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Foreword

I am delighted to have been invited to write a foreword to this exciting
book, more especially since my own work in rural Zambia in the 1960s,1

and the re-study by Han Seur in the 1980s,2 highlighted the role that
religious beliefs and practices played in shaping local social change and
development. In that particular case, it was the Jehovah’s Witnesses
who were committed to building the ‘New Kingdom on Earth’ which
‘the righteous ones’ would inherit – not unlike the expectations of the
Pentecostals who are the focus of this book.

In more recent years we have witnessed a renewed interest in ques-
tions of religiosity and its role in the making of ‘modern’ society.
Early in the 2000s a network of development institutions, includ-
ing the World Bank, several national aid programmes and key non-
governmental organisations (NGOs), such as Oxfam, Care, Save the
Children, Caritas and Tearfund, initiated discussions with leaders of var-
ious world faiths and religious organisations with a view to exploring
common ground between ‘secular’ and ‘faith-based’ modes of devel-
opment thinking and practice. A key forum for these discussions has
been the World Faiths Development Dialogue, whose principal con-
cerns are to link issues of material and spiritual wellbeing to questions
of development and poverty, and to encourage the sharing of perspec-
tives between persons of different religious conviction. These issues – in
part prompted by the problems of an increasingly polarised politico-
religious world – present a major challenge to all those involved in
development work.

Yet, ten years on, there remain serious gaps in our understanding
of how precisely people’s religious beliefs, values and practices under-
pin, supplement, challenge or redesign state or international models of
development. ‘Development’, of course, is a field of study and practice
in which it is difficult to judge what works and what does not, since
it is composed of a differentiated set of value judgements, practices and
justifications advanced by a heterogeneous set of social actors who often
espouse conflicting or contradictory values, reasoning and interests. The
process of intervention itself is usually a messy business, since defined
goals (for one reason or another) are hardly ever effectively achieved
as intended, in part because of unpredictable conditions, but mostly

vii
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because they are not shared by the targeted beneficiaries, nor supported
by other key players in the field.

Against this backdrop, this book provides an in-depth understanding
of the interplay between Pentecostalist beliefs, socio-economic condi-
tions and future ambitions of committed believers in several regions
of Africa. A dominant theme is the rise, impact and reshaping of
African Pentecostal churches in the face of the global propagation of
neoliberalism and the ‘rolling back’ of the nation state. But rather than
giving prominence to how external development institutions engage
with and seek to incorporate religious bodies into their plans for devel-
opment, the greater part of the contributions explores the intermingling
of spiritual and material objectives and ontologies from the standpoint
of the churches and their devotees, thus highlighting how congre-
gations and church leaders create space for the pursuit of their own
‘development’ goals and initiatives.

From the early 1980s a new wave of Pentecostal movements swept
across the African continent, promoting new conceptions of belief, per-
sonhood, salvation, emotion and ambition that contrasted markedly
with existing mainstream Protestant churches and Catholic orders. Their
brand of Christianity was far removed from that of the Calvinists and
the ‘this-worldly asceticism’ described by Max Weber as the first step
towards the eventual ‘disenchantment’ of the world. The arrival of this
new Pentecostalism brought with it a strong evangelical style associated
with the need to be ‘born again’ into the Christian faith and immersed
in its spiritual and codified morality. Accordingly, the everyday lives of
these new Pentecostals were to be congruent with Christian values and
guided by a strong sense of there being no sharp line between the sacred
and the secular. In similar vein, and running counter to most African
family systems, the Pentecostals were encouraged to accord women sig-
nificant space and status to develop their own skills and aspirations so
that they might also, like their male counterparts, achieve positions of
responsibility within the church as well as within wider organisational
networks, including key NGOs and government bodies. Thus, as elu-
cidated in several of the chapters, we encounter cases of women from
humble origins eventually moving into key positions in the church and
from there to national and international bodies devoted to promoting
women’s affairs that often address the problems of poorer families or
those suffering from AIDS or other debilitating illnesses. In Kenya, for
example, there exist a number of female-led and -founded Pentecostal
and charismatic churches (and spin-off organisations) where members
are able to develop their own relations with the staff of NGOs that fund
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gender-related programmes. Through such activities they often build
contacts with government officers and party political personnel who
need to maintain strong connections with the public at large.

