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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

The Cultural Politics of Evangelical Christianity in the Dominican Republic

by

Brendan Jamal Thornton

Doctor of Philosophy in Anthropology

University of California, San Diego, 2011

Professor Keith E. McNeal, Chair

My dissertation, The Cultural Politics of Evangelical Christianity in the
Dominican Republic, is broadly concerned with questions of religion, identity and
culture. Through ethnography, I explore the dynamic intersections of religious
identity, culture and morality as they are lived in the context of urban poverty. Based
on over two years of ethnographic fieldwork in Villa Altagracia, Dominican Republic,
my dissertation examines the lives of Pentecostal community members and the ways
in which they negotiate identity, status and power in the context of religious

heterodoxy and Catholic cultural supremacy. My dissertation contributes new insight
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into the dynamics of religious heterodoxy and pluralism, religion as strategic identity,
and Pentecostalism as an important social and cultural institution at the local level.

Pentecostalism is the fastest growing religious denomination in the Dominican
Republic. This dissertation is concerned with the social and cultural effects of this
growth at the local level and the ways in which Dominicans put their faith to work in
their everyday lives. Pentecostalism in the Dominican Republic, because it is an
entrenched feature of barrio life, features prominently in everyday negotiations of
identity, status, and power. As such, Pentecostalism is an important vector in identity
politics at the local level as well as social process and communion throughout the
country.

In the first chapter of this dissertation I explore exchange in the religious field
and the relationship between Catholicism, Dominican vodu, and Pentecostal
Christianity in the barrio and show how meaning is both shared and contested at the
local level. In the second chapter I outline a politics of distinction at the center of
local Pentecostal practice and show how Evangelical identity enables converts to
transcend hierarchies of stigmatizing difference. In the third chapter I explore the
relationship between the church and youth gangs. I explain the simultaneous
popularity of both institutions for young men and conclude that both offer residents
popular alternative spaces for critical agency and oppositional culture. In the last
chapter I locate Pentecostalism within the context of Dominican ideas about
masculinity, fidelity, and morality and explain how believers use Christian identity to

claim respect in their communities.
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INTRODUCTION

Christianity in the Dominican Republic
Christianity is the single most relevant cultural institution in the Dominican

Republic.' The “discovery’ of the New World set into motion social dynamics that
would create a Dominican cultural world characterized by a deep Christian spirituality
and worldview. In conversation with African-derived beliefs brought to the island
along with enslaved labor, and later informed by evangelical charismatic forms of
Protestantism, Christianity, and indeed religious conviction, has been an undeniable
locus of historical, political, and social change in the region.

As a feature part and parcel of Dominican culture, Christianity (broadly
defined) forms the central organizing referent for Dominican moral worlds. Central to
virtually every significant historical event in the country from discovery and
colonization of the island to its struggle for independence, to political reform and
rhetoric today, Christian culture is the frame within which the Dominican Republic
has realized both its own identity as well as its historical and national agency.
Christianity, as it has been in virtually every part of the New World, continues to be a
structuring element so significant and pervasive in Caribbean life that we must take
account of the growth and transformation of Christianities, and of the religious field,
not solely as a project concerned with understanding religion in practice, but in order
to understand culture and cultural change more generally. To not take account of the

meteoric growth in popularity of the evangelical movement here or anywhere

' I make a distinction between generic Christianity, by which I mean a generalized all-inclusive notion
of Christianity, and various divisions or denominations of Christianity such as Catholic, Evangelical,
Pentecostal, etc.



throughout the Western Hemisphere is to ignore an important, if not central course in
the social and cultural history of New World societies and peoples.

In a study of the worldview of the public throughout Latin America it was
found that 80.4% of the Dominican population sees Dominican politics as a battle
between good and evil (From Vanderbilt University’s “Latin American Public
Opinion Project”). That was the highest of any Latin American or Caribbean country
polled. This is a particularly striking example of the powerful influence of Christian
thought on the Dominican Republic. The tendency to see politics as a battle between
good and evil is indicative of a society that tends to see relations of power as having
both righteous and wicked aspects. The tendency to divide social life into two
opposing values, to perceive reality in terms of good and evil, is indicative of a deep
and pervasive Christian worldview that permeates Dominican cultural and social
worlds. This sentiment represents a profound orientation toward binary models of
perception and explanation that figure everyday life in the Dominican Republic.
Evangelical Christianity in the Dominican Republic

Of course, the country’s history of Christianity is importantly a Catholic one,
at least initially, and it is upon this Catholic foundation that subsequent religiosity in
the country is built. Catholicism has been at the center of the Dominican Republic’s
political, social and culture history from the beginning of colonization (Wipfler 1966).
The observance of Catholic holidays, festivals, and saint’s days throughout the year
shape the flow of work weeks and vacation days and set the tempo for public

celebration and communion. While the obligatory baptism of infants in the Catholic



Church is evidence more of the cultural impact Catholicism has had on the country
than any indication of popular devotion or ‘religiousness’ of Dominican society,
people who might not ever go to church consider themselves Catholic in the
Dominican Republic because, it would seem, being Dominican means being Catholic.
Catholicism is very much a part of national identity and the Catholic Church continues
to be a powerful political force within the country at all levels of government.

