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I n t r o d u C t I o n

Rethinking African Christianities
Beyond the Religion-Politics Conundrum

H A r r i  e n g l u n d

At  t h E  dawn of the twenty-first century, human tragedy and sub-
sequent surveillance were not the only consequences of epoch-making 
terrorist attacks in the united States. they also heralded a public outcry 
over the impact of religion on the hearts and minds of apparently 
gullible believers. not only was one religion in particular the target of the 
public outcry, it also attributed to islam such powers of inspiration that 
contextual factors—planetary inequalities, the frustrations of muslim 
immigrants in the West, the plight of Palestine, new media and com-
munication technologies—often fell outside the purview.1 moreover, such 
an analysis tended to overlook the persistently motivating and constrain-
ing impact a related religion, Christianity, continued to have on political 
competition in the West, particularly in the united States.
 by marveling at the “return” of religion as an all-consuming force, the 
outcry did little else than reframe the assumptions of secularization 
whose passing it ostensibly mourned. following the founding figures 
of sociology, the thesis of secularization had assumed that modernizing 
societies would become functionally differentiated, with increasing ra-
tionalization spelling the decline of the public significance of religion.2 
What the public concern in the wake of the 9/11 terrorist attacks shared 
with this thesis was the idea of religion as a subsystem that was separate 
from others in the structure of society. its return to the public realm 
made it imperative to put the lid back on Pandora’s box before religious 
passions would infuse the domains of public life.3
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 recent anthropological studies of islamic movements in egypt and 
the rest of the middle east have, quite appropriately, been at the fore-
front of devising ways out of the impasse with the secularization thesis.4 
Concerned less with theorizing an abstract society than with reflecting 
on actual, observable practices, these studies have shaken the very foun-
dations of progressive politics among euro-American academics. the 
movements, popular among women and young men, have engaged in 
the redefinition of piety and commitment in which moral and social 
improvement is as important as technological progress. their predilec-
tions are, therefore, compatible with social activism,5 and the sounds of 
mass-mediated sermons that fill the air of public places shape private 
lives. “Within this context,” Charles Hirschkind writes, “public speech 
results not in policy but in pious dispositions, the embodied sensibilities 
and modes of expression understood to facilitate the development and 
practice of islamic virtues and therefore of . . . ethical comportment.”6

 Progressive sensibilities are challenged by this prioritization of personal 
conduct over public policy. they are also confronted by the need to 
rethink the concept of freedom when submission to external authority 
would seem to be a condition for achieving the subject’s potentiality. far 
from dismissing adherents engaged in ethical self-formation as belliger-
ent fundamentalists, these anthropologists urge us to “hold open the 
possibility that we may come to ask of politics a whole series of ques-
tions that seemed settled when we first embarked upon the inquiry.”7

 note how, in this quote, a new understanding of religious formation 
holds the potential for a fresh appreciation of political practice. the 
domains of religion and politics are not easily kept separate for analyti-
cal purposes once the underlying view of society in the secularization 
thesis is rejected. ideas expressed in, and actions taken within, appar-
ently different domains and institutions feed into each other, and what 
belongs to the public sphere or the private sphere is to be investigated 
and not assumed. much as this basic insight informs the chapters in 
this book, a note of caution must be struck. the appreciation of hybrid 
and complex forms has long since displaced dichotomous thought in 
social sciences and humanities, but it has given rise to new problems, 
notably the question of what the analyst can hope to keep constant 
when everything is understood to be in flux.8 for some students of 
Africa, the ways in which religion and politics can get conflated on 
the continent become little else than a pretext to assert the primacy 
of the former over the latter. While admitting that Africans are not 



3

introduct ion

busy with religion all the time, Stephen ellis and gerrie ter Haar, for 
example, maintain that “religious thought plays a key role in political 
life because the spirit world is commonly considered the ultimate source 
of power.”9 Although these and many other contemporary authors add 
a suitable dose of cultural relativism to such statements by highlighting 
religious or spiritual factors in euro-American public life, others find 
in their very choice of topics for African studies an assertion of the 
continent’s exceptionalism.10 religious thought, particularly as it evokes 
and wrestles with the occult, would seem to define African experiences 
in a way that it does not euro-American experiences.
 the approach in this volume is different. rather than conflating 
the dichotomy between religion and politics only to reiterate ideas 
of “Africa’s pathological exceptionalism,”11 the chapters here engage 
in ethnographic and historical investigation on the complex ways in 
which Africans have variously appropriated Christian idioms beyond 
the boundaries of religious expression, asserted a cleavage between re-
ligions, kept secular and religious concerns separate, and sought moral 
and material renewal through Christian practice. in other words, Af-
rican Christians have constituted, and not merely addressed, domains 
and categories for moral and political practice and reflection. even 
the recent studies of islamic piety mentioned above may, for all their 
ingenuity, carry a residual distinction between embodied religious self-
formation and liberal modes of self-reflection and critical thought.12