This book also represents a major contribution to our understand-
ing of processes of religiosity in the context of the uncertainties and
crises of present day social, economic and political life. It focuses espe-
cially on the congruence between neoliberalism and the Pentecostalist
drive towards personal salvation and the creation of new ‘godly’ are-
nas of influence and power. It is in this context, where the state scales
down its responsibility for human welfare and the poorer sectors that
faith-based initiatives – in this instance undertaken by Pentecostalist
organisations – become critically important, and more especially so
given the fragile nature of present day post-colonial structures in much
of the African continent. A further implication of this fragility is that
the majority of African countries are highly dependent on the largesse
of international aid programmes. Given these conditions, it is no sur-
prise that much of the discourse articulated among African populations
is directed towards issues that identify the forces of divine destiny in
human affairs, in particular the threats posed by evil spirits in everyday
life. In several cases this is matched by the tendency of certain revival-
ist movements to seek their own regimes of power and enrichment and
thus institute more autonomous forms of sovereignty both within the
nation state or vis-à-vis well-funded NGOs, and in some cases transna-
tionally through the networks of fellow Pentecostal believers. Thus, as
well as stressing the healing process and deliverance from destructive
forces, many of these Pentecostal churches provide innovative ways of
responding to prevailing economic conditions and, in some cases, they
resort to certain modes of political activism. An added dimension here,
of course, is the socio-economic composition of specific church congre-
gations, whose membership varies in terms of social status, household
assets and income, and educational levels. Thus, at one end of the scale
we encounter local Pentecostal congregations that cater primarily to rel-
atively poor farming households or the poorer sections of the urban
working classes, while at the other end we encounter upwardly mobile
middle-class elements with a relative degree of affluence.

On a more analytical level, the ethnographic case study material,
richly explored in this volume, provides a fruitful input into current
debates about how to theorise and develop methodologies for elucidat-
ing contemporary modes of religiosity in an ‘ultra-modern’ world where
religion is paradoxically both ‘significant and insignificant’.3 Indeed
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one might argue, as many of the chapters do, that the analytic dis-
tinction between religion and development collapses in the study of
Pentecostal movements since the tools for both personal development
and economic growth are given by the churches themselves, and that
by following religious principles there is a way of addressing misfortune
of various kinds – medical or physical, financial or social.

This collection points the way to a fuller understanding of how
faith-based groups, and their beliefs and practices concerning ‘the good
society’, shape socio-economic behaviour and organising practices, and
vice versa. Linked to this are important questions concerning how and
to what extent faith-related components facilitate and/or inhibit the
mobilisation, accumulation and redistribution of resources and oppor-
tunities, as well as how they promulgate new forms of collective action.
Adopting an ethnographic approach allows us to understand better the
encounters, negotiations and accommodations that take place between
and within different faith groups in different development scenarios.
The intricacies and complexities involved are many and require detailed
comparative research, and not merely from the standpoint of their the-
ologies and ethics. This book then is a must for all those working within
the field of development.

Norman Long
Professor Emeritus

Department of Sociology of Development
Wageningen University

Notes

1. Long, Norman. 1968. Social Change and the Individual. Manchester: Manchester
University Press.

2. Seur, Han. 1992. Sowing the Good Seed. PhD Thesis, Wageningen University.
3. See Beckford, James and John Walliss. (Eds). 2006. Theorising Religion: Classical

and Contemporary Debates. Aldershot: Ashgate.
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1
The Pentecostal Ethic and
the Spirit of Development
Dena Freeman

The practice and discipline of development was founded on the belief
that religion was not important to development processes.1 As soci-
eties developed and modernised, it was assumed that they would also
undergo a process of secularisation. The irrelevance of religion for
development is a cornerstone of ‘modernisation theory’, with its nar-
row focus on economic growth, which dominated development theory
and practice from the 1950s to the 1980s (Deneulin & Rakodi 2011:
46). From the 1980s onwards there has been a broadening of scope
within development studies, with the expansion of work on the multi-
dimensional nature of poverty (e.g. Kakwani & Silber 2007) and the
theoretical reorientation of development’s aims from economic growth
to more holistic concerns for human wellbeing and environmental sus-
tainability – first through the livelihoods approach in the 1980s (e.g.
Chambers & Conway 1991, Scoones 1998), and then in Amatya Sen’s
human development approach in the 1990s (Alkire 2005, Sen 1999),
and more recently with interest in development and wellbeing (Gough
& McGregor 2007). During the progression through these different
approaches there has been increasing appreciation for the importance
of non-material matters – such as beliefs, values and morality – in the
development process (e.g. Goulet 1997). This has led in recent years
to a return to the question of religion and a huge surge of interest in
the role of religion in development (Berger 2004, 2009, Deneulin 2009,
Deneulin & Rakodi 2011, Goody 2003, Rakodi 2007, Selinger 2004, Ter
Haar & Ellis 2006, Tomalin 2008, Ver Beek 2002). This book seeks to
make a contribution to this new field by exploring the developmental
consequences of Pentecostal Christianity in contemporary Africa.