While fundamentally Christian (historically Roman Catholic), Dominican
religiosity is also broadly characterized by the influence of African-derived beliefs and
institutions as well as those from neighboring Haiti. The influence of West African
spirituality can be seen in widespread spiritual beliefs and religious orientations
toward possession, magical healing, divination, polyrhythmic drumming/music, and a
pantheon of African-derived spirits.

Ideas about what it means to be Christian in the Dominican Republic have
changed since the expansion and entrenchment of evangelical forms of Protestant
Christianity in the country. No longer the sole preserve of the Catholic Church,
Christian authority is being seized at the local levels by Pentecostal congregations and
pastors who claim true biblical inspiration and who profess to follow the divinely
inspired teachings of Jesus. In an effective combination of austere religiosity, critical
rhetoric, egalitarian worship practices, open membership policies, and cathartic
emotional rituals, these churches have been embraced in every corner of the country
(predominantly by the poor and popular classes) to fulfill the desires and to meet the

material, emotional, and intellectual needs of Dominicans.



Los cristianos, in local vernacular, refers almost exclusively to evangelical
Protestants and not, perhaps surprisingly, to practicing Catholics, clergy, or Catholic
orthodoxy of any kind. In claiming (and in some cases taking) sole possession of
‘true’ Christianity, poor Pentecostals, most frequently from the popular classes,
attempt to reconstitute themselves as effective and empowered spiritual agents,
inverting Catholic orders of authority and hierarchy that deny religious titles, expertise
and spiritual power to the general public. Pentecostals do this through discursive
strategies aimed at redefining Catholicism as evil and through a politics of
representation that attempts to validate Evangelical claims to religious authority and
‘true’ Christian provenance through ascetic practices and acts of differentiation and
distinction. In this way, Pentecostalism participates alongside Afro-Creole religions in
both its critical and revisionary potentials at the local level.

Today evangelical Christianity is everywhere in popular Dominican culture,
from television, to movies, to popular music. Even Juan Luis Guerra, the most
internationally renowned merengue artist of all, has converted! From popular movies
like Cristiano de la Secreta, to television shows, to popular public events, to radio
shows and evangelical Christian music channels, to “Jesus Saves” stickers, fliers and
literature — Jesus, it seems, is everywhere you turn.

Evangelical Christianity is not a separate sphere, perceived as a foreign import,
or regarded as an obscure marginal cult, rather, it is an integral part of Dominican

society and culture, dynamically engaged in the social drama, and as much a part of



everyday life in the Republic (especially for barrio residents) as any other cultural,
political, or religious institution.

Pentecostalism is the fastest growing religious denomination in the Dominican
Republic. It is becoming politically significant at national and local levels (for a good
discussion of the Evangelical Church and national politics in the Dominican Republic
see Betances 2007). This dissertation is concerned with the social and cultural effects
of this growth at the local level and the ways in which Dominicans put their faith to
work in their everyday lives. Pentecostalism in the Dominican Republic, because it is
an entrenched feature of barrio life, features prominently in everyday negotiations of
identity, status, and power. As such, Pentecostalism, and religious identity more
generally, is an important vector in identity politics at the local level as well as social
process and communion more generally.

Pluralism

As elsewhere, people in the Dominican Republic seek religious solutions to
problems that cannot be solved by secular means (this includes the search for meaning
as well as answers to life’s problems). The proliferation of religious ‘options’, indeed
what some observers have called the development of a ‘religious market place’ or
‘religious economy’ (Chesnut 2003), has dismantled the Catholic monopoly on faith in
Latin America and the Caribbean and made available a panoply of strategic,

supernatural options aimed at solving a myriad of life’s issues. That such pluralism



exists is clear, however, what such pluralism means to everyday life and individual
believers is less clear.