 it is debatable whether the chapters in this book cast doubt over such 
a distinction only because of their focus on sub-Saharan Africa rather 
than the middle east and on Christians rather than muslims. deeper 
conceptual and methodological issues may account for the difference. 
few of the contributors here have isolated religion as the field of their 
academic specialism; the perspectives they bring to bear on Christian-
ity and public culture arise from anthropology, sociology, history, and 
literary criticism, as well as religious studies. As for many of the people 
they write about, the interest in Christianity has evolved as an aspect of 
engaging with other domains and experiences than religion. the upshot 
has been to take Christianity seriously as an aspect of life, but the con-
tributors’ intellectual and personal backgrounds also allow them to keep 
its impact in perspective.
 Public culture is a notion that facilitates this effort to open up the 
study of religion in Africa to wider intellectual and pragmatic influences. 
less clearly demarcated institutionally than formal politics and more 
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diffuse in its spread than popular culture, public culture prompts ques-
tions about how certain events, ideas, and practices assume public sig-
nificance and thereby cross over the boundaries of their own domains. 
Among the boundaries these questions address are spatial and temporal 
configurations, as when the contributors to this volume explore public 
culture in rural no less than in urban areas, and in colonial and early 
postcolonial situations no less than in twenty-first-century controver-
sies (part i). the conceptual and pragmatic boundaries that maintain a 
distinction between the private and the public are likewise considered, 
as when the relations of intimacy and reproductive and health concerns 
come to occupy a major public presence (part ii). this volume also 
takes a critical look at assumptions informing academic and popular 
comments on the apparently explosive public presence of Pentecostal-
charismatic Christianity in contemporary Africa (part iii). before in-
troducing these themes in more detail, however, it is important to know 
more about the ways in which the public impact of Christianity has 
previously been envisioned in African studies.

Changing Perspectives on African Christianities

the history of the Christian church in Africa is complex, varied, and 
long. few scholars would dare to approach that history with the pa-
nache that a lifetime of learning enabled the late Adrian Hastings to 
exude.13 not only did he trace the origins of the church in Africa to 
the earliest centuries of Christianity, he also saw in fourth-century 
egyptian Christianity a paradigm for the subsequent history of Afri-
can Christianity—as opposed to “the history of Christianity upon the 
continent of Africa.”14 no longer a religion of the urban imperial elite 
using the scriptures in greek, Christianity came to hold increasing 
popular appeal by the end of the third century when most, if not all, 
of the bible had been translated into the different varieties of Coptic 
in egypt. What was paradigmatic for the quickening of the history 
of African Christianity over one thousand years later was the attempt 
to take African languages seriously, often resulting in the first pieces 
of written literature in as yet unstandardized languages. the close 
involvement with languages was one aspect of Christianity’s impact 
on life and thought beyond the religious sphere. Conversely, few as-
pects of life—particularly the struggle for material survival and pros-
perity—would fail to influence the emergence of Christian identity 
among Africans.
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 A great historian is marked by his or her skill at discerning what can 
and cannot serve as a paradigm for patterns in different times and places. 
Hastings’s history of the church in Africa is a narrative of breathtaking 
complexity, with different denominations, missionary orders, and African 
initiatives having strikingly different relations to public affairs of profound 
significance such as slavery, settler agriculture, and colonial rule. it is this 
humility before historical and political complexity that must inform stud-
ies with more modest aspirations, including the present volume.
 While seeking to specify and qualify the public role of Christianity 
in a number of cases, this volume builds on the strengths of decades 
of historical and anthropological scholarship on African Christianities. 
long gone, for example, is a formulaic juxtaposition between mission 
churches, African-instituted churches, and African traditional religion. 
these distinctions may well live on in popular and theological thought, 
and are therefore important subjects of study, but the intellectual case 
for questioning them was well put by terence ranger in 1986.15 finding 
their analysis in isolation from each other to be artificial and distorting, 
he pointed out, among other things, that churches launched by Africans 
were not necessarily more in the throes of social change than so-called 
traditional religion was and that mission, or mainline, churches were no 
less authentic than African-instituted churches as windows into Afri-
can religious experiences. ranger delivered his verdict on the back of 
several innovative studies of Christian independence in Africa.16 the 
wider significance of these studies lay in their emancipation from the 
confines of structural-functionalism, whose atemporal models had so 
far precluded a close investigation of social change in Africa. once it 
was recognized that no aspect of African social life was sealed off from 
the forces of change, the extension of their insights into the study of 
other aspects of religion was inevitable.
 the late 1980s saw the rise of increasingly sophisticated approaches 
to the study of historical transformations through the shift of scholars’ 
focus from Christian independence to African encounters with mission 
Christianity. A culturalist turn in anthropology and history facilitated 
this shift, much as many anthropologists and historians continued to 
relate their findings to the material processes of colonial exploitation.17 
ostensibly devoted to showing the intricacies of African agency in 
the face of the missionary onslaught, a major innovation in many of 
these studies was the insistence on white missionaries as agents no less 
molded by culture than their black interlocutors.18
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 in order to recover the nuances of cultural ruptures in missionary en-
counters, anthropologists and historians had to devise new standards of 
method and demonstration that would make the silences of more formal 
archives speak. in the work of Jean and John Comaroff, in particular, a 
rich array of scholars’ own reflections on material objects, architecture, 
agricultural methods, medical substances, and so on, appeared to com-
pensate for the lack of historical records on African voices.19 Yet this 
innovation also elicited doubts over the extent to which Africans lacked 
narratives as a form of historical consciousness.20 more critically still, 
a related response was to question the implicit assumption that indig-
enous debate on religious transformation commenced with the arrival 
of Christian missionaries.21 An emerging body of scholarship has indi-
cated the extent to which conversations carried in African languages 
have predated and exceeded the impact of missionary interventions, with 
indigenous traditions of reflection making a eurocentric history an ever 
more problematic venture.22