There has, of course, long been a connection between religion and
development, as evinced in the twin activities of colonialism and
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2 The Pentecostal Ethic and the Spirit of Development

missionisation. And religious institutions are, of course, a key part of
civil society, being the most prevalent form of associational life in
Africa today (Gifford 1994: 533). Nevertheless, two recent changes in
the religious and development landscapes are forcing scholars to assess
their current interconnections more closely. First, alongside the rise
of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and their increasing role
as the implementers of secular development interventions, there has
been a recent blurring of the distinction between church and NGO, as
many mainline churches established development wings following the
expanded flow of aid money to civil society organisations in the 1980s
and 1990s (see below). This ‘NGO-isation’ of the mainline churches
(Gifford 1994: 521) has been matched by a parallel growth in faith-based
organisations (FBOs) not necessarily directly linked to any particular
church or mosque, but inspired by religious teachings and approaches.
Noting the significance of these trends, there have been a growing num-
ber of studies of faith-based Christian and Muslim NGOs (Dicklitch &
Rice 2004, Hefferan 2007, Kaag 2008, McDonic 2004), including some
excellent ethnographic accounts (Bornstein 2005, De Temple 2006,
Kamsteeg 1998), as well as discussions of donor experiences and strate-
gies for engaging with this type of development organisation (Benedetti
2006, Clarke 2006, Marshall & Van Saanen 2007).

Second, there has been a massive ‘Pentecostal explosion’ that has rad-
ically altered the religious landscape in much of the developing world.
Millions of people in Africa have joined Pentecostal churches in the
past 30 years. This movement does not separate religion from devel-
opment, and for the most part does not set up development wings or
FBOs. It does, however, bring with it a radically new conception of devel-
opment and broadcasts it to its followers with tremendous energy and
efficiency. African Pentecostals see development in terms of ‘What God
wants for Africa’ and most recently in terms of the gospel of prosper-
ity. What God wants for Africa, they claim, is a continent blessed with
health, wealth and abundance, where people work hard, pray hard and
live upright moral lives. What the devil wants for Africa, however, is
underdevelopment, poverty and suffering. And thus, along with hard
work, development requires a ‘war against the demons’, a notion that
captures hearts and minds much more energetically than the NGOs’
rhetoric of the ‘war against poverty’. This religious view of development
is made explicit in sermons, preaching and religious literature, and it
is broadcast to followers, and indeed many others across the continent,
through films and teleserials made by Pentecostals (Pype 2009).

It is this second change in the religious and development landscape
that is the subject of this book. Our first aim is to explore the internal
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model of ‘development’ that drives Pentecostal organisations and to
assess the implications of their activities for broader development goals.
Second, we also set out to compare Pentecostal churches and secu-
lar NGOs as different types of contemporary development agent and
to explore the different ways in which they operate and the different
ways in which they bring about change in Africa. At the heart of our
enquiry in this book is an exploration of processes of individual and
social change, and their relevance to understandings of the successes
and failures of development.

This introduction first describes the context of post-1980s Africa, pro-
viding the background contextualisation within which the massive rise
of both development NGOs and Pentecostal churches must be under-
stood. It then discusses the transition from state-led development to
development-by-NGO, and critiques the mode of operation of NGOs
and their effectiveness as agents of change. The next section consid-
ers the rise of the Pentecostal churches and provides an overview of
the way in which they engage with people and reformulate subjectivi-
ties, moralities and social relationships. The following section turns to
a discussion of Max Weber’s Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism
(2008 [1904–1905]), arguably the most important study of subjectivity
and economic change in the modern social sciences, and considers its
relevance to the contemporary situation of the Pentecostal ethic and the
spirit of development in Africa. Finally, before outlining the subsequent
chapters, this introductory chapter closes with a perhaps somewhat
surprising conclusion: that Pentecostal churches are often rather more
effective change agents than are development NGOs. This is because
they focus on some key aspects of change that secular NGOs continue
to ignore – they are exceptionally effective at bringing about personal
transformation and empowerment, they provide the moral legitimacy
for a set of behaviour changes that would otherwise clash with local
values, and they radically reconstruct families and communities to sup-
port these new values and new behaviours. Without these types of social
change, I argue, it is difficult for economic change and development to
take place.

Africa since 1980: debt crisis, structural
adjustment and neoliberalism

In the 1980s Africa started a transition into a new era. After the ini-
tial enthusiasm following independence in the 1960s and the modest
successes achieved by predominantly socialist governments in the first
decade of post-colonial reality, most African countries took loans in
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the 1970s to fund large infrastructural projects in the quest to develop
their countries. By the 1980s, with high oil prices, rising inflation
and collapsing commodity prices, these loans had spiralled into huge
debts which jeopardised many African economies. The response was
a policy of structural adjustment, instigated by the World Bank and
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and implemented by govern-
ments throughout Africa (and elsewhere). As is well known, structural
adjustment programmes (SAPs) forced countries to liberalise and inte-
grate their economies into the global economy (Curry 1997, Federici
2001, Walton & Seddon 1994). An emphasis was placed on private
sector development, by lowering corporate taxes, reducing business reg-
ulation, devaluing the currency and encouraging the privatisation of
state-owned enterprises. At the same time social spending was mas-
sively cut, with welfare programmes drastically reduced, subsidies and
services cut to a minimum and the number of government workers
slashed (Bond & Dor 2003: 1). The state was effectively ‘rolled back’ and
reduced, while it was hoped that the market would expand and lead to
the generation of wealth through business and enterprise.

