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contributions that case studies from these 
regions have made to the field.

The descriptions of religious traditions 
are grounded in rigorous historical re-
search and a sound theological under-
standing. A commendable aspect is the 
breadth and depth with which each tra-
dition is presented, highlighting diverse 
expressions within each faith. For example, 
in discussing Christianity, the authors 
vividly illustrate the variety of Christian 
experiences, ranging from the complexities 
faced by Brazilian Pentecostals in Japan 
to the Anastenaria fire-walking practices 
in Greece, and the contentious aspects of 
James Cone’s Black Liberation theology. 
Religious traditions are portrayed not only 
in their complexity but also in their con-
nection to local moral values. In the case of 
Chinese religion, for instance, the central 
role of filial piety is emphasized. Thought-
provoking questions transversally permeate 
each chapter, prompting readers to con-
sider issues such as, “Is this culture or re-
ligion?” and “Are these conflicts rooted in 
religion, politics, or ethnicity?”

The book also engages with sociopolit-
ical issues, including Islamophobia, Zionism, 
feminist movements, and explores some 
conflicts and political movements such as 
Myanmar and Arab Spring, to name a few. 
While these discussions add depth, certain 
areas could have benefited from further ex-
ploration. For example, the chapter on 
African religions discusses Afro-Diasporic 
traditions like Brazilian Candomblé and 
Cuban Santería, noting the re-Africanization 
movement and diaspora members returning 
to Africa to perform initiations and culti-
vate the African roots of their religions (see 
also Frigerio 2004). However, the chapter 
falls short of addressing the persecution 
and violence faced by many followers of 
these religions. In Africa, practitioners are 
often accused of witchcraft and Satanic 
practices, becoming targets of the “witch-
hunters” movement with many practitioners 
being killed. Similarly, in Latin America, 
radicalized Pentecostal Christians have been 
oppressing Afro-diasporic practitioners (see 
Boaz 2020). Examining this religious perse-
cution, for instance, would have enhanced 

the book’s scope and its engagement with 
themes in the sociology of religion.

Overall, this book is an excellent re-
source for undergraduate students inter-
ested in studying religion from a social 
scientific perspective. I would recommend 
using its chapters both to introduce var-
ious religious traditions and to incite 
discussions on specific topics within the 
sociology of religion. Educators will ap-
preciate the book’s well-crafted balance 
of sound historical insight with relevant 
snapshots (the “representations”) that ef-
fectively inform discussions and unpack 
critical connections between religion and 
social structures.

Manoela Carpenedo
University of Groningen, The Netherlands
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Religion in Plain View: Public Aesthetics 
of American Display, by SALLY M. 
PROMEY. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2024, 560 pp.; $40.00 
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The result of many years of study and 
travel, Religion in Plain View conducts a 
road trip across the American landscape 
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from the nineteenth century to the present, 
from New Haven to Hawai’i. The author 
has examined the material utterances of 
American Christianity through the lens of 
her camera and assembled what she has seen 
into a fascinating, sprawling, and ambitious 
book. A scholar of American religious his-
tory, Sally Promey has focused her attention 
on the space and the material culture of dis-
play, but she offers a particular way of un-
derstanding display. The heart of her project 
is to show how public display constructs a 
view of space, place, and national narra-
tive that serves the prevailing ideology of 
White Christianity, and Protestant White 
Christianity in particular. She begins by 
carefully specifying core definitions of the 
nomenclature she will use to structure the 
entire book. “American” history, by which 
Promey means European Christian colo-
nial history and its national legacy, “has 
produced a particular aesthetic of display 
and established its dominance on and across 
the land” (p.13). To examine the history of 
display and its impact on the national imagi-
nary, Promey weaves an account around key 
terms: testimonial aesthetics, material estab-
lishment, and heritage fabrication. Each of 
these names a successive chapter, but the 
book opens with an extended reflection on 
public display and American religion.

Promey states on the first page that 
she wants to know “when and how reli-
gion makes itself visible and takes space.” 
However, she does not proceed with a 
substantive or essentialist definition of re-
ligion. “American religion” in Promey’s 
lexicon is White Protestant domination. 
In the United States, she contends, display 
“is equally an explicitly capitalist form of 
publicity and an explicitly Christian one” 
(p. 14). The two forces combine to produce 
what she calls “testimonial aesthetics,” 
by which she means the styling of a sen-
sibility or affective valuing that is publicly 
exhibited in signs, monuments, buildings, 
and artifacts such as crosses. These broad-
cast or testify and do so as “a function of 
the Protestant definition and delineation 
of religion as belief” (p.14). There is a 
historical relation and sympathy between 
Protestant evangelism (messaging) and the 

material communication (advertising) that 
shapes the domain of human relations, or 
the public (pp.144-45).

Promey’s argument might appear at 
first blush to support the claim that the 
United States is indeed a Christian nation, 
but Christian nationalists won't feel a kin-
dred spirit in this author. Her point is to 
highlight the imperialist and frankly racist 
character of “American religion,” to recog-
nize its violence and the degree to which 
American nationhood is premised on an 
extended analogy among the exclusivism 
of evangelical religious sensibility, consum-
erist commoditization and advertising, and 
racial exceptionalism. Readers may wonder 
if there are exceptions to this broad claim. 
Promey may well allow that, but her at-
tention is fixed on what she considers the 
dominant orientation of display and its 
construction of public space through the 
devices of material establishment (sites and 
signs that assert Christian dominance) and 
the fabrication of heritage (the produc-
tion and maintenance of a commanding 
narrative of national origins). However, it 
is worth noting that in the final chapter, 
she does in fact offer a close reading of 
Hawai’ian response to incursions into in-
digenous sacred space—an international 
observatory atop Mauna Kea. Traditional 
altars (‘ahu) were built on the construc-
tion roads leading to the site and protestors 
gathered to contest the abuse of the moun-
tain, home to the traditional deities of 
Hawai’i. In these instances, a counter-
testimonial aesthetic was deployed. But 
the State Attorney General declared that 
the altars “did not warrant constitutional 
protections” (p. 382). Promey points out 
that in Hawai’ian indigenous perspective, 
the mauna (mountain) “is a fundamentally 
animate sacred space, a place for ritual and 
respect; it is not a church in the sense that 
Christians employ the term” (p. 389). But 
in “American religion,” church is the po-
litically protected unit of religious iden-
tity. Perhaps for this reason, the Attorney 
General felt justified in side-stepping the 
religious nature of the ‘ahu.

Social analysts who conduct 
ethnographies might wonder why Promey’s 
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book does not include interviews or 
conversations with informants. Her many 
photographs taken of advertisements, 
monuments, roadside sites, and sundry 
artifacts might have been supplemented 
with interactions with owners, makers, 
users, or participants. But Promey is nei-
ther an anthropologist nor a sociologist 
nor a folklorist. Her principal medium is 
material culture viewed on site and in the 
photographs that she has taken or gathered 
from archives. Her task as a historian is 
to document sites and events, discern 

historical patterns in and among them, and 
offer judgments that explain them. To that 
end, she has honed a conceptual apparatus 
that enables her to conduct an extensive 
interpretation which highlights uncom-
fortable but compelling truths about the 
dominant national imaginary.

David Morgan
Duke University, USA
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