 Although such recognition of African agency may bring us back to the 
conundrum of authenticity that the earlier work on African-instituted 
churches grappled with, it does raise the important question of how to 
acknowledge historical and cultural difference in analysis. before the 
current interest in public culture, anthropologists and historians often 
explored this difference in terms of religious resistance to political subju-
gation. A range of Christian-inspired prophets and preachers stimulated 
more or less violent confrontations with colonial rule in different parts 
of Africa.23 Karen fields set a high standard for scholarship by demon-
strating how religion remained integral to the apparently secular project 
of british colonialism.24 the activities of the Watchtower movement in 
malawi and Zambia in the beginning of the twentieth century troubled 
the colonial administration, because its practices of baptism, healing, and 
prophecy could be seen to carry elements of political protest.
 in a similar vein, Jean Comaroff ’s study of Zionism in southern Af-
rica highlighted the importance of the religious imagery and non-
verbal behavior to black South Africans’ resistance against the apartheid 
state.25 Healing was a particularly potent practice under the circum-
stances of exploitation and subjugation. it marked a reintegration of 
matter and spirit, drawing together the social, spiritual, and embodied 
experiences that labor migration, among other economic imperatives, 
had torn apart. Symbolic and physical operations performed on the 
body through ritual were key to achieving this renewal of the person.
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 the studies by fields and Jean Comaroff appeared at a time when 
social theorists were becoming increasingly disillusioned with the 
marxist models of false consciousness as explanations for the lack of 
revolt among colonized peoples.26 the idea of subtle resistance within 
culturally specific modes of hegemony seemed an attractive alternative, 
and these perspectives on African agency provided particularly innova-
tive examples of what the new paradigm could offer. Scholarship has 
moved on, however, and a general criticism directed against the litera-
ture on resistance has asked whether scholars, with their own left-liberal 
sensibilities, actually looked for whatever glimmers of unconventional 
politics that poor and marginalized people’s lives could contain.27 in 
other words, resistance as a category of thought may have been imposed 
on ethnographic and historical observations. the current conceptual-
izations of agency, as in the literature on islamic piety mentioned ear-
lier, emphasize the discourses and structures of subordination as the 
conditions of its enactment.28

 A criticism more specifically aimed at Comaroff ’s argument about 
Zionism took issue with her view on these churches as sites of incipi-
ent political protest. generalizing about so-called healing churches in 
southern Africa, matthew Schoffeleers describes them as conduits of 
acquiescence instead of protest.29 Yet wider theoretical and method-
ological issues continue to intrigue scholars, with some insisting on an 
expanded and unconventional notion of the political that takes into ac-
count church members’ own idioms and experiences.30

 by expanding the scope of what they consider to be political, scholars 
may or may not redress the limitations of resistance studies. bearing 
in mind that Zionists had subscribed to a wide spectrum of political 
positions in South Africa, richard Werbner asks, “What weight must 
we give to the explicit intent of the people themselves as against our 
inferences about the implicit and the unspoken?”31 this empirical 
question requires a conceptual one as its complement: how do scholars 
conceptualize religion as an alternative source of political commentary 
and contestation? the idea of resistance as pursued by the Comaroffs, 
not only in their study of Christianity but also in their argument about 
witchcraft beliefs as a response to modernity’s malcontents, certainly 
involves a perspective on politics as something else than what takes 
place within the confines of formal political institutions.32 it does so, 
however, by making religious or occult practices seem like substitutes 
for a sociological and historical analysis.
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 At issue is whether religion is best thought to perform “a second-order 
process of adjustment.”33 “What allows the Comaroffs,” ruth marshall 
has recently demanded, “to assume that these practices are principally 
modes of interpretation and understanding?”34 the reduction of religion 
to a cognitive disposition inevitably diminishes both its practical import 
and its imaginative resources. it is, after all, not so much politics as reli-
gion that requires rethinking, particularly the ways in which it has, as a 
category of thought in academia, involved assumptions about the rela-
tionship between acting and believing.35 it is a central contention of this 
volume that this rethinking is achieved more decisively when the concept 
of religion is paired with the concept of publics rather than politics.

