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 The emergence of modernity in Latin America is expressed, in part, in the process 

of urbanization resulting from a wave of rural-urban migrations in the 1980s and ‘90s. 

Rural people moved to cities yearning to enjoy the “miracle of modern life.”  The cultural 

and social face of Latin American cities like Lima, the capital of Peru, experienced huge 

cultural changes marked by the encounter between traditional and modern cultural logics.   

 For migrants it was a traumatic experience to encounter an urban world that was, 

in fact, structurally different from the rural world they knew, a world marked by a 

bureaucratized system. Many rural people experienced serious difficulties in 

understanding the logic of systems such as transportation, workplace, public 

administration, and so forth.  To make an appointment for a work-related meeting or to 

receive medical care, both essential requirements for seeking employment, while also 

negotiating the long commute every day on a bus, were new experiences for them. 

Furthermore, their prior work experience did not include a working culture characterized 

by constant and harsh evaluations, planning systems, and rigid schedules. All elements 

expressed another kind of rationality marked by different ways of organizing times and 

spaces.   

 Another key aspect was related to the construction of new relationships in other 

kinds of territories. They encountered a city characterized by an individualistic, self-

interested and discriminatory culture where everyone clamored for more and more power, 

wealth and social status. It was difficult for them to understand why they were barred 
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from access to certain social clubs that were open only to people of a certain social class 

or why a woman working as a maid would not be permitted to share breakfast or dinner 

time with the members of the family that employed her.  

 In this context, the immigrants formed a new social class that had to develop 

strategies for personal and collective empowerment. For instance, as part of their strategy 

for surviving in this vast society, they integrated into associations created for families 

from their hometowns that allowed a less traumatic immersion into urban life. Many 

migrants incorporated themselves into urban social groups and networks such as religious 

groups, and found in these spaces familiar elements that coincided with the cultural 

values of their places of origin such as a sense of family, practices of reciprocity, and a 

friendly atmosphere.  

 One of these community spaces was constituted by churches, especially those 

rooted in the evangelical tradition, which became a doorway to modern urban 

socialization.  These evangelical churches often allowed people in the cities to 

appropriate modernity, without abandoning essential elements of their traditional culture 

and consequently avoiding the traumatic shocks generated by the forces of modernity.  

This paper explores how these churches became mediating spaces that have helped to 

create the appropriate conditions for the process of re-territorialization, as well as what 

aspects of religious practice have acted as mediating factors in helping migrants resist the 

juggernaut that modernity produces.  I have identified two factors that help us to answer 

these questions: the appropriation of mass media culture in religious rituality and the 

practice of socialization ritualized into faith communities.   
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 First, the process of urbanization in many Latin American countries has brought 

about not only an increase of religious groups, but also the presence of diverse religious 

expressions that are markedly changing the face of our cities.
1
 It is evident that the world 

of the sacred holds an important place in people's daily lives. By the same token, mass 

media communication has become a strategic space where religious groups insert 

themselves into the symbolic marketplace. This cultural process has generated a 

particular phenomenon: the incorporation of mass-media culture into religious rituals 

such as religious services and festivals where we can observe the appropriation of 

discourses that do not necessarily correspond to the traditional sacred world. For instance, 

in the case of Peruvian evangelical churches it has become symbolically important for the 

physical structure of modern temples to demonstrate significant appropriations of 

television's structural aesthetic. Even more, many churches have found that “cinemas”   

in Latin America are quite suited to holding church services.  In the church itself, the 

decor, the placing of electronic equipment, the equalizing sound controlled from a control 

room, and the use of electronic musical instruments, are not only direct adaptations of 

modern technology but also are symbolic appropriations from the codes of mass culture.  

Furthermore, solemn services, formal ceremony and circumspect preachers have been 

replaced by the pastor-entertainer, high-volume voices, applause, and rhythmic chanting.  

                                                 
1
 Our theoretical  framework about media and religion is based on the understanding of media as 

spaces of cultural interaction—hence social practices—and religion as a cultural discourse 

intertwined with individual and collective processes that supposed the “recognition that there is a 

fundamental interaction or relationships between practices of mediation and practices of religion” 

(Hoover, 2006).  This approach is bound up with a new conception which religion is not limited 

to what happens in a ‘sacred’ realm, traditionally conceived, but is that part of culture that 

persuasively presents a plausible myth of ordering of existence. In this sense, culture and religion 

are inseparable. (Hoover & Clark, 1997).  Religion, in this sense, is explicitly concerned with 

both ontological and experiential dimensions of existence –with being and meaning. Religion 

provides meaning for individual existence by grounding it in a larger, cosmic framework of 

significance (Peck, 1993).        
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The hymn and choral books have been displaced by the overhead projector which 

displays the text on a large screen within the church.  This phenomenon tells of cultural 

encounter between two oral cultural expressions: a primary orality, that of interpersonal 

communication, and another of mass media narration, identified by Walter Ong (1982) as 

a “secondary orality.” 

