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Abstract. The central point of the work concerns the gradual replacement of the Social State—
characterized by government involvement in the implementation of social policies—by a
'Neopentecostal/Evangelical State," in which basic services and responses to social needs are
increasingly provided by religious communities, particularly evangelical and neopentecostal
ones. An increase in the political influence of these religious groups is observed, especially
through the formation of the so-called 'Evangelical Caucus' in the National Congress. Ultimately,
this essay questions the possibility of a plan devised by the conservative wing of politics to
instrumentalize religion to attain political power, and how Brazilian democracy is affected by
these shifts in the political landscape. This is a theoretical and qualitative study, which aims to
analyse the topic based on scientific publications that address the issues in a critical and well-
founded manner.
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1. Introduction

This essay investigates the progressive substitution
of the Brazilian Social State by a "Neo-Pentecostal
State,” in which religious communities - particularly
neo-Pentecostal churches - take on roles
traditionally attributed to public institutions, such as
the provision of basic social services. The central
hypothesis is that this phenomenon is not merely a
result of institutional inefficiency, but rather a
deliberate political strategy that aligns with
theological doctrines, particularly the theology of
prosperity and dominion. These doctrines both
justify and reinforce the increasing influence of
evangelical leaders in Brazilian politics, particularly
through clientelist practices and the
instrumentalization of social rights.

The research adopts a qualitative, bibliographic
approach, drawing from interdisciplinary literature
in law, political science, sociology, and religious
studies. It critically analyzes the historical
emergence and current dynamics of evangelical
political power in Brazil, especially the expansion of
the Evangelical Parliamentary Caucus, and its
implications for democratic institutions and the
principle of secularism.

The results of this study are significant in that they
contribute to a deeper understanding of the socio-

political mechanisms through which religion
becomes a tool of governance in contemporary
Brazil. This analysis enriches academic discussions
on democracy, equality, and the secular State, and
provides a critical framework to assess the broader
risks of religious instrumentalization in Latin
American political contexts. By unveiling the
mechanisms of political legitimacy anchored in
religious discourse, the study also opens new
avenues for interdisciplinary debate on the future of
democratic pluralism in Brazil.

2. Research Methods

This study employs a qualitative research approach
based on an extensive bibliographic review. The
methodological framework involves the systematic
analysis of academic literature, books, journal
articles, theses, and relevant legal and historical
documents that address the emergence and
expansion of neo-Pentecostal churches in Brazil,
particularly in relation to their growing influence on
state structures and public policy over recent
decades.

The research prioritizes interdisciplinary sources
from the fields of law, political science, sociology, and
religious studies, allowing for a comprehensive
understanding of the interaction between religion
and state within the Brazilian context. The selection



of sources was guided by thematic relevance,
scholarly credibility, and temporal scope, with
emphasis on works published from the 1980s to the
present.

It is worth noting that this paper focuses on the
growing evangelical influence in politics, setting
aside the role of the Catholic Church, although its
interference is not disregarded. Furthermore, it is
important to clarify that no detailed analysis or
distinction will be made between the various
evangelical and Pentecostal branches. This is a
purely methodological choice, considering that the
central objective is to evaluate, in general terms, the
role of politicians linked to the evangelical faith in the
fields of philanthropy and social policy.

3. Discussion

The constitutionalist movement began within a
liberal perspective, based on the recognition of
individual rights that predate the State, whose
protection justifies the existence of constitutions.
Constitutional texts, from this standpoint, are
instruments for limiting, restricting, and controlling
political power in order to ensure the enjoyment of
rights inherent to individuals. [1]

In the early 20th century, social movements
established a new constitutional paradigm aimed at
achieving objectives collectively defined by society.
At that point, constitutions became mechanisms for
organizing both society and the State. Examples of
this trend include the Mexican Constitution of 1917
and the Weimar Constitution of 1919. [1]