Religious pluralism and heterodoxy play an important role in barrios
throughout the country. Heterodoxy is nothing new to the Caribbean and has been the
very thing that Caribbeanists have invoked to locate and characterize the socio-cultural
and historical specificity of the region for years. Glissant (1995) has observed that for
Caribbean people, meaningful and pervasive diversity is a “basic reality.” The
heterogeneous nature of Caribbean cultural forms and productions are the result of the
fantastically diverse populations that were responsible for populating the islands and
their subsequent encounters in the New World.

Never quite fitting the ‘ideal’ subject for anthropological inquiry, Caribbean
societies have long been viewed as awkwardly ‘complex’ (Trouillot 1992: 21, Mintz
1974, 1974a). Modern and not modern, Western yet non-Western, global and yet
local, the Caribbean region is for the foreign anthropologist an elusive subject of many
contradictions. Benitez-Rojo (1992: 1) maintains that the main obstacle to any study
of the Caribbean’s societies are “exactly those things that scholars usually adduce to
define the area itself: its fragmentation; its instability; its reciprocal isolation; its
uprootedness; its cultural heterogeneity; its lack of historiography and historical
continuity; its contingency and impermanence; its syncretism, etc.” Because of this
complexity, the traditional analytic tools and taken-for-granted assumptions upon

which social scientists and anthropologists have relied for so many years have

* For a very interesting and enlightening discussion of religious pluralism and what it means to the
ethnomedical culture of Haiti, see Brodwin 1996.



undergone significant critique and revision when brought to bear on the dynamic
cultural systems of the modern-day Caribbean.

Mintz (1971) has argued that Caribbean societies share more in the way of
‘social-structural’ features than any unified or shared ‘cultural’ tradition. Among a
number of major commonalities, Mintz highlights the adaptive social practices that
developed in response to intense westernization, lengthy colonial exploitation, diverse
ethnic populations, and a rather ‘special economic history’ (41). These points of
commonality shared across the Caribbean are socio-historical in character and reflect
the major comparative contexts from which the Caribbean as a socio-cultural area
might be read. The legacy of colonialism, slavery, and the plantation system form the
nexus of modern Caribbean history and society and shapes both its internal
similarity/unity and its diversity/difference (Mintz 1974).

The Caribbean has a long and complex history involving the intersection of
Christian and African religious beliefs that have coalesced at different times and in
varying degrees to shape the religious and cultural landscape. Three historical
processes especially stand out in the religious development of the region: the
establishment of Christianity as the preeminent religion in the colonies after European
conquest and colonization; the development of syncretic religions based on African
religious forms brought to the New World by slave populations; and the subsequent
and relatively recent arrival and entrenchment of evangelical charismatic forms of
Protestant Christianity, namely U.S. Pentecostalism. The mutual and inter-effective

development of these domains reflects a history of domination and resistance based on



social stratification and hierarchical relations of power (Taylor 2001, Fernandez
Olmos and Paravisini-Gebert 2003, Turner 1997, Khan 2003, Bolland 1992, 2005,
Austin-Broos 1997, Burton 1997).

Christian orthodoxy has been the religion of status and power throughout the
Caribbean since the establishment of the first churches nearly 500 years ago
(Nettleford 1978: 20). The supremacy of the Christian orthodoxy is underscored by
the prestige it enjoys as “the religion of advanced civilization” and reinforced by “the
place of eminence Christian Church leaders enjoy in the hierarchy of Caribbean
officialdom” (19). The Church’s historical alignment with the state and its association
with esteemed European cultural values has sustained the privileged status it enjoys in
relation to all other religious institutions. Raymond Smith (1976) argues that
Christianity in the West Indies, following emancipation, came to symbolize “the stable
integration of society around the core elements of the colonial social order,” while the
persistence and growth of alternative or even opposed religious forms “have equally
symbolized differentiation and conflict” (315).

The Cultural Politics of Evangelical Christianity in the Dominican Republic

The third important focus of religious change in the Caribbean, the growth of
evangelical and Pentecostal Christian denominations, has received less attention and
fewer studies have focused on the relationships between religious institutions at the

local level and what this heterodoxy means to individual believers.” How do

? While studies of evangelical Protestantism, Pentecostalism, and conversion in Latin America are
bountiful (see Burdick 1996, 1998, Martin 1990, Smilde 2007, Brusco 1995, Willems 1967, Lehmann
1996, D’Epinay 1969, Chesnut 1997, Stoll 1990, Steigenga and Cleary [eds] 2007, Corten and
Marshall-Fratani [eds] 2001, Glazier [ed] 1980, Boudewijnse, Droogers, and Kamsteeg [eds] 1998,



Dominicans, for example, negotiate religious difference on a daily basis? How does
religious heterodoxy shape religious and social life at the local level? What does
heterodoxy mean to individual believers? These are important questions that still need
unpacking. I address them here from the perspective of Pentecostalism: first, by
exploring the relationships between religious institutions in the barrio; second by
investigating the social and culture significance of evangelical identity at the local
level; third, by outlining the relationship between evangelical churches and youth
gangs; and lastly by locating evangelical Christianity within the broader socio-cultural
milieu of the neighborhood and articulating its role within Dominican social and moral
orders.