from Politics to Publics

the conceptual and methodological difficulties discerned in the chang-
ing perspectives on African Christianities recall the cautionary comment 
on the recent literature on islamic piety movements. Problems with a 
cognitive approach, with the notion of religion as a second-order pro-
cess of adjustment, are not solved by attributing priority to embodied, 
non-verbal behavior.36 the great promise of studying Christianity—and 
indeed any religion—as an integral aspect of public culture is the way in 
which embodied, deeply felt experiences can be represented as coexist-
ing with instances of deliberative and critical reason. it is here that a 
conceptual shift from politics to publics seems particularly productive, 
because sterile definitional disputes over the scope of the political and 
the religious can give way to an investigation of what actually assumes 
public significance in the historically specific circumstances of religious 
and political contestation. A central interest in such investigation is to 
uncover the multiple ways in which people seek to make their claims 
public; how those claims shape, and are shaped by, other public pro-
nouncements; and what insight claims expressed in religious idioms can 
give into the constitution of moral and political publics.
 note how the notion of public as something that is widely (but not 
necessarily universally) open and accessible requires a notion of the 
public as its audience. the chapters in this volume explore claim mak-
ing in a range of historical and contemporary contexts, but common to 
them all is the idea that the public is an audience whose members are 
not known to those who address it in order to make claims. According 
to Karin barber, a public can be imagined to be limited or vast, “reach-
ing out beyond the known community to wider populations, whether 
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politically or religiously defined.”37 Crucial to this insight is the idea 
that a public addressed is also a public constituted—the chapters in 
this volume bear testimony to the ways in which Christian idioms and 
practices have informed the emergence of new orders of relationships. 
Whether public culture is the site for contestation by multiple publics 
is an empirical question, but the public role of religion can indicate how 
different publics are, in michael Warner’s words, “structured by alterna-
tive dispositions or protocols, making different assumptions about what 
can be said or what goes without saying.”38

 the insertion of religion into studies of contemporary public life is a 
relatively recent development in scholarship, and it is important to rec-
ognize the specific idea of religious experience and argumentation that 
often informs this development. Several recent contributions to the an-
thropology of religion have, particularly in relation to Christianity, reg-
istered considerable unease with the concept of belief.39 malcolm ruel’s 
argument about “the monumental peculiarity of Christian ‘belief,’”40 
both building on and extending the work of Wilfred Cantwell Smith,41 
has served as a major impetus to this critique. According to Smith and 
ruel, the concept of belief is largely a post-reformation innovation that 
replaced earlier Christian idioms of trust and commitment with a propo-
sitional attitude.42 ruel’s contribution was to point out the consequences 
for anthropological analysis, including the assumption that belief is what 
forms the ground of behavior and explains, therefore, various aspects of 
cultural and social life. moreover, to be a believer identifies a person as 
a member of a group that is clearly distinct from groups of other types 
of believers. As an interior state, belief also puts the believer in an indi-
vidual, contemplative relation to his or her god.
 for recent anthropology, these critical insights have raised doubts 
about the concept of belief in the study of Christianity and not only 
in the comparative study of religion as ruel intended. When Chris-
tian orientations, along with a host of other religious dispositions, are 
understood as being sustained by acts rather than states of mind, it 
becomes much less plausible to regard Christians as believers in the 
senses outlined above. instead, researchers’ attention gets directed, 
among other things, to the multiple ways in which Christians live their 
faith practically, how their convictions resonate or conflict with other 
viewpoints available to them, and how, once they are no longer seen 
as believers hermetically sealed off from other kinds of believers, they 
situate themselves in public life.
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 Whereas recent work on the public presence of religion has often 
highlighted the role of mass media,43 this volume pursues its revision-
ist impulse through a wider range of examples. mass media certainly 
loom large in some of the chapters here (especially those by Cooper, 
englund, meyer, and Prince), but the revision of rationalist-secular 
theories needs to be nourished by other empirical instances than mass-
mediated religious interventions. As birgit meyer and Annelies moors 
have rightly observed, instead of attributing too much significance to 
the technologies of mass mediation, religion can itself be taken as a 
practice of mediation.44 from the use of the scriptures to the mediating 
efforts of diviners and spirit mediums, various forms of religion have 
always enabled people to envision and engage matters beyond the con-
fines of their particular lifeworlds.
 A related insight into the mediating effects of religion has made 
much of this recent literature to take issue with assumptions in Jürgen 
Habermas’s theory of the public sphere.45 the theory is one of the most 
sophisticated examples of how the assumed public decline of religion 
comes to be linked to the definition of the public sphere as a domain 
of rational deliberation. As “the abstract counterpoint of public author-
ity,”46 the public came into being, according to Habermas, in nineteenth-
century europe with the emergence of the bourgeoisie, whose consti-
tution derived as much from new property relations as from new kinds 
of public discourse mediated by, among others, the print media, tavern 
conversations, and art criticism. Although Habermas’s historical nar-
rative was presented as a critique, lamenting the erosion of the public 
sphere in the face of commodification, others have questioned not only 
the neglect of religion in his idealized notion but also his lack of atten-
tion to gender and class in channeling access to the public sphere.47 As 
a consequence, the academic debate on the public sphere has expanded 
the notion’s remit virtually beyond recognition, with the sources and 
sites of deliberation identified not only in religion but in a wide range 
of other domains.48 Critical has been the move from a normative stand-
point to a descriptive one.
 much as this volume arises from the theoretical ferment generated by 
Habermas and his critics, it is not primarily concerned with refining the 
already extensive and complex debate on the public sphere. the concep-
tual and methodological reflections offered in this introduction should 
be viewed as an effort to contextualize the empirical cases that form the 
bulk of this volume. Public culture is hardly a less theoretical concept 
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than public sphere, but precisely because it has not been subject to as 
extensive theoretical debate as the public sphere, it may facilitate histori-
cal and ethnographic analysis without a constant need to refer to abstract 
and often eurocentric theorizing. the conceptual shift from politics to 
publics, as outlined here, involves a number of analytical challenges. for 
scholars to fully appreciate historical and contemporary variations in the 
public role of African Christianities, they need to move beyond a number 
of obstacles: spurious typologies of religion on the continent, models of 
resistance against political authority, approaches that are deaf to Africans’ 
indigenous conversations about religious and political change, juxtaposi-
tions between embodied and discursive modalities, and the legacies of 
the concept of belief derived from a particular context of Christian theol-
ogy. these challenges surely represent sufficient theoretical stimulus, but 
above all they call for fresh empirical work.