Beginning in the 1990s, within the Latin American
context, a period of intense constitutional change
emerged, known as 'aspirational constitutionalism.'
This term reflects the nature of these texts, which are
oriented toward demands aimed at social progress
and a better future for society. Latin American
constitutions are considered 'fundamental political
documents,"” with a forward-looking perspective
grounded in a transformative vocation. This
represents a long-term project identified by three
main characteristics: a collective project, the use of
law, and the pursuit of social change. [1]

These constitutions aim to transform the political
and social reality of Latin America in order to create
the necessary conditions to make democracy, the
rule of law, and human rights effective. Virtually all
Latin American constitutions expressly include
provisions establishing a duty of cooperation
between government bodies/branches. [1] These
articles go beyond establishing the separation of
powers, division of responsibilities, and mutual
oversight—they provide mechanisms based on
cooperative relationships.

Despite the apparent benefits resulting from the
harmonious operation of government branches, it is
essential to identify the risks inherent in this model.
The main risk is confusing the duty of cooperation
with the concentration or unification of power, which

would result from rejecting the principle of
separation of powers. The ideal of cooperation does
not deny the separation of powers but complements
it, establishing a framework of 'constitutional
governance'. [1]

However, the implementation of this model depends
on a good relationship and collaborative work among
the different branches of government, as well as
attention to the needs of the population. For this to
happen, the democratic model must provide an open
channel for joint action by these institutions—
something that has proven to be a significant
challenge for modern democracies, including Brazil.

The democratic model of public deliberation is
currently facing a profound crisis, as the notion of
rational consensus and legitimacy excludes political
minorities or more vulnerable groups from the
democratic process. While there is formal inclusion
through constitutional provisions, there is also
material exclusion, since these groups rarely have
their interests represented in the political sphere. As
a result, dominant classes instrumentalize the State
to serve their own interests. [2]

In this context, it is possible to identify the rise of a
specific class: Christian politicians. Despite the
separation between Church and State established
since the 1891 Constitution (Article 72) [3], religious
leaders have exerted significant influence in
Brazilian politics. Initially, this power was centered
in the Catholic Church, [4] but with the democratic
opening and the promulgation of the 1988
Constitution, there was an expansion of the space
occupied by evangelical leaders. [4]

4. Results

The evangelical-Pentecostal awakening to the
political arena occurred with the end of the military
dictatorship and the formation of the Constituent
Assembly. There was concern about the possibility of
increased privileges being granted to the Catholic
Church, which led to broad demands for religious
freedom. Beginning with the 1986 elections,
evangelical denominations began organizing to elect
their own representatives to the Constituent
Assembly, adopting the “official candidate” strategy.

[41(5]

Until the 1998 elections, the Assembleia de Deus
(Assembly of God) remained the church with the
greatest parliamentary representation. However, the
Igreja Universal do Reino de Deus (Universal Church
of the Kingdom of God - IURD) was growing and, in
that year, elected 14 federal deputies, becoming the
church with the most seats in Congress. The IURD’s
growing success resulted from its intensified use of
the official candidacy model. In short, the Universal
Church “institutionalizes its candidacies in a rigid
manner. That is, it disallows electoral propaganda
from individuals claiming to be members unless they
have been officially designated by the church as its
official candidates”. [5]



Thus, votes for these candidates are driven by the
institutional support granted by the church rather
than the individual’s potential as a qualified
politician. Beyond this candidate selection model, the
IURD implemented a modus operandi—later
replicated by other denominations—based on a
“triadic scheme”: Politics, Media, and Philanthropy.

