l ived 
a n d ra t i f i ed , a n d ac t iva tes an i n n e r s t ruggle b e t w e e n c o m p e t i n g r ep re sen t a t i o n s of 
the wor ld . T h e ideologica l t r ans fo rma t ions m a y ref lec t less on cosmologica l and 
sp i r i tua l d o m a i n s than on pol i t ica l spheres of p o w e r a n d con t ro l ; e.g., n e w 
c o m m e r c i a l el i tes ally w i t h conse rva t ive fac t ions , as is the case in Brazi l (Hof fnage l 
1980:118), Belize ( B i r d w e l l - P h e a s a n t 1980), E t h i o p i a ( H a m m e r 1985), a n d 
c u r r e n t l y in G u a t e m a l a . In fac t , convers ions in G u a t e m a l a a re closely r e l a t ed to 
ideo logy i n t r o d u c e d b y N o r t h A m e r i c a n miss ionar ies a f te r the r e f o r m s of Jus to 
R u f i n o Barr ios in 1870. These w e r e a c c o m p a n i e d b y the i n t r o d u c t i o n of the 
A m e r i c a n m o d e l of life p r o m o t e d by T h e Cen t r a l A m e r i c a n Miss ion s ince 1896 
( G a r r a r d B u r n e t t 1990). T h e e n c o u r a g e m e n t to deve lop c o m m e r c e , to b e c o m e 
w e a l t h y or wea l th i e r t h a n o the r s as a r e w a r d f r o m G o d r a t h e r t han a cause for 
s u p e r n a t u r a l and social p u n i s h m e n t ( envy , d isease) , a n d to i m p r o v e t h e s t a n d a r d 
of l i fe , a re all p r inc ip le s t ha t unde r l i e the change . 

C O N C L U S I O N S 

Pro t e s t an t i sm offers ind iv idua l s a set of speci f ic codes a b o u t p r o p e r b e h a v i o r 
tha t d i r ec t l y address s i tua t ions that have led to e c o n o m i c a n d fami l ia l s t ress (e.g. , 
d r i n k i n g , p o l y g y n y ) . T h e s e codes are l inked to a b r o a d e r bel ief sys tem roo ted in 
G o d ' s w o r d . F o r m a l a d o p t i o n of the codes fosters a ccep t ance of the b r o a d e r bel ief 
sys tem a n d reassures ind iv idua l s w i th the p romise of re l ig ious sa lva t ion . T h e codes 
have f avo rab le impl i ca t ions for all m e m b e r s of the f ami ly , t h e r e b y e n g e n d e r i n g 
fami ly s u p p o r t . A d o p t i o n of the bel ief sys tems and codes of c o n d u c t r e q u i r e a 
p u b l i c c o m m i t m e n t on the pa r t of the conver t . A l t h o u g h this c o m m i t m e n t is 
v i e w e d w i t h t r e p i d a t i o n b y some , once m a d e , it opens the door to a s t rong source 
of so l idar i ty a n d s u p p o r t . Sol idar i ty is deve loped no t so m u c h t h r o u g h social 
m e c h a n i s m s (as is t r ad i t iona l ly the case) b u t r a t h e r f rom w o r k i n g t o w a r d s the 
c o m m o n goals of e c o n o m i c , social , and famil ia l b e t t e r m e n t t h r o u g h i nd iv idua l 
b e t t e r m e n t . Pub l i c c o m m i t m e n t no t on ly serves to e n g e n d e r s u p p o r t , b u t f u r t h e r 
fos ters the e n t r e n c h m e n t of the bel ief sys tem w i t h i n the i nd iv idua l . 

T h e codes a n d bel ief sys tems also are in f luenced by o the r m a j o r forces a f fec t ing 
the c o m m u n i t y . R e c e n t l and loss coup led w i th the n e e d to exp lo re a l t e rna t ive 
occupa t i ons h a v e fo rced n e w l ifestyles on m a n y ind iv idua l s . T h e bel ief sys tems 
a d v o c a t e d b y Pro tes t an t s a re ones tha t he lp va l ida te these l ifestyles a n d give t h e m 
a mora l con tex t . In a d d i t i o n , the re is a s t rong prac t ica l focus of the n e w re l ig ion . 
Min i s t e r s speak the l anguage of the M a y a and are a source of adv ice a n d a u t h o r i t y 
o n e v e r y d a y p r o b l e m s tha t m u s t be con f ron ted . 