missionary and nationalist encounters

it is appropriate, in light of the above-mentioned trends in current 
scholarship to discuss the mass media and the public sphere, that chap-
ter 1 of this volume takes us where few studies in this vein venture: 
rural Africa at the onset of the missionary encounter. by describing 
two mission stations in Zambia’s mwinilunga district, James Pritchett 
offers not so much a denominational comparison between Protestant 
and Catholic missions as an account of how their innovations engaged 
local Africans’ aesthetic and epistemological sensibilities. Contesting 
both the notions that African conversations about social and ideologi-
cal change began with the missionary encounter and that early con-
verts were marginal members of their community, Pritchett shows 
that missionary initiatives fed into complex African experiments with 
agriculture and medicine no less than with fashion, drama, and music. 
the two mission stations’ respective specializations in medicine and 
agriculture give particularly clear examples of Christian conversion en-
twining with apparently mundane concerns. Pritchett’s narrative recalls 
historical observations across the continent of medical missionaries as 
miracle workers despite themselves.49 Agricultural innovation was no 
less embedded in particular Christian orientations toward the divi-
sion of labor, crop selection, and ideas of what constituted an orderly 
field—all changes that became subject to African experimentation 
and reconfiguration. Pritchett’s chapter releases, therefore, the study 
of popular and public culture from its association with urban life and 
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introduces a fresh perspective on rural Africa as a site of innovation 
and experimentation.
 marja Hinfelaar, in chapter 2, complements Pritchett’s immersion 
in a rural district with an analysis of the Catholic Church’s input to 
imagining Zambia as a nation. Her key objective is to historicize the 
well-publicized pronouncement by Zambia’s second president that the 
country was a Christian nation. by so doing, she challenges evolution-
ary assumptions that informed much popular and academic discourse 
shortly before and after independence, claiming that Zambia was on its 
way toward a secular public culture. in effect, Hinfelaar’s chapter serves 
to historicize not only the pronouncement about Christian nation but 
also the Catholic Church’s influential role in debating and shaping 
public life across Africa, not least during the wave of democratization 
in the early 1990s. the Second vatican Council, in the early 1960s, 
coincided with the onset of independence in many African countries, 
and one of the council’s consequences was the church’s closer involve-
ment in the worldly affairs of justice and peace. this involvement put 
the church on a collision course with the state in Zambia, because rul-
ing politicians wished to adopt scientific socialism as the new nation’s 
guiding doctrine. Hinfelaar shows how the Catholic clergy’s objection 
arose less from their rejection of socialism as such—some of them were, 
at the time, veritable experts on marxism—than from their defense of 
religiosity and diversity against the looming vanguard politics. How-
ever, when the new born-again president declared Zambia a Christian 
nation, the Catholic Church felt that the pendulum had swung too far 
in the other direction. Hinfelaar details the shifts in the church’s posi-
tion as it debated the difference between a secular state and a country 
that has no state-endorsed religion.
 in chapter 3, nicholas Kamau-goro reveals another facet of Chris-
tianity’s impact on imagining the nation in Africa. instead of focusing 
on any particular church, Kamau-goro explores another influential 
figure in Africa’s public culture: the creative writer. Pioneering Afri-
can writers were both nationalists and products of mission education.50 
this double attachment has often resulted in ambiguity, if not hostility, 
toward their Christian heritage, much as Christian missions sowed the 
seeds of nationalism by promoting the idea of ethnolinguistic units as 
polities and by standardizing African languages. Yet their criticism and 
selective appropriation of indigenous cultures also provoked a national-
ist reaction against Christianity. Kamau-goro shows the ambiguities 



13

introduct ion

and paradoxes of Christian allegory and African nationalism in the 
work of ngũgı̃ wa thiong’o. He charts ngũgı̃’s transformation from a 
devout Christian to a critic of Christianity who, nevertheless, remains 
in his early novels loyal to Christian allegory for his choice of idioms 
to, in Kamau-goro’s words, “articulate [Africans’] dreams for salvation 
from colonial oppression.” Kamau-goro’s analysis indicates, therefore, 
some of the ways in which Christianity has shaped public culture in 
Africa even as it has been ostensibly rejected.