(6]

In summary, some of its evangelical pastors are
launched as candidates for political office, especially
in the Legislative branch, conducting their campaigns
within religious settings and targeting the faithful.
Once elected, they serve on Communications
Committees to secure radio and TV channel
concessions for their churches. [6]

Meanwhile, using public party funds, philanthropic
entities are created under the command of these
religious parliamentarians, who operate based on a
clientelist logic—distributing food baskets, offering
free legal advice, medical and dental care, among
other services. Finally, through media channels,
these charitable actions are publicized. A cycle of
mutual reinforcement emerges between the political,
media, and philanthropic fields, ensuring the
continued expansion of evangelical churches in
politics. [6]

A notable example of the success of this method is
former Rio de Janeiro governor Anthony Garotinho,
elected through a coalition with evangelical church
segments. While serving as governor, numerous
partnerships were established between Rio de
Janeiro’s social assistance departments and
philanthropic institutions managed by evangelical
politicians. The most prominent episode was the
“cheque cidadao” (citizen’s check), a cash transfer
program that, coincidentally, almost exclusively
benefited members of the evangelical community. [6]

Another politician who gained prominence due to his
religiously driven political discourse was Marcelo
Crivella, nephew of Bishop Edir Macedo and himself
a bishop of the Universal Church of the Kingdom of
God and a gospel singer. He was elected senator for
two terms (2002 and 2010). The “Fazenda Nova
Canad” (New Canaan Farm), managed by Crivella, is
a project of the Associacao Beneficente Crista (ABC),
a philanthropic institution of the IURD. Located in the
Northeast region of Brazil, its premise was based on
irrigation projects in arid zones to improve living
conditions for the local population, installing health
clinics, offering vocational training courses, and
establishing employment agencies. [7]

Although these services appear to benefit the
population at large, Maria das Dores Campos
Machado explains that, in these “Employment
Counters,” no public information is available
regarding assistance or job placements. People
arrive at these centers through recommendations
from their pastors during individual meetings.
Moreover, although the registration form did not ask

! Currently, the Gini index for individual income is 0.490, while

about religious affiliation, the first questions from
the attendants were “Are you from the church?” or
“Are you a Christian?”. [7]

Throughout his political career, Crivella faced
criticism from opponents who accused him of
favoring only Universal Church members or
Pentecostal allies. In 2016, he was elected mayor of
Rio de Janeiro in a highly polarized race. The bishop-
senator centered his campaign on a conservative
discourse and secured enough votes to defeat
Marcelo Freixo, the left-wing candidate, in the second
round. During his term, Crivella clashed repeatedly
with Rio’s progressive population over his
reactionary and conservative measures. [6]

As with many other Pentecostal politicians, there is a
noticeable intensification of neoconservative
discourse tied to evangelical representation in the
public sphere, as a response to the rise of liberal
social movements in Brazil. This group heavily
exploits clientelist practices as a means to win voters
and disseminate a religious-political discourse.

This approach—instrumentalizing philanthropy to
garner electoral support—is directly linked to the
failure of Brazil's social welfare model. Although
many authors deny the existence of a true welfare
state in Brazil, given that universal access to quality
public services has not been effectively realized, [8]
it is undeniable that the 1988 Federal Constitution is
grounded in social welfare ideals, containing
chapters dedicated to social rights and the social
order. [9]

However, considering the levels of inequality in the
country! and the precariousness of public services,
there is a loss of conviction in the model proposed by
the Constitution, which had appeared to be a way to
improve the living conditions of the population.
When analyzing this factual context in comparison
with the country's economic performance on a global
scale, a significant discrepancy becomes evident. [9]

Brazil is currently the 9th largest economy in the
world, [11] with a per capita GDP of R$ 42,247.52 in
2021 [12] In theory, this context should result in
better living conditions for the population. However,
the high degree of economic concentration leads to
stark social disparities.

Regarding investments in human capital, that is, in
public policies, the country remains in an alarming
situation, according to the Yearbook of the Economic
Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean
(COMISION ECONOMICA PARA AMERICA LATINA Y
EL CARIBE - CEPAL). Concerning child mortality up
to five years old, there are 11.7 deaths per thousand
live births, while the current undernourishment rate
is 4.7%. Public spending on education accounts for
5.8% of the national GDP, and on healthcare, 10.3%.
[13] It can thus be concluded that the proper
measures for the improvement of social capital are
likely not being adopted, and Brazil's

the index for household income reaches 0.520. [10]



mismanagement results in the poor development of
its society.