The ‘social costs’ of adjustment were huge, and despite some recogni-
tion of this even by the World Bank and the IMF and talk of ‘adjustment
with a human face’, there were very few examples of policies that effec-
tively mitigated against them (Walton & Seddon 1994). Most people in
most countries in Africa suffered a drastic fall in their material standard
of living in the post-1980s era and poverty increased across the conti-
nent (Riddell 1992). In sub-Saharan Africa as a whole, per capita incomes
dropped by 21 per cent in real terms between 1981 and 1989 (Manji
& O’Coill 2002: 567). Prices of essential goods skyrocketed, incomes
dwindled, jobs disappeared, services were cut and many people strug-
gled to make ends meet (Ferguson 2006, Walton & Raggin 1990). The
worsening conditions brought about by these austerity measures led to
protests and ‘IMF food riots’ in many African countries (Bush 2010: 122,
Logie & Woodroffe 1993: 43, Riddell 1992: 59, Simutanyi 1996: 827,
Walton & Seddon 1994). It was at this time and in this context that
the phenomenal growth of both NGOs and Pentecostal churches came
about.

The rise of the NGOs

As international donors forced structural adjustment onto African
governments, they also changed their way of offering development
aid. As part of the so-called New Policy Agenda there was a drastic
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reduction in foreign aid given directly to African governments as
bilateral assistance, and a concomitant increase in the amount chan-
nelled through international and domestic NGOs (Edwards & Hulme
1996b: 961). This change in aid funding, combined with the new polit-
ical space opened up by the weakening of the state, has led to what has
been termed a ‘global associational revolution’ – an explosion of NGOs,
civil society organisations and grassroots associations around the world
(Fisher 1997, Salamon 1994). Since the 1980s the number of NGOs
worldwide has skyrocketed. In 1995 there were almost 29,000 interna-
tional development NGOs in existence, with an estimated US$5 billion
in aid channelled through the NGO sector, and nearly US$3.5 billion
going to NGOs in Africa. This represents just under one-fifth of the total
aid to the continent (Chege 1999, Hearn 2007).

Countries throughout the African continent, then, have experienced a
rapid increase in the number of NGOs, both international and domestic,
operating in their countries during this period (Dicklitch & Rice 2004:
660), leading to what has been called the ‘NGO-isation’ of African soci-
ety (Hearn 1998). In Kenya, for example, the NGO sector grew from
511 registered NGOs in 1996 to 2511 in 2003 (World Resources Institute
2005), while in Tanzania it grew from fewer than 20 in the early 1980s
to around 3000 at the turn of the century (Hasu, this volume). Likewise,
in Ethiopia the number of NGOs grew from fewer than 60 at the end of
the 1980s to nearly 2000 in 2007 (Rahmato et al. 2008: 12).

NGOs are generally understood to be private, not-for-profit organisa-
tions which are independent of both government and business. There is
a huge variety in the types of organisation that are grouped together
under the banner ‘NGO’. These organisations differ from each other
in the levels at which they operate (local, national, international), in
organisational structure, in membership base and in overall goals. The
term NGO has been applied to groups providing social welfare services,
organisations promoting development initiatives, social action groups
struggling for social justice, groups lobbying for environmental pro-
tection and groups providing legal research and advocacy, to name
just a few. In size and scale, NGOs range from small, loosely organ-
ised groups with a few unpaid staff members to huge organisations
with multimillion dollar budgets and hundreds of salaried employees
(Fisher 1997). Development NGOs can be broadly grouped into three
categories: those that focus on humanitarian relief and charity, those
that focus mainly on small-scale local development and those that focus
on empowerment and social justice (Elliot 1987, Korten 1990). Most of
the chapters in this book consider the second category of NGOs, those
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with a focus on small-scale local development, and there are examples
of international NGOs (chapters by Piot [5], Smith [6] and Freeman [7]),
local NGOs (Parsitau [9]), community-based organisations (Jones [8])
and voluntary associations (Parsitau [9]).

For much of the post-1980s period NGOs have been the ‘favoured
child’ of the international development agencies. They have become the
new frontline of ‘development’, seemingly striving to help poor popula-
tions to transform themselves and improve their lives. Fighting a global
‘war against poverty’, these new organisations promise empowerment,
participation and salvation from a life of struggle and misery. Seen as
politically neutral, values-based civil society organisations with close
links to the grassroots, NGOs have often appeared as the ideal devel-
opment agent. They have been seen as a ‘magic bullet’ with the capacity
to improve the effectiveness of development interventions by shifting
from a top-down, state-led approach to a bottom-up approach that
emphasises the involvement of poor people themselves.

The characteristics that were most expected to make NGOs effective
agents of change were a focus on participation and empowerment and
a close working relationship with the community (Fisher 1997: 442,
Hearn 2007: 1096). It was believed that NGOs, as grassroots organisa-
tions, would be able to stimulate the participation of local people in
their own development and empower them to take up new activities
that would increase their wellbeing and lead to economic growth. And
by working at the community level it was hoped that whole villages
and societies could be transformed. However, as we shall see later, NGOs
have mainly failed to live up to their expectations and have been disap-
pointingly ineffective in bringing about social and economic change in
Africa.