 This appropriation process of mass modern culture by evangelical religious 

communities generated a new space that permitted the coexistence of the traditional and 

the modern. Jesús Martín Barbero, an influential Latin American scholar, makes a 

noteworthy comment about this phenomenon: “The Latin American masses are becoming 

incorporated into modernity not by way of illustrated projects but by way of other 

projects in which urban masses and cultural industries are allied.  The Latin American 

urban masses are elaborating a secondary mode, a grammatical oral mode not through the 

syntax of the written word, but through audio-visual syntax.  Secondary orality becomes 

then the osmosis between memories—long memories of life and tales—and devices of 

new audio-visual narratives, between archaic narrative and postmodern devices.” 

(Martin-Barbero, 1992) 

 The interaction between the technological rationality and symbolic codes of 

audio-visual culture gives a face-lift to religious experience in the urban world.  It moves 

the church between inner communication networks and its interconnection with a broader 

network in the mass media world.  For this reason, migrants found in the urban 

evangelical communities the appropriate place to resist and negotiate with the social and 

cultural forces of modernity.   
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 This encounter between religious practices and the cultural offers of modernity 

speaks to us, on one hand, of a re-enactment of traditional rituals in new contexts, 

scenarios and spaces as well as in other communicative dimensions where the sacred is 

re-signified.  It is very important to observe that this cultural process is not as much a 

mechanical reproduction as a culturally negotiated appropriation. For example, one must 

understand urban religious festivities as a way of living a particular spiritual experience, 

but also as a way of experiencing new collective sensibilities and of liberating processes 

of socialization.  In this sense, religious ritual functions as a symbolic nucleus expressed 

in its capacity to gather the affective sense of social transformation. On the other hand, it 

confirms that Latin American modernity involves a complex process of adaptations and 

appropriations to new conditions that have generated the “[creation of] spaces for other 

modernities to emerge in which emancipation from hunger and oppression go hand in 

hand with an affirmation of plurality, or dialogue between the traditions and modernities 

which constitute Latin America’s heterogeneity.” (Schelling, 2000)  J.B. Thompson 

points out that this is precisely what the cultural imperialism paradigm ignores. From this 

standpoint the presence of communication industries and media technologies has not 

eliminated the localized character of appropriation but rather has created a new kind of 

symbolic axis of globalized diffusion and localized appropriation. (Thompson, 1995)  It 

is true that modern globalization, as John Tomlinson mentions, has generated the 

phenomenon of “de-territorialization,” whereby the traditional, “natural” relationship 

between a given culture and a given place gradually dissolves.  However, another kind of 

social and cultural process occurs in the local landscape: re-territorialization, whereby 



 6 

people attach themselves socially and emotionally to the transformed locality and new 

social networks that have become part of it. (Tolimson, 2003) 

 Anthony Giddens observes two reciprocal processes in globalization, namely 

disembedding
2
 and re-embedding. For Giddens modernity breaks with tradition by 

detaching social processes from their tradition-bound, geographically defined social 

context. (Giddens, 2003)  From this point of view cultural globalization does not mean 

devaluation of locality or local territory.  For our thesis it is important to note that the 

ways by which locality is produced are within the context of global technological 

communications and the emergence of networks mediated by the media. This assessment 

does not imply the denial of the presence of powerful forces that tend to generate 

enormous barriers of communication and non-democratic culture. However, it is 

important to recognize that in the local context, more complex processes are occurring 

than those proposed by the cultural imperialism paradigm. 

 Second, the emergence of a culture of modernity in the Latin American urban 

world generated a certain tension between ethnic-local memories and modern 

transnational memories.  In the context of rural-urban migration and the growing poverty 

generated by the debt crisis in the 1980s and ‘90s, many Latin American countries 

experienced the growth of urban popular cultures in which pre-modern practices and 

traditions of mutual assistance, solidarity and reciprocity are re-functionalized in the 

urban context.  Specifically, many migrants incorporated themselves into social urban 

groups and found in religious groups those elements of recognition with the cultural 

values of their places of origin, generally of provincial or rural extraction.  Carlos Franco, 