A n e w ideology is be ing a s sumed t h r o u g h prac t i ce and t h o u g h t by a large sec tor 
of the p o p u l a t i o n of A lmo longa . This set of bel iefs c o r r e s p o n d s w i t h those 
e spoused b y P ro t e s t an t i sm , bu t it goes b e y o n d Pro tes tan t s a n d r ep re sen t s 
a p p r o x i m a t e l y 60 per cen t of the popu la t i on of the t o w n . Hi s to r i ca l a n d 
soc ioeconomic i n f o r m a t i o n suggests tha t the new re l ig ion is i nd i r ec t l y t ied to 
ongo ing cu l tu ra l c h a n g e . M o r e encompass ing social a n d e c o n o m i c changes w h i c h 
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re la te to i nco rpo ra t i on in the capi ta l is t sys tem t h r o u g h n e w act ivi t ies a n d degrees 
of i n v o l v e m e n t in the m a r k e t have paved the way for the accep tance of the re l ig ion 
a n d of the values cons is ten t w i th it. T h e fact tha t conver t s share the ideology of 
the n e w re l ig ion w i th m a n y nonconve r t s suggests tha t P ro te s t an t i sm is only 
pa r t i a l ly respons ib le for genera l cu l tu ra l changes . People m a y choose to discuss 
c h a n g e in the con tex t of re l ig ion because it is f r amed in a sys tem of n o r m s a n d 
ideas tha t p rov ides jus t i f i ca t ion a n d ra t iona l i ty for the m o r e a p p a r e n t changes the 
t o w n s h i p is e x p e r i e n c i n g . As a lways , re l igion is a source of exp l ana t i on a n d 
a r g u m e n t , b u t the values it r ep resen t s exceed the re l igious rea lm. 

O u r s t u d y iden t i f i ed severa l cu l tu ra l changes tha t ref lect e conomic and re l ig ious 
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s . A g rowing n u m b e r of ind iv idua ls are us ing c o m p e t i t i o n as a 
m e a n s of j u d g i n g the i r pos i t ion in l ife. C o m p e t i t i o n is v i ewed as a h ea l t h y process . 
A n inc reased emphas i s on ind iv idua l i sm and the be t t e r i ng of oneself as a means for 
b e t t e r i n g the c o m m u n i t y is also ev iden t . In te res t ing ly , this is fos te red in the 
con t ex t of a sys tem of s u p p o r t a n d sol idar i ty tha t appeals to t r ad i t iona l M a y a n 
va lues . Success in life is inc reas ing ly de f ined in economic t e rms and in j u d g m e n t s 
of good a n d b a d i nves tmen t s i n t e r p r e t e d b road ly . Social a n d le isure ac t iv i t ies also 
a re be ing a f fec ted . With less emphas i s on fiestas and t rad i t iona l ce l eb ra t ions , n e w 
fo rms of le i sure ac t iv i ty a re deve lop ing tha t are c o n g r u e n t w i th the b r o a d e r bel ief 
sys tem. 