NGO performance: making a difference?

In recent years a critical literature has developed questioning the role
of development NGOs in broader international and national politi-
cal contexts. The rapid increase in funding to NGOs by governments
and international organisations that has spurred their growth has also
changed their very nature. Whereas before the neoliberal turn NGOs
were primarily voluntary civil society organisations that defined their
own mission and values, raised their own funds from the public and
worked with a high degree of independence; the shift towards increased
donor funding from governments, bilaterals and the World Bank from
the 1980s onwards has led to many NGOs becoming more like subcon-
tractors to foreign governments and organisations, implementing their
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agendas and competing with each other for the privilege of doing so
(Hearn 1998, Klees 2002, Manji & O’Coill 2002, Matanga 2010). Rather
than being grassroots organisations accountable to local people, South-
ern NGOs have been shown to be dominated by Northern NGOs and
donors, accountable to foreign stakeholders and increasingly imple-
menting projects that address foreign agendas and concerns (Dicklitch
1998, Edwards & Hulme 1996a, 1996b, Hulme & Edwards 1997, Igoe
& Kelsall 2005, Michael 2004, Tvedt 1998). The extent of the power
imbalance between Northern donors and Southern peoples and NGOs
has led some scholars to describe the NGO-isation of Africa as a form
of re-colonisation and to see development NGOs as a new type of sec-
ular missionary (Anderson & Rieff 2005, Hanlon 1991, Manji & O’Coill
2002). Thus development NGOs, even Southern ones, cannot really be
seen as ‘local’ organisations and are not straightforwardly accountable
to the people that they serve.

At the same time it has become apparent that development NGOs are
not nearly as effective as they were once hoped to be, and there is a
growing disillusionment with their performance (Lewis 2001). In par-
ticular, NGOs have been found to be less than successful in stimulating
local participation and bringing about the empowerment of poor peo-
ple, precisely the processes at which they were initially expected to excel
(Cooke & Kothari 2001). In theory, participatory approaches to develop-
ment seek to include local knowledge in development planning and to
make people central to development by encouraging their involvement
in the interventions that will affect their lives. As Botchway has com-
mented, ‘meaningful participation implies at a minimum the process in
which local communities discover the possibilities of exercising choice
and becoming capable of managing what they understand as develop-
ment’ (Botchway 2001: 136). In practice, NGOs have found this very
hard to do, especially when project planning is in fact largely guided by
the agenda of external stakeholders, as discussed above.

For many NGOs encouraging participation and empowerment often
boils down to using techniques of participatory rural appraisal (PRA)
when identifying local problems, issues and stakeholders, and/or organ-
ising local committees to manage part of the project and take ownership
of it after the NGO has left. Both processes have their problems and
lead to only very limited notions of ‘participation’ and ‘empowerment’.
One challenge facing participatory approaches is that they are premised
on the notions of individualism and equality and yet are often used
in traditional settings where traditional power structures give different
voice to different categories of people, often privileging chiefs, elders



8 The Pentecostal Ethic and the Spirit of Development

and local elites (Aryeetey 1998). As Smith’s chapter (6) shows in detail
for southeast Kenya, participatory processes such as community plan-
ning units tend to get hijacked by local elites, thus leaving local youth
excluded from decision-making processes and ultimately from resources.

It is also now widely known that local committees set up by NGOs
rarely manage to function as expected or to continue in operation after
the end of the project. For many beneficiaries these committees are
simply a means to access resources, and when the inflow of external
resources dries up the purpose of the committee disappears. As Jones’
chapter (8) shows for a range of committees set up by various NGOs in
northern Uganda, these committees are never truly owned by the local
community and do not become established in the community land-
scape. They tend to remain extrinsic to local communal life and lack
the moral valence that might make them meaningful long-term institu-
tions. Once the NGO leaves, the committees disappear, and thus many
NGO projects have proved remarkably unsustainable in the medium to
long term.

While there is much rhetoric about how NGOs can empower poor
people, there is very little discussion of what empowerment actually
means and how it can be achieved. NGO models of empowerment
seem to focus primarily on education, skills and access to resources. It is
very rare to find an NGO that explicitly seeks to transform individual
subjectivities. As Parsitau’s chapter (9) shows with regard to women’s
NGOs in Kenya, empowerment for development NGOs is mainly about
economic empowerment or legal empowerment, rather than a fun-
damental transformational experience of the self in which a person
begins to see herself and her life in a whole different light and starts
to act accordingly. Some NGOs even manage to bring about short-
term improvements in economic conditions while disempowering their
beneficiaries in the process. Piot’s chapter (5) gives the example of a
Danish child sponsorship NGO in northern Togo which – intentionally
or unintentionally – humiliates its beneficiaries by making them write
and rewrite letters in French to European sponsors, making them walk
for hours back and forth to the project office where the latest versions
of their letters are marked with red pen and sent back for further revi-
sion. While this process of letter writing ultimately leads to the inflow
of resources and is for this reason tolerated by the local people, it is
experienced as frustrating and humiliating and serves to remind peo-
ple that they do not have the means or the ability to improve their
lives, but are instead dependent on distant Europeans. And once the
project came to an end, the situation in the village reverted back to
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how it was pre-project, and very little development can be said to have
taken place.