                                                 
2
 “Disembedding”  means – for Anthony Giddens – ‘the "lifting out" of social relations from local contexts 

of interaction and restructuring across indefinite spans of time-space' 
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a well-known social researcher of Peru, has identified a series of characteristics that make 

us believe that in the migratory process there occurs an appropriation of new cultural 

values.  The claim of making migration the founding process of “the other modernity” 

has been based up to now on the following criteria: a) the rupture of rural society; b) the 

liberation of rural families from the determinism of tradition; c) the construction of a new 

sense of space and time; d) the change of value orientations, patterns of conduct, and the 

cultural styles of its protagonists; e) the capacity to produce or co-produce the processes 

of urbanization. (Franco, 1991)  

 Many of the elements identified by Franco are also “dynamizing” the urban 

religious experience. For instance, many evangelical congregations have developed 

socialization spaces such as music festivals, sport competitions and family retreats after 

Sunday services or in holidays. These events have a close connection with rural social 

and cultural rituals, and it become mediating factors that permit migrants to be 

incorporated less traumatically and without cultural ruptures into the urban world.  In this 

sense, the social forms of urban integration are associated with the style of the society of 

origin. They are connected to new communication networks characterized by strategies of 

empowerment, negotiation and resistance. In this way, the incorporation of the world –its 

musical culture, religious rituals, and ancestral customs –into the urban world means “a 

transformation of perception, a recasting of [their] spatial and temporal senses… [In this 

case] Modernity is accompanied by a re-subjectivization  in a reflexive form. (Scott & 

Urry, 1994) 

 It is clear that the symbolic elements that sustain religious ritual are those that 

make the encounter with the urban world a continuation of traditional cultural 
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experiences.  It is interesting, for example, how collective memory –learned and lived 

through oral tradition –and the memory coming from mass culture and contemporary 

industrial culture, coexist in this new process of urban socialization. But this phenomenon 

speaks of a new logic of socialization inside religious groups, which is expressed by the 

wishes, hopes, and sensibilities of a social sector that is no longer just a consumer, but 

also a producer of symbolic goods.  Deterritorialized by modernity and globalization, 

people attempt to re-establish a new cultural “home” wherever they go. (Garcia-Canclini, 

2005)  These cultural ambitions and activities compose the process of reterritorialization.  

Fusing their traditions with new cultural resources in the new territory, immigrant groups 

create new codes and communicational systems.  These communities who work together 

to maintain their traditional ethnic or cultural identities and lifestyles, constitute a set of 

hybrid cultures. (Lull, 1995)  This experience is marked by cultural negotiations, social 

empowering, new ways of socialization, new senses of belonging, and the re-construction 

of their own cultural identity. However, because these hybridisations are taking place in a 

context of new and growing forms of social exclusion and injustice, they are leading to 

the very real disintegration of the social fabric of Latin American society. (Schelling, 

2000)  

 This modern “narratives of subalternity and marginality” (Schelling 2000) speaks 

to us of a particular style of modernity in the Latin American context where the encounter 

with “modern culture” has begun to be considered as a basic urban experience, 

understanding the urban not only as a category for describing the city but, primarily, as a 

particular sensitivity and communicative experience which revolves around a shared 

desire to be modern.  Here religious congregations have become “interpretative 
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communities” where meanings are elaborated and integrated through dynamic process of 

social interaction. (Browing & Fiorenza, 1992) In addition, religious experience is 

connected to a certain moral rationality where ethical traditional values are re-signified 

but not eliminated. In this case religious modernity implies logic of rationality in which 

different areas of life and action have not become separated and traditional mythic 

worldview is not dissolved. It entails more than the destruction of a mythic worldview 

and the breakdown of the ontological-teleological worldview but a transformation of 

ethics. (Browning & Fiorenza, 1992) 

 In summary, according to Latin America’s experience, modernity, as Anthony 

Giddens contends, is more than an “out there” phenomenon. It is equally an “in here” 

phenomenon, and it always takes place in the local sphere.  Hence it affects existing 

social roles and identities by rearranging social institutions and material conditions.  In 

this process, the places created by religious practice and technological mediations are 

important scenarios where hegemonies and solidarities, reflexivity and consumerism, 

dialogic or democratic culture and tribalism all coexist. On the other hand, it is important 

to recognize that the urban religious experience has undergone meaningful cultural 

changes and has became a real space of intercultural negotiation and exchange, to the 

extent that those who form part of these groups—with their mythological images, 

readings, symbols, and social practices—are re-interpreting the world.  The new ways of 

creating rituals produce a new religious scene wherein sacredness has adopted new 

elements, which in turn create new meanings.  All this makes us realize that we are living 

in an era of boundless scenarios, as Néstor García-Canclini asserts, where rather than 

mestizajes there are what he calls “hybrid cultures.” (Garcia-Canclini, 2005)  
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Specifically, the culture of modernity has given believers new cultural imaginaries 

marked by a constant interaction of traditional rituals with modern cultural codes, cultural 

memories and the circuits of communication.  
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