Chapter 1 examines how ideas about the divine and notions of good and evil
are shared, negotiated, and contested across different religious communities. I am
especially interested in how exchange occurs within heterodox/plural religious
communities. In order to better understand the spiritual economy of the barrio, I
triangulate the local religious field by mapping the symbolic and practical
relationships between Catholicism, so-called Dominican vodu, and Pentecostal
Christianity. In so doing, I illustrate how local patterns of belief related to the
supernatural, particularly representations of spirits and demons, are interconnected and
show how religious actors in the barrios constitute a diverse religious field wherein

meaning is both shared and contested. I argue that Pentecostalism’s critical, yet

Cleary and Stewart-Gambino [eds] 1997, for just a few examples), similar studies have been slower to
materialize in the Caribbean despite similar patterns of growth and popularity across the region (a few
notable examples are cited later). For the best (and to my knowledge one of the only) example of social
science writing on Pentecostalism in the Dominican Republic, see the work of Marcos Villaman
(particularly Villamén 1993, 1993a, 2002).
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ironically dependent relation with other religious cultures is as productive as it is
telling of social intercourse in the community. Such a view of the total religious field
reveals a more fluid and flexible domain that both reflects and responds to the
traumas, expectations, desires, and ambiguities of everyday Dominican life. As much
about social relationships as religious discourse and symbolism, this section is a
critical reflection on the meaning of religious heterodoxy and pluralism in context.

Chapter 2 concerns itself with the meaning of Pentecostal Christian identity in
the context of everyday barrio life. I explain what it means objectively to be a
cristiano for converts and discuss the ways in which an ‘in-but-not-of-the-world’
stance is cultivated by believers. In addition to outlining the politics of distinction and
representation at the center of local Pentecostal practice, I show how important aspects
of Christian identity in the barrio are negotiated publicly through the strategic modes
of testimony, sanctity, and prohibition. I conclude that Pentecostal strategies of
differentiation enable converts to claim new forms of self-worth and efficacy and that
conversion facilitates new avenues of self-authorship otherwise unavailable to poor
and politically marginal peoples. The oppositional posture of Pentecostalism vis-a-vis
‘the world” engenders possibilities to transcend hierarchies of stigmatizing difference
that condition life in the barrio even while enjoining believers to equally rigid forms of
(self-)discipline and social sanction.

While Chapter 1 explores the church’s relationship with other religious
institutions, Chapter 3 looks at the church’s relationship with an important secular

institution: youth gangs called naciones. Both the church and youth gangs are
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important and popular voluntary organizations in the barrio and both represent
opposed yet complementary moral perspectives on life. I investigate their unique
relationship in order to better understand the moral economy of the barrio, the
particular character of community relationships, and the specific role Pentecostalism
plays in the neighborhood for believers and non-believers alike. I show how both
institutions function as structuring elements in the local community and how both,
ironically, are interdependent. I explain, for example, why the only way out of a gang,
once one has joined, is conversion to Evangelical Christianity. I also explain why
Pentecostals and other Evangelicals are exempt from street violence and harassment
from gang members. Considering the simultaneous popularity of both institutions for
young men in the barrio, I conclude that both gangs and Pentecostal churches offer
barrio residents popular alternative spaces for critical agency, oppositional culture, and
identity construction.

Chapter 4, the final ethnographic chapter, looks more specifically at the
church’s relationship to Dominican social and moral orders. Locating Pentecostal and
evangelical belief within the context of Dominican ideas about masculinity, fidelity,
and morality, I chart the role of Christianity as it both shapes and is shaped by
prescriptive value orientations at the local level. In exploring the significance of
evangelical practice in the context of dominant orders of meaning, I show that
Pentecostalism has social worth for believers and reveal the strategies by which
cristianos claim respect in their communities. Drawing insight from Peter Wilson’s

dialectical model of Caribbean social relations, I outline a similar moral dialectic
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obtaining in Dominican barrios based on the opposing and exclusive domains of e/
relajo and el serio. With a focus on men, I conclude that evangelical Christian
identity enables believers to position themselves squarely within ‘respectable’ notions
of masculinity where they are able to claim relative social rewards like prestige and
respect based on hegemonic forms of social value. This chapter contextualizes
evangelical Christianity in relation to Dominican society as a whole and articulates its
role in shaping the moral economy of the barrio.