For these reasons, and several others, NGOs have largely disappointed
development theorists and failed to bring about significant social and
economic change in Africa. After an optimistic start they have proved
to be no ‘magic bullet’ to Africa’s problems. Most surprisingly, they have
failed to live up to the buzzwords so often associated with them – despite
the rhetoric and the intentions, NGOs rarely succeed in fostering partic-
ipation or empowerment, they are rarely local grassroots organisations
accountable to their beneficiaries, and they consistently fail to become
embedded in local communities. In these respects, as we shall see later,
they are rather different from Pentecostal churches.

For some theorists, NGOs have failed to bring about significant
change because they remain part of the mainstream development
ideology, promoting a spirit of development resolutely based on mod-
ernisation, capitalism and Westernisation. These more radical post-
development theorists, as van Dijk discusses at length in his chapter (4),
question this whole ‘spirit of development’. Instead they seek alterna-
tives to development, looking for models of progress and improvement
that are rooted in local traditions, rather than in Western capitalist
forms (Escobar 2007, Nederveen Pieterse 1998). Pentecostals, as we
will see later, can be seen to offer a third approach to development –
different from both the mainstream development and the more radical
post-development views. While they embrace the mainstream capital-
ist ‘spirit of development’ with its desire for wealth and commodity
consumption, they maintain a magico-religious worldview in sharp con-
trast to mainstream development’s rational secularism. And while they
acknowledge the existence of traditional practices and values, they seek
to break away from them, in stark contrast to the post-development
theorists who seek to base new models of the future in these traditional
pasts. The Pentecostal model of change concurs with neither develop-
ment nor post-development views. It offers a new and different way to
think about and enact social change. Before discussing these dynamics
in more detail, let us first provide a brief overview of Pentecostalism in
Africa today.

Pentecostal and charismatic Christianity in Africa

The post-1980s period has also witnessed – alongside the rise of NGOs –
the phenomenal growth of a new religious movement: what has come
to be known as Pentecostal and charismatic Christianity. From humble
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beginnings as an early twentieth century revivalist movement among
America’s poorer socio-economic groups, Pentecostalism has spread
across the globe to become what is broadly believed to be the fastest
growing Christian movement today (Anderson 2004: 1, Burgess & van
der Maas 2002, Hollenweger 1997). In just over 100 years Pentecostal
Christianity, and its charismatic and neo-charismatic relatives, has won
over half a billion souls worldwide (Barrett 2001), representing almost
28 per cent of organised global Christianity (Barrett & Johnson 2002)
and constituting what David Martin (2002) has called ‘the largest global
shift in the religious market place’ in recent years.

By far the majority of these new Pentecostal and charismatic con-
verts are to be found in the non-Western world, particularly in Latin
America, Asia and Africa. Africa alone is estimated to have 126 million
Pentecostals and charismatics, constituting some 11 per cent of the con-
tinent’s total population. The vast majority of them, some 109 million,
have joined since 1980 (Barrett & Johnson 2002: 287). Christianity is,
of course, not new to Africa, and the growth of Pentecostal Christianity
in recent years must also be seen in the context of the ongoing pro-
cess of the appropriation of Christianity throughout the continent
(Gifford 1995, 1998). Birgit Meyer (2004) has argued that, broadly
speaking, there has been a shift over the course of the twentieth cen-
tury from mainline missionary churches that brought European styles
of Christianity and rejected traditional African religion, to African
Independent Churches that creatively combined Christian and African
religious elements in syncretic mixtures, to the new Pentecostal and
charismatic churches which, as we shall see later, offer a form of
Christianity that fits well with African sensibilities and which acknowl-
edges the validity of traditional African beliefs – in witches, spirits,
ancestors – while at the same time providing a way to break from
them.

Many scholars and Pentecostal leaders alike have linked this sudden
growth of Pentecostalism in Africa with the economic crisis of the 1980s
and the subsequent SAPs that led to the worsening material conditions
of life for many people at this time. Ruth Marshall (1991: 25), for exam-
ple, quotes from a book written by a Nigerian Pentecostal pastor, entitled
Hope for the SAPped Generation, which proclaims that:

Fear and lack of confidence in the future are becoming the com-
mon currency of the day . . . We no longer trust anything or anyone.
Those we trusted have mortgaged us and held us to ransom for for-
eign loans which we did not benefit from . . . Everything – absolutely
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everything – is on the decline and on the verge of collapse . . . No jobs,
no money, no food, no clothing, no personal dignity.