Moreover, widespread corruption scandals have led
to a loss of public trust in traditional politicians, and
few people identify with them due to existing social
and economic differences. In this context, religiously
oriented politicians gain space and public support.
After all, they are figures present in the daily lives of
the faithful and claim to act "in the name of God" and
according to religious values.

Regarding neo-Pentecostal belief, Guilherme
Casardes offers an explanation of the theology of
prosperity and the theology of dominion, which
guide neo-Pentecostal Christian faith. Unlike
traditional = Pentecostalism, neo-Pentecostalism
allows its faith to adapt to social changes, especially
concerning “the values, interests, and practices of
consumer society”. [14]

First, the theology of prosperity is based on the idea
of material blessings as rewards—Christian faith is
believed to bring well-being, health, and improved
financial conditions to the faithful. This is one of the
reasons why the religion spreads and becomes so
deeply rooted among the most impoverished layers
of society, given the promises of improving their
living conditions. Furthermore, the church’s
institutional structure offers social protection to its
community, which literally fosters loyalty, as
individuals find a sense of belonging and support, as
well as opportunities for personal growth. [14]

Thus, as the author summarizes, the theology of
prosperity provides a “spiritual justification for the
advancement of living conditions among the
emerging middle class,” and also generates financial
profits for the church itself, which begins offering
certain services in exchange for the tithe paid by its
followers. In Casardoes’ words, “this financial
involvement between the faithful and the church is
encouraged by the idea that divine grace is the result
of sacrifice.” Consequently, large donations are seen
as proof of supreme faith, creating a paradox in
which poverty is interpreted as a sign of weak faith,
to be confronted with intense economic sacrifice.
[14]

On the other hand, according to the theology of
dominion, there is an ongoing battle between God
and the devil. Christians are thus tasked with obeying
biblical commandments and constantly fighting
against demons that manifest in cultural and artistic
expressions, education, the press, politics, family,
and other religions—in short, any expression not
aligned with Christian standards. According to this
doctrine, “God’s Kingdom will be established when
Christians occupy all these spheres of society”. [14]

From this, one can identify the modus operandi of
evangelical politicians: votes are secured through the

2 The composition of the Evangelical Parliamentary Front in the
National Congress during the 2023 Legislature is as follows: 201
Federal Deputies and 26 Senators, which represents 39.18% of the

narrative that they will represent religious values in
the political arena. Since the faithful receive
significant support from the church in social and
material terms, an expectation is formed that this
performance will be similarly successful in a broader
context—in other words, that the pastor-politician
will do for the Brazilian nation what the church does
for its congregation.

However, once they attain political power, the
actions of neo-Pentecostal politicians tend to focus
more on ideological than practical issues. When it
comes to controversial topics such as abortion, drug
decriminalization, or the reduction of the age of
criminal responsibility, evangelical politicians’
positions are entirely shaped by neoconservatism,
justified by religious belief.

In contrast, regarding public policies aimed at the
most economically vulnerable populations, Christian
politicians adopt a neoliberal stance, disregarding
the teachings of Christ. This may be a strategic move
to keep the public dependent on social services
provided by the churches—services that secure a
loyal voter base and maintain the functioning of the
prosperity theology.

After all, if the State were able to universally offer
high-quality public services, religious philanthropy
would lose space—and perhaps one of the main
incentives for church attendance. While the search
for services is not the sole reason for Christian faith,
itis certainly a common entry point into religion.

Finally, although many studies argue that Brazil is
still far from becoming an “Evangelical State” [4]
[14], the following reflection is proposed: is it not
concerning that a single religion dominates the
National Congress?? In fact, considering Brazil is a
secular State, shouldn't there be a clearer separation
between religious strands and political power?

In conclusion, if the considerations made in this
study—regarding the possible lack of interest by
religious politicians in the development of State-
provided services—are deemed reasonable, one
could infer the existence of a project aimed at
dismantling the public sector in order to maintain
religious control over a vast and growing portion of
the population, thereby realizing the theology of
dominion.
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