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In sum, this book clearly demonstrates that Lima knows his area of research 
well, and seems quite capable of producing relevant critical interventions on the 
intersections and contradictions between political debates and cultural productions. 
This study questions the limits between an American and a Latino identity by 
focusing on the rearticulation of a Chicano archive, but still needs to dialogue more 
fully with the other forms of Latinidad that coexist and compete with the Chicano 
imaginaries for the creation of a more inclusive notion of “americanismo.”

Governing Spirits: Religion, Miracles, and Spectacles  
in Cuba and Puerto Rico, 1898–1954

By Reinaldo L. Román
Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2007
288 pages; $24.95 [paper]

reviewer: Martha Ellen Davis, Archivo General de la Nación, Dominican 
Republic and University of Florida—Gainesville

Governing Spirits is an ambitious work. Reinaldo L. Román’s study uses all 
written sources available, primary and secondary, to piece together as complete a 
documentation and analysis possible regarding phenomena and episodes in popular 
religion of 20th-century Cuba and Puerto Rico, a topic considered peripheral to 
the usual political and economic issues in historiography. Piece by piece, the author 
has assembled coherent pictures of vernacular religious phenomena from as long as 
over a century ago, which he presents with an eloquent and engaging style of prose. 
In so doing, his work takes Caribbean studies a step beyond the national inquiry by 
applying his historical scrutiny to parallel phenomena in two similar sites, Cuba and 
Puerto Rico, during the period between the end of Spanish-American War and the 
Cuban Revolution. 

The American occupation of both Spanish colonies permitted freedom of religion, 
a freedom continued under Puerto Rico as a commonwealth and Cuba as a republic. 
But surely the framers of the U.S. constitution did not conceive of this freedom 
as encompassing nonorganized vernacular religion, which, in the Afro-Hispanic 
Caribbean domain, includes spiritism, santería, apparitions, miracles, folk-healing, 
witchcraft, and similar phenomena. Indeed, the management of such phenomena, 
during the course of the twentieth century, presented challenges to the authorities. 
The title Governing Spirits, then, appears to use “governing” both as a verb—with 
regard to how to govern, how to manage such phenomena—and as an adjective—
with regard to the dominance of the spirits over the institutional authorities,  
who attempt to control popular mind.

The work is structured by alternating chapters regarding vernacular religion 
in Cuba and Puerto Rico in chronological order, with an epilogue about the 
late 20th-century Puerto Rican phenomenon of the “exotic predator” called the 
“chupacabras.” The figures in popular religion examined by the study are what the 
author terms “man-gods,” “woman-virgins,” and saintly figures of various sorts: 
Hilario Mustelier and Juan Manso of Cuba, Elenita and the Hermanos Cheos of 
Puerto Rico, La Samaritana of Puerto Rico, La Estigmatizada and Clavelito in Cuba, 
as well as an apparition of the Virgin in Sabana Grande, Puerto Rico. Key topics 
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addressed, in addition to the focus on these spiritual leaders, include witchcraft 
and miracles, as well as such dimensions as race and gender, the former particularly 
poignant in Cuba, and the current trend toward a “folklorization” of folk-religious 
expressions, especially in Cuba.

Román builds upon a recent proliferation of works, largely historical, on popular 
religion. These include the following and others drawn from his bibliography,  
in alphabetical order: 
• Agosto Cintrón, Nélida, Religión y cambio social en Puerto Rico (1898–1940).  

Río Piedras: Ediciones Huracán, 1996. 
• Ayorinde, Christine, Afro-Cuban Religiosity, Revolution, and National Identity. 

Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2004.
• Herzig Shannon, Nancy, El iris de paz: el espiritismo y la mujer en Puerto Rico,  

1900–1905. Río Piedras: Ediciones Huracán, 2001.
• Howard, Philip A., Changing History: Afro-Cuban Cabildos and Societies of Color  

in the Nineteenth Century. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1998.
• López Cantos, Ángel, La religiosidad popular en Puerto Rico: siglo XVIII. San Juan: 

Centro de Estudios Avanzados de Puerto Rico y el Caribe, 1993.
• Quintero Rivera, Ángel G., ed., Vírgenes, magos y escapularios: imaginaria, etnicidad y 

religiosidad poplar en Puerto Rico. San Juan: Centro de Investigaciones Sociales, 1998.
• Zayas Micheli, Luis, Catolicismo popular en Puerto Rico. San Juan: Editorial Raíces, 1990.
Román also draws on significant works, mainly very recent, which link popular 
religion with social and political history and cultural politics and movements, such 
as those by, in alphabetical order: Arlene M. Dávila, Robin Derby, Arcadio Díaz-
Quiñones, Jorge Duany, Joan Koss, Stephan Palmié, and Fernando Picó, among others. 