Patriarchy and Public Culture

Public culture is as much a context for defining the boundaries of the 
private and the intimate as it is the setting in which large-scale public 
affairs such as nationalism are envisioned. the chapters in part ii show 
how Christianity and public culture influence gender relations, sexual 
morals, and female empowerment. barbara Cooper, in chapter 4, fo-
cuses on the reproductive politics of a Christian minority in the context 
of muslim-majority niger. Her case is a particularly clear demonstra-
tion of how highly intimate and embodied issues such as fertility and 
reproduction can assume public import. tracing the history of contesta-
tion over the relative sizes of the Christian and muslim populations in 
niger, Cooper dissects the official patriarchal notion that the church was 
produced and reproduced by the acts of men. important figures as they 
may have been, male pastors and missionaries could not have expanded 
the Christian constituency without the church attracting women and 
laying claim to children. Cooper builds on comparative insights from 
elsewhere in Africa to point out how Christian messages often appealed 
to women before they did so to men. in Cooper’s case, it was only after 
the evangelical mission had embarked on medical work from the 1940s 
onward that it could approach women and children directly, with fos-
tering, marriage, and childbirth complementing conversion as a path to 
Christianity. Cooper details the role of ritual in the mission’s effort to 
lay claim to children. Apart from the ritual—itself a public event during 
which the child is displayed to a wide audience, Christian and non-
Christian—Cooper discusses the radio announcements of Christian 
naming ceremonies and weddings as important conduits for making 
public the success of Christian reproduction. Her view on mediation 
thus combines insights into ritual and broadcasting and alerts us to the 
perils of considering the electronic media in isolation from older per-
formative modes.
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 the infusion of Christian idioms into the politics of community 
survival and reproduction is also a central theme in chapter 5, by ruth 
Prince. Her analysis of debates about widow inheritance among the 
luo of western Kenya situates highly intimate and personal experi-
ences in a range of interventions extending from mission and revival-
ist Christianity to traditionalist assertions of patriarchy to campaigns 
against the spread of Hiv/AidS. Within this complex field of ar-
gument and intervention, Prince identifies a spectrum of Christian 
responses that include support for the practice by some African-
instituted churches, recent efforts to reshape it by the Anglican and 
Catholic Churches, and outright opposition against it by the Pente-
costal and evangelical churches. material considerations shape these 
arguments as opposition against widow inheritance is buttressed by 
well-funded alliances between Christians, human rights activists, and 
feminists, and as those women who succeed in opposing it have often 
achieved a measure of economic security. At the same time, Prince 
shows how claims voiced in Christian idioms can be more compel-
ling than those expressed in terms of rights. recalling Kamau-goro’s 
observation on the capacity of Christian imagery to provide tools for 
critique, the debate in western Kenya does not so much pit Christians 
against non-Christians as involve Christians of various persuasions in 
reflecting on tradition and morality.
 When participants in a debate are all Christians, Christianity’s con-
tribution to a critique of public culture is not best described as resistance 
against dominant discourses. in chapter 6 damaris Parsitau examines 
the entry of Pentecostal pastors and prophets into electoral politics and 
various charitable enterprises. What makes Parsitau’s study unusual is 
her focus on female leaders whose achievements have offered inspiration 
and mentorship to countless women in Kenya, a country where women’s 
participation in public life has long faced considerable obstacles. draw-
ing on biblical references to exceptional women, these female leaders 
have confounded their male critics through business acumen and a 
commitment to raising children without a husband. However, Parsitau 
shows how their involvement in Kenya’s public culture is a complex mix 
of empowering and illiberal standpoints. for example, their promotion 
of hope and ambition among women is in tension with their preaching 
against abortion and premarital sex. the pride they wish to instill in 
single mothers can be diluted when the aspiration to become a respect-
able member of Parliament makes them want marriage. their critique 
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of corruption and tribalism among politicians, moreover, coexists with 
their intolerance toward islam and homosexuality.