I have been, throughout this project, interested in how religious practice and
identity shape social interaction and how social interaction shapes religious practice
and identity. As I will show throughout this dissertation, evangelical Christianity,
indeed the category of cristiano, is an important mediating factor in interpersonal and
social relations. In the first section of this dissertation I show how religious
heterodoxy and pluralism shape, and are shaped by, a politics of religious identity at
the local level. In the second section I illustrate how the public performance of
evangelical Christian identity is central to believers’ faith and strategies of self-
representation. In the third section I explore the unique relationship obtaining between
the church and youth gangs, explaining the role of Christian identity in local street
politics and the simultaneous popularity of both the church and gangs with barrio
residents. And, in the last section, I show how evangelical Christianity’s position
within a bifurcated model of Dominican social relations plays a determining role in

local meaning making schemes.
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I do a lot here to dispel the myth that the Dominican Republic is by definition
somehow essentially, totally, or irrevocably a Catholic country. In fact, to describe it
as such is to say little if anything about the actual cultural organization of social life in
many, if not most parts of the country and ignores important domains of meaning
making for society’s members. Even if less than 20 percent of the country considers
themselves evangelical, the influence of Pentecostal and evangelical Protestantism is
undeniably felt by everyone.* I offer evidence here to suggest that evangelical forms
of Christianity are deeply entrenched in the everyday social and symbolic worlds of
Dominicans in complex ways, and most profoundly so for the popular classes.
Conversion

This dissertation is not about the origins of Pentecostalism or Protestantism in
the Dominican Republic, its missionary history, or its historical expansion: that work
has been done (see Lockward 1982, Platt 1981, Vega 1996, Wipfler 1966). This is
also not specifically a study about why Pentecostalism is popular or why people
convert. This dissertation is about religious identity, meaning making, and social
dynamics in the Dominican Republic and beyond. It is about Pentecostalism in the
barrios and what it can tell us about the cultural dynamics of social interaction, about
the cultural strategies people employ for bettering their lives, and what it can tell us
about how people put religion to work in the 21% century.

Since taking on this project I have been asked numerous times why people

convert and why it is so popular in an otherwise Catholic country. Because people

* Accurate estimates for the number of evangelical Protestants in the country are difficult to obtain or
determine. Anywhere between 10 and 20 percent of the population is identified as having this
affiliation.
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convert for personal reasons, reasons that often vary dramatically from one another, it
is difficult to give a simple or straightforward answer for why people convert.
Scholars of Pentecostalism have offered a number of sociological reasons (e.g.
Willems 1967), as well as cultural reasons (e.g. MacRobert 1988), as well as analyses
of the structure of Pentecostalism itself, to account for its popularity in diverse locales
all around the world. I myself have come to explain conversion in the Dominican
Republic as a product of society and culture. Its popularity, I believe, can be
attributed to a particular orientation toward receiving the message of conversion, an
orientation that sees the church and conversion as both a reasonable and likely
possibility in one’s life. This orientation develops over time through living in contexts
where the Pentecostal church plays an important role. I explore such a context in a
neighborhood in Villa Altagracia, Dominican Republic where the church and its
congregation contribute to a social environment that sees two legitimate and viable
options for self-actualization and relationality — /a iglesia and la calle, the church or
the street. Through a process of social and cultural reproduction, this symbolic
division of the neighborhood continues to limit and therefore influence life
possibilities and the life choices of many barrio residents.’

Within this particular cultural environment, barrio residents have limited
opportunities for social ascent and restricted access to social or political institutions

that might enable this mobility. They do, however, have unlimited access to the

> For a similar argument regarding religious conversion of young men in Caracas, Venezuela see Smilde
(2007).
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church and social institutions of the street, like gangs, and regular opportunities to join
them.

In this dissertation I show the myriad ways in which Pentecostalism and
Evangelical Christianity is an important and inextricable feature of the Dominican
cultural landscape at the local level. In so doing, I also shed light on the social
significance and purchase of evangelical identity and the pragmatics of religious
identity in practice. This study shows part of what it means to be a Pentecostal
Christian in the Dominican Republic, and part of what the institution means for
members and non-members alike, highlighting the social and cultural impact of the
church on local communities.

Religion, in fact Christianity, is critical in shaping the identity of barrio
res