Román situates phenomena of popular religion within the political and economic 
context of the two islands, and views the trends, figures, and expressions as responses 
to the larger milieu, including the stresses and incongruities of the times. In the 
disruptive initial phase of American occupation of both Puerto Rico and Cuba,  
it is not surprising that the occupied people would turn to a higher authority than 
the political and military, namely spiritual leadership born from within their midst. 
This contextualizing view continues throughout the work. For example, in the final 
period covered, the mid-1950s, Roman cites professor M. Velilla de Solorzano of 
the University of Havana in “…pinpointing…precisely when Cubans had lost trust in 
their own capacity to shape the future…as…10 March 1952, the day of the coup that 
returned Batista to the presidential office” and thus impelling them to turn to such 
charismatic religious figures as Clavelito (p. 155). Likewise, the 1950s apparition  
of the Virgin in Sabana Grande, Puerto Rico, is interpreted as a response to the 
“state-sponsored erasure of the past,” citing Arcadio Díaz-Quiñones (p. 161) with 
regard to the Americanization initiative of the Free Associated State.

Reinaldo L. Román’s invaluable work has supplemented memory with written 
documentation, often from newspapers, coherently articulated. Had he not 
compiled the disparate sources and ably constructed the scenarios and chronologies 
as he has done in Governing Spirits, the spiritual leaders and religious phenomena 
would be remembered only as fragments in the oral tradition. Thus, themes in the 
popular 20th-century life of the two islands, which were very important to the 
people themselves but were viewed as problematical or peripheral by the governing 
authorities, are given their due importance within a people’s history. This represents 
a great achievement, not only for Caribbean history but also as a gesture to those 
whose worldview would otherwise be underrepresented. 
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Román’s carefully construed compilations of historical material are fascinating 
reading. He also brings the reader up to date in scholarship in the area by 
conscientiously citing the interpretations of other scholars, such as those listed 
above, ably woven into his compendium of data. For example, in Chapter 4 he 
documents, largely through newspaper accounts, the early 20th-century affinity  
in Puerto Rico among participants in spiritism, masonry, and Protestantism,  
and freethinkers with regard to a rational and decentralized alternative to Catholicism. 
In the Cuban domain, one particularly interesting note is Díaz-Quiñones’s attribution 
of Fernando Ortiz’s concept of transculturation to inspiration from the Spiritist 
doctrine of transmigration (p. 111). Thus, scholars of the time may not only have 
studied religious phenomena but have also been influenced by them. 

There are many more examples of sharp observation and analysis throughout the 
work, both Román’s own and those of cited colleagues. For example, with regard to 
early 20th-century Cuba, he concludes, “It is surely no coincidence that the period 
of the man-god’s ascendancy throughout the region was framed by extraordinary 
outbreaks of violence, and institutional void generated by a collapsing colonialism, 
and multiple threats to the autonomy of rural peoples, especially those residing in 
Cuba’s war-torn eastern region” (p. 29). For insight about Puerto Rican spiritism, 
he cites Joan Koss’s argument that “…that the Spiritist ‘cult’ emerged in the middle 
of the nineteenth century among anticlerical and anti-Spanish, liberal professionals 
who sought reforms but who eschewed revolutionary upheavals” (p. 112). And in 
comparative analysis, Román states, “…this singular attitude to affliction regulated 
and continues to govern many transactions between human and divine actors in the 
Cuban and Puerto Rican religious imaginary. This mode of relating to the divine 
ascribes suffering a positive value as the impetus behind moral transformation and 
other types of healing. Among the faithful, a measure of asceticism is regarded 
as a prerequisite for the manifestation of the miraculous. The trials of the flesh 
are themselves an offering and a way for the believers to prove their worth and 
commitment before the divine” (p. 135).