A Plurality of Pentecostal Publics

the entry of Pentecostal clergy into mainstream political competition is 
a relatively new phenomenon in Africa. it is also a controversial devel-
opment, both for many Pentecostals themselves and for their academic 
observers.51 Whereas Pentecostals debate among themselves the extent 
to which party politics is fundamentally divisive and un-Christian, some 
observers can barely conceal their contempt for this overtly emotional 
and personal form of Christianity. Although Pentecostalism has had a 
presence in Africa since the early twentieth century, including in rural 
Africa,52 Paul gifford was one of the first to identify a new and more 
intense phase of proselytization from the 1980s onward.53 focusing 
particularly on southern Africa, he emphasized the negative effects of 
this trend on African liberation, distressed as he was by the conspicuous 
role played by conservative American evangelists at a time when the 
Christian church was being decolonized in Africa. gifford has since ex-
plored the theological and social dimensions of the so-called faith gos-
pel in, among other African countries, ghana and Kenya.54 Although 
he has been able to produce more nuanced accounts of Pentecostal 
diversity and African initiative, he has continued to find Pentecostalism 
problematic in its impact on public debates about the need for structural 
change in Africa’s governance and economies.
 other liberal academics in europe and the united States have 
sometimes been able to pronounce alarmist views on Pentecostalism 
in Africa without referring to any empirical study in particular. As re-
cently as in 2009, Patrick Chabal deplored Pentecostalism’s individualist 
ethos, which promotes personal self-improvement and internationalism: 
“Worthy as they may seem to the American churches that sponsor Pen-
tecostalism, these priorities are disruptive of received notions of identity, 
reciprocity, and even nationality. in ways that are not always discernible 
today, they could pose a greater challenge to the African polity than is 
presently envisaged.”55 An unsubstantiated impression is created that 
African Pentecostalism depends on American churches and that the 
entire African polity is threatened by the way in which its priorities 
contradict identity, reciprocity, and nationality. the lack of references 
to any actual Pentecostal practitioners makes this comment particularly 
revealing of the ease with which this form of Christian practice lends 
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itself to generalizations that would hardly be acceptable in relation to 
other religious orientations.
 generalizations of this kind, often accompanied by pronouncements 
about the “spectacular rise”56 and “enormous sweep”57 of Pentecostalism 
in contemporary Africa, can be refuted on several grounds. overall, re-
ligious and spiritual complexity has not been reduced by the undeniable 
mushrooming of Pentecostal churches across the continent during the 
past thirty years. African-instituted churches do not belong to the past 
but are a powerful presence in many countries,58 while, according to 
david maxwell, “the historic churches remain enormously influential, 
still staffed by expatriate missionaries who work in tandem with and 
usually under the authority of African clerics.”59 moreover, during the 
rise of Pentecostalism, the African religious scene has witnessed an-
other, less dramatic but equally significant, phenomenon in the increase 
of faith-based organizations that provide development and humanitar-
ian aid.60

 Perhaps the most devastating blow to generalizations is dealt by 
the sheer diversity of Pentecostal approaches and practitioners. the 
effect is particularly evident when scholars link Pentecostalism with 
Charismatic movements. theological affinities can be obvious enough, 
arising from nineteenth-century revivalism in the methodist and 
Holiness movements in north America, europe, and even elsewhere, 
and revolving around the gifts of the spirit such as prophecy, healing, 
and speaking in tongues. Yet Allan Anderson, for example, advocates 
definitions that can be adapted to particular contexts, bearing in mind 
that charismatic experiences and fellowships are not the prerogative of 
Pentecostal-type churches but form an influential element within the 
Catholic Church and some Protestant denominations.61 When resulting 
in staggering statistics about church growth, the linking of Pentecostals 
with charismatics can, therefore, serve triumphalism among Pentecostal 
missionaries rather than analytical purposes.62 Part iii of this volume 
contributes to the view that is less concerned with definitional niceties 
thrown up by unwarranted generalizations than with exploring doctrinal 
malleability and membership fluctuations in congregations and move-
ments that identify themselves as Pentecostal.63