This sense of collapse and despair was echoed in many African countries
at this time (Akoko 2007, Maxwell 2005, Meyer 1998b). Despite their
foreign roots, Pentecostal churches, unlike development NGOs, were a
local, home-grown response to this situation. And with the economic
situation showing little sign of improvement, it is not surprising that
Pentecostal and charismatic churches continue to grow and flourish.
At present it is estimated that, globally, there are approximately 9 mil-
lion new members per year – over 25,000 a day – with the vast majority
hailing from the global South (Barrett & Johnson 2002: 284).

There is a huge variety of different Pentecostal and charismatic
churches and it is difficult to generalise across them all. Nonetheless,
it is broadly accepted that there are three broad categories, or
waves, of Pentecostal and charismatic Christianity: classical Pentecostal,
charismatic and neo-charismatic (Anderson 2004, Hollenweger 1997).
Classical Pentecostal refers to churches with links to the early American
and European Pentecostal churches and which stress the importance
of speaking in tongues, or glossolalia, as evidence of baptism by the
Holy Spirit. Examples include the Assemblies of God, the Church
of God in Christ and the Pentecostal Church of God. Charismatic
Christians are those members of mainline Christian denominations –
Lutheran, Presbyterian, Catholic and so on – who began to experi-
ence the gifts of the Holy Spirit in the form of speaking in tongues,
spiritual healing, miracles and the like. This ‘Pentecostalisation’ of main-
stream Christianity started in the 1960s and there are now charismatic
churches across virtually all Christian denominations (e.g. Coleman
2000, 2002, Csordas 1992, 2007). The third wave, or neo-charismatics, is
the broadest category, serving much as a catch-all for the vast number of
non-denominational or post-denominational churches and fellowships
that have exploded onto the scene since the 1980s. Neo-charismatics
have been particularly creative and innovative in their adaptation of
Pentecostal doctrine and styles to new settings and contexts. Examples
could include Mensa Otabil’s International Central Gospel Church,
David Oyepedo’s Winner’s Chapel, the Rhema Church and the Vineyard
Fellowship (Bialecki 2008, Luhrmann 2004). Churches from all three
waves are flourishing today in Africa and are discussed in the chapters
of this book.

Pentecostal and charismatic Christianity has been characterised as
a ‘frankly supernatural and experientially robust’ form of Christianity



12 The Pentecostal Ethic and the Spirit of Development

(Robbins 2004: 120). It places an emphasis on strict moralism, combined
with exuberant and ecstatic prayer. At its core are four key elements
of doctrine, often known as ‘Full Gospel’ theology, which stress that
(a) Jesus offers salvation, (b) Jesus heals, (c) Jesus baptises with the
Holy Spirit and (d) Jesus is coming again (Dayton 1987: 19–23, Robbins
2004: 121).

While there is a huge amount of variation between different
Pentecostal and charismatic churches in Africa today, in different coun-
tries and between urban and rural settings, there are nonetheless a
number of characteristics that are shared by many of these churches
throughout the continent. The chapters of this book provide rich
ethnographic detail about particular churches in all their idiosyncrasy
and variety, but it is useful here to provide a brief overview of some
of the key characteristics of contemporary African Pentecostal and
charismatic Christianity.

The most readily visible aspect of Pentecostal and charismatic
Christianity in Africa is the ecstatic, spirit-filled church service, which
frequently involves speaking in tongues and outbursts of ululations, as
well as lively singing and dancing. These church services often last for
two to three hours, sometimes all night and in many cases take place
several times per week. They are emotionally charged, high-volume
gatherings, with pastors ‘amped up’ by sound systems, words to hymns
and songs projected karaoke-style, and congregants frequently being
moved to stand up, extend their arms upwards and exclaim ‘hallelu-
jah!’ Pentecostal worship is incredibly participatory – there is no sitting
quietly at the back. Congregants frequently have to engage in call and
response, share their hopes and fears with their neighbours or come up
to the front to tell good news stories or to ask for blessing. There is a
phenomenal power in this combination of euphoria and participation.

Personal transformation is a key theme in these churches, as indeed
with all evangelical and ‘born again’ churches. Perhaps more than most,
though, the Pentecostals and charismatics are extremely effective in
bringing about dramatic changes in subjectivity (see particularly chap-
ters by van Dijk [4], Freeman [7] and Parsitau [9]). They focus on
a ‘revision of consciousness’ (Martin 1990: 287), a ‘remaking of the
individual’ (Maxwell 1998: 352), a ‘reorientation of persons’ (Barbalet
2008: 75). There is an emphasis on making a break with the past (Meyer
1998a), which in many cases means attempting to break off from any
form of traditional religion or ritual practice. The key element in this
transformation of subjectivity, however, is a shift from seeing oneself as
a victim to seeing oneself as a victor. Many people, particularly the urban
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poor, first come to Pentecostal churches feeling wretched, despised and
hopeless. Their self-esteem is low and they feel powerless to change their
situation. Through their engagement with pastors and other church
members, in study, prayer and healing, these people begin to see them-
selves as valued individuals, part of God’s people, a ‘somebody’ rather
than a ‘nobody’. Most important of all, they begin to move beyond a
passive fatalism and come to realise that they have agency in their lives
(Maxwell 2005).