T h e s e va lues a n d ideals e x t e n d b e y o n d fo rmal conver t s to P ro t e s t an t i sm, bu t also 
d i r ec t l y a f fec t Ca thol ics w h o re ta in t rad i t iona l af f i l ia t ions . T h u s , t he r e a re "h idden 
conver t s " w h o have a d o p t e d m a n y aspects of the P ro tes tan t ph i lo sophy b u t w h o 
choose no t to pub l ic ly c o m m i t to m e m b e r s h i p in the Pro tes tan t c o m m u n i t y . Th i s 
sugges t ion has i m p o r t a n t impl ica t ions for researchers w h o s tudy the r e l a t ionsh ip 
b e t w e e n s ta ted re l ig ious aff i l ia t ion and var ious pol i t ical and economic p h e n o m e n a . 
T h e p r e s e n c e of h i d d e n conver t s m a y obscure the re la t ionsh ip b e t w e e n conve r s ion 
var iab les a n d o t h e r var iables w h e n convers ion is de f ined s t r ic t ly in t e rms of self-
s ta ted a f f i l i a t ion . I n d e e d , in a p rev ious analysis of the r e l a t ionsh ip b e t w e e n 
re l ig ion a n d e c o n o m i c bel iefs in A lmolonga (Go ld in , in press ) , we obse rved few 
s ign i f i can t ideologica l d i f fe rences as a func t ion of Ca tho l ic versus Pro tes tan t 
a f f i l ia t ion . Pa r t of the reason u n d e r l y i n g this was tha t a s igni f icant n u m b e r of 
Ca tho l i c s ( abou t 20 pe r cen t ) w e r e espous ing n o n - t r a d i t i o n a l e c o n o m i c bel iefs m o r e 
cons i s t en t w i t h a P ro te s t an t pe r spec t ive t han a Ca tho l ic one . 

Jus t as t he r e a re s e l f - i den t i f i ed Cathol ics w h o are func t iona l ly P ro tes tan t s , t he re 
are also p r o b a b l y some Pro tes tan t s w h o re ta in r e luc tance a b o u t g iv ing u p aspects 
of t he i r p r ev ious re l ig ious he r i t age . O u r research suggests the i m p o r t a n c e of 
d i s t i ngu i sh ing b e t w e e n pub l i c and pr iva te re l igious aff i l ia t ion and the d i s t inc t ions 
b e t w e e n re l ig ious bel ief sys tems and rel igious aff i l ia t ion. 

P r o f o u n d soc iocu l tu ra l change pe rmea te s large e lements of M a y a socie ty . While 
c o m m i t t e d to be ing "Natura l" ( Ind ian) t h r o u g h the express ion of p r i d e in the i r 
e t h n i c a f f i l i a t ion , the w i d e s p r e a d use of the i r na t ive l anguage , the w e a r i n g of 
t r ad i t i ona l w o m e n ' s c lo thes , a n d m a n y o the r cu l tu ra l t ra i t s , t hey h a v e c h a n g e d 
m a n y o t h e r bel iefs re la ted to n a t u r e , the s u p e r n a t u r a l , w o r k , a c c u m u l a t i o n , a n d 
o the r f ea tu re s tha t used to be iden t i f i ed wi th M a y a t rai ts associa ted wi th the 
ideo logy of co rn p r o d u c t i o n . 5 Th i s case s tudy p rov ides add i t iona l ev idence to the 
c o m p l e x a n d i n t r i gu ing fuzziness of e thn ic i ty as a ca tegory of iden t i f i ca t ion . 
Re l ig ious l inkages , va lues , and appa ren t l y inde l ib le bel iefs m a y be r e m o v e d or 
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t r a n s f o r m e d , b u t the social self con t inues to r e - d e f i n e itself as an e n d u r i n g b u t 
d i f f e r e n t en t i t y . 

NOTES 

1. Some of the specific mechanisms that we identified as potentially relevant to the conversion process 
and that, in some cases, have only been indirectly discussed in the conversion literature include (1) group 
solidarity and support, (2) responsive and empathic religious leaders, (3) providing specific behavioral 
codes and guidance in everyday life, (4) linking everyday behavior to higher moral codes, (5) working 
towards common goals, (6) the role of public commitment, (7) the strategy of appealing to both men and 
women in the family unit, and (8) responsiveness to economic, social, and political constraints. 
2. Many Protestants seem to have converted from Orthodox Catholicism rather than from Traditional 
Catholicism, as if the former were a stage towards Protestantism. The distinctions between Orthodox 
and Traditional Catholicism were elicited through qualitative research. In the formal survey, people 
identified themselves as either Protestant or Catholic. 
3. This does not imply, of course, that this lifestyle did not involve any other activity outside milpa 
agriculture; peasants often sold the excess of their production at the market and occasionally produced 
complementary crops, among other activities. It is the emphasis on the diversification of investments 
and multiple businesses which is here noted. 
4. See Sexton (1985) on the disillusionment of people with the Catholic Church. 
5. Referred by Annis (1987) as "milpa ideology." 
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