 the diversity that the chapters in part iii seek to demonstrate is 
particularly poorly served by the impression that the faith, or prosper-
ity, gospel is the quintessential feature of African Pentecostalism. the 
impression obscures the range of topics that Pentecostalism has enabled 
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scholars, particularly anthropologists, to explore with regard to contem-
porary Africa, topics such as commodification,64 transnational connec-
tions,65 African diasporas,66 mass media,67 and responses to the crisis 
in public health.68 in chapter 7, birgit meyer, who does here use Pen-
tecostalism and prosperity gospel interchangeably, shows how this type of 
Christian orientation is embedded in wide-ranging reforms that, often 
informed by neoliberal economics, have sought to enhance free markets 
and pluralist democracy across Africa since the late 1980s. She points 
out that the process of “making public,” of exposing the secrets of non-
Christian worship, has a long history in African Christianity and is by 
no means reducible to Pentecostalism. However, meyer argues that the 
current process of “going public” by Pentecostal and charismatic preach-
ers and prophets suggests a range of new questions for research, not least 
because of their skillful use of media such as television, videos, radio, and 
Web sites. this process, meyer emphasizes, revolves around style rather 
than community, casting doubt over the congregational model of religious 
life that has informed the study of Christianity in Africa as elsewhere. 
Addressing eurocentric theorizing about the public sphere, meyer also 
contends that the contemporary public sphere in ghana is a hybrid of 
critical public discussion and religiously motivated consumerism.
 the conflation of Pentecostalism with the prosperity gospel may 
betray the pull of megachurches in cities among those scholars whose 
linguistic and methodological limitations leave them ill equipped to face 
the diversity of Pentecostal practice in poor townships and rural villages. 
it is these settings that form the background for Harri englund’s explo-
ration of spiritual warfare in malawi (chapter 8). building on fieldwork 
among impoverished township dwellers and born-again radio journal-
ists, englund shows how the quest for security rather than for prosper-
ity animates the Pentecostal imagination. the issue of spiritual warfare, 
especially when it engages muslims as its key adversaries, also bears 
notable public significance in a country marked by inequalities and 
polarization between Christians and muslims. When the rhetoric and 
practice of spiritual warfare is studied in a specific historical and eth-
nographic context, englund argues, unexpected insights into the rights 
and obligations of membership can emerge. Spiritual warfare here turns 
born-again Christians’ gaze as much inward to demonic forces within 
one’s own congregation, if not oneself, as outward to those who openly 
oppose baptism in the Holy Spirit. Central to the essentially peaceful 
and civil effects of spiritual warfare is the expansion of trust through 
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spiritual kinship that embraces anyone regardless of their religious 
and ethnic provenance. the experience that the Holy Spirit works in 
and through human relationships gives the lie to the unvarnished as-
sociation of Pentecostalism with individualization. the role played by 
testimonies broadcast in the Chichewa language is explored in detail, 
from the viewpoints of both their born-again editors and their narrative 
contents and idioms.
 Chapter 9, by ilana van Wyk, is no less unflinching in its challenge 
to the stereotypes and generalizations that plague the study of Pente-
costalism’s impact on public culture. Here the focus is on a big urban 
church and its apparent prosperity gospel. the universal Church of 
the Kingdom of god would seem to realize the worst nightmares of 
Pentecostalism’s critics. the sense of a community assisting each other 
materially and spiritually—a sense so easily attributed to African Chris-
tianity—is demolished by the distrust among participants in the South 
African congregation that van Wyk has studied. distrust is actively 
promoted in the church, whose pastors never stay long enough with 
the same congregation to develop personal attachments, whose con-
gregations scarcely notice funerals and weddings in their midst, and 
whose pews are filled more with lone individuals than with couples and 
families. However, as in the rest of this volume, neither contempt nor 
endorsement is the result of analysis. van Wyk shows how the one-off 
“contracts” with god that confound some observers’ expectations of 
denominational loyalty and doctrinal rigor take place within troubled 
lives that involve moves from church to church and from one prophet 
or healer to another in search of blessings. At the heart of van Wyk’s 
contribution lies a challenge to anthropologists and other scholars who 
have come to question the notion that belief is a propositional attitude 
(see above). An alternative notion, she suggests, is not Christian prac-
tice as trust or commitment but as a kind of technology inextricably 
linked to pragmatic pursuits.
 despite their divergent perspectives on Pentecostalism, the chapters 
by meyer, englund, and van Wyk all indicate dissatisfaction with the 
conventional models of churches and congregations as stable, bounded 
communities. Style, spiritual kinship, and technology are some of the 
conceptual alternatives these three authors, respectively, put forward in-
stead to capture the sense in which Pentecostal publics are in the process 
of becoming rather than simply addressed. However, michael okyerefo 
(chapter 10) completes this volume’s exploration of Pentecostal diversity 
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by analyzing two ghanaian churches’ search for public respect and 
legitimacy. the key means by which they attempt to go mainstream 
is through the provision of health and orphan care and educational 
facilities. okyerefo thereby documents a trend that liberal critics’ con-
sternation has not been able to foresee. Along with participation in 
electoral politics, developmental activities have seemed a distant pros-
pect in Pentecostals’ self-indulgent ways. okyerefo expands, however, 
the issue of public legitimacy and respect to address the manner in 
which development has been envisioned, not only by Africa’s foreign 
masters but also by Pentecostalism’s liberal critics. rather than seeing in 
Pentecostals’ interventions in development work another cynical ploy to 
attract followers and money, okyerefo asks whether the very concept of 
development has to be revised in light of these interventions. do they 
not bespeak a desire to unite the economic and spiritual dimensions of 
life into one concept of development?
 this volume comes full circle with okyerefo’s chapter describing in 
a contemporary context the indivisibility of the material and the spiri-
tual that Pritchett’s account of medical missionaries as miracle workers 
demonstrated for historical encounters. in a broader sense, this insight 
is but an aspect of the perspective this volume seeks to put forward. the 
relationship between Christianity and public culture in Africa is not so 
much an instance of religion determining some people’s approach to 
apparently secular institutions as an invitation to rethink the manner in 
which influential academic and popular theories, with the seculariza-
tion thesis and its inversions at the helm, have partitioned society into 
subsystems. What publics as constituted and not merely as addressed 
demonstrate is that we cannot know the significance and form of such 
divisions in advance of empirical research. A closer attention to the 
claims African Christians make warrants a contextual and historical 
approach to the boundaries that separate the religious and the secular, 
the private and the public, the liberal and the illiberal.
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