However, it is unfortunate that such astute analysis is buried in the midst of 
chapters, such as on pages 29, 112, and 135. On the one hand, Román’s compilation  
of disparate bits of information into coherent form is impressive. But he needs 
to take this a step further: The facile verbal expression does not compensate for 
the lack of clear definitions articulated in a unifying taxonomy and theoretical 
framework, and a conclusion that schematically summarizes the main data and 
underlying themes and their interpretations. If he had done so, this may have  
helped the reader understand why, for example, a notable sector of the population 
turned to expressions of folk Catholicism and spiritism rather than to Protestantism, 
given the U.S. proselitist iniatives, particularly in Puerto Rico.

So this book does not reach its potential with regard to accessibility,  
although topics in spiritism and popular religion have a potentially large 
readership. In this vein, the epilogue with regard to a recent spiritual 
phenomenon in Puerto Rico, which falls outside the specified time period,  
is not explicitly related to the rest of the book. An opportunity was missed  
here to show that popular religion of the two islands is not only a cultural  
theme of the past but of the present and probably the future. 

Furthermore, there is a whole body of scholarship that is virtually untapped in  
this work, namely the anthropology of religion. Basic concepts in the anthropology 
of religion—starting with “folk religion,” “popular religion,” and “folk Catholicism,” 
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in addition to fundamental universal religious concepts, would be crucial to 
developing the taxonomy and framework proposed above. This in turn would help 
us readers see the forest for the trees. There are indeed a few meager citations of 
anthropologists, such as of Melville Herskovits on page 158 (but he is not listed in  
the bibliography) and Victor Turner with regard to the “economy of affliction”  
(pp. 111, 116, and 126) without defining the term. 

In addition, the work should have been more explicitly and clearly situated 
geographically and socially. Maps of places cited in Puerto Rico and Cuba would 
have been very helpful, since readers familiar with one island may not know 
the other, much less locales not on the usual maps, such as sacred springs and 
neighborhoods within cities. Clarification of the social sectors and the rural or  
urban domains to which popular-religious leaders and movements have appealed, 
including demographic figures when available, would also have been very useful. 

The reviewer would also suggest the application of oral history to the subject. 
While recollections will be spotty and incomplete, it is worthy of note that the 
Puerto Rican movement involving the Hermanos Cheos, which emerged in 1900, 
lasted until circa 1974, albeit weakly, according to Román, while La Samaritana died 
in 1986, and Cuba’s Clavelito died in 1975. The last followers of these movements and 
leaders, as well as those of the 1950s, may still be alive; or at least their heirs may have 
photographs, clippings, printed programs, flyers, memorabilia, other paraphernalia, 
and perhaps even audio recordings of events in the 1950s. This book would serve as an 
excellent point of departure for eliciting memories to confirm or refute the facts and 
perspectives derived from the written documentation. But perhaps this is a project for 
today’s students of the history of the popular religion of the Hispanic Caribbean.

Finally, this work lends itself to a great deal of comparison. Román does a bit, 
such as in his chapter 4, which briefly mentions spiritism in Brazil and Mexican 
and Dominican healers of the same period. Although not explicitly stated,  
the Dominican messianic leader Olivorio Mateo (Papá Liborio) of San Juan de la 
Maguana, cited on page 111 (died 1922) (see Davis 2004), is an excellent example 
of what Román terms the “man-god,” and Señorita Elupina Cordero of Sabana 
de la Mar (not cited, died 1939) (see Guerra Sancho 1998) is a good example of 
what he terms the “woman-virgin.” The Umbanda movement of Brazil, an urban, 
creole religion that fuses Kardec spiritism with Afro-Brazilian beliefs and has 
counterparts among the bourgeoisie of the Hispanic Caribbean, is not even 
mentioned. But, obviously, such comparisons fall outside the purview of Governing 
Spirits, and some expressions, such as Umbanda, pertain largely to a more recent 
period. So it is now left to the reader to develop the analytical framework for 
systematizing Román’s materials and approach and apply them to parallels 
elsewhere in the Americas, projected into the present and future.
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