Pentecostal belief has been shown to bring about a dramatic restruc-
turing of families, as believers loosen ties with the extended family
and focus on the nuclear family as the central unit of production and
consumption. There is also a concomitant reformulation of gender rela-
tions. With alcohol consumption, smoking and extramarital relations
cast as immoral, many Pentecostal men are effectively ‘domesticated’
and they turn the focus of their energy and resources to their fam-
ily (Maxwell 1998, van Dijk 2002b). And, as discussed in depth in
Parsitau’s chapter (9), women’s status is often enhanced by the equal-
ising power of the Holy Spirit – available to anyone – and the gifts
that it brings, although ultimate gender ideologies tend to remain rather
conservative, with women entreated to remain subservient to their hus-
bands. Pentecostalism also challenges traditional power structures and
modes of social organisation and instead emphasises individualism and
personal achievement (see chapters by Smith [6] and Freeman [7]).

Another key feature of many Pentecostal and charismatic churches in
Africa is an emphasis on spiritual healing and deliverance. This might
come through prayer or the laying on of hands, but the belief in the
ability to heal ‘in the name of Jesus’ is widespread. It is often linked
to a parallel belief in the devil and his role in putting obstacles in the
way and causing suffering. Thus healing is often related to exorcism
and ‘spiritual warfare’, where evil spirits are cast out of the sufferer
in noisy deliverance services with much crying, weeping and wailing.
In many cases the devil is associated with traditional African religions,
which are then recast as forms of devil worship. In this framework,
then, it is impossible to elaborate self-consciously syncretic religious
forms, combining traditional and Christian elements. Instead it is nec-
essary to try to ‘make a break with the past’ and make every effort to
separate oneself from former social networks and to actively shun tradi-
tional cultural practices. Despite the challenges of doing this in practice,
this push to break with the past is paradoxically one of the main attrac-
tions of Pentecostalism. As we shall see later, and throughout this book,
Pentecostalism is one of the few modalities – religious or secular – that
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both demands and legitimises radical behaviour change, including the
restructuring of families, communities and social relations.

Pentecostals place a strong emphasis on moral purity and ethical
behaviour. They refuse, in theory and often in practice, to give or
receive bribes or to engage in other forms of corruption. They observe
strict injunctions against theft and lying, and place particular empha-
sis on honesty and reliability, clean and smart appearance and marital
fidelity. While not everyone can live up to these high standards, it
is widely believed, both inside and outside Pentecostal communities,
that Pentecostals are in general more honest, trustworthy and hard-
working than other people. In many countries in Africa it is not
uncommon to hear employers, of whatever religious persuasion, pre-
ferring to hire born-again staff to work in their homes or businesses
(Marshall 1991: 29). And, as Jones’ chapter (8) shows, in situations of
extreme moral breakdown, such as after the violent insurgency in north-
ern Uganda in the late 1980s and early 1990s, Pentecostalism can be very
appealing because of its strong moral framework.

Since the 1980s there has been the emergence of another feature that
is now extremely common in very many, although not all, Pentecostal
and charismatic churches in Africa, and that is some form of the pros-
perity gospel. While earlier forms of Pentecostalism promoted a rather
ascetic approach to the material world, shifts since the 1980s in both
the classical Pentecostal churches and, more particularly, in the new
charismatic and neo-charismatic churches have led to a fundamental
realignment with regard to views about the material life and this-worldly
concerns. The new view, first espoused in America, but taken up with
phenomenal enthusiasm in post-1980s Africa, promises an ‘economi-
cally advantageous redemption’ (Bialecki et al. 2008: 1149). Salvation,
in this view, can take place in this life because Jesus wants his peo-
ple to enjoy abundance and prosperity (Akoko 2007, Marshall 1991,
Maxwell 1998, Meyer 1998b, Ukah 2005, van Dijk 2005). Churches that
preach the prosperity gospel encourage their members to pray to Jesus
for wealth and abundance, and also to do their part in the bargain, by
engaging in business and working hard. Sermons are often blatantly
materialistic. The Ghanaian Pentecostals studied by Meyer were told by
their pastor to ‘close their eyes and fill in a cheque in their minds’, which
they should then send up to heaven where ‘God would sign [it] . . . and
they would, in the future, receive the money requested’ (Meyer 1998b:
762–763).

Members are encouraged to give quite substantial proportions of their
new-found wealth to the church, through tithes and various offerings,
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with the belief that ‘give and you shall receive’.2 Tithing is central to
the Pentecostal moral economy and serves as a new form of taxation
in places where churches, rather than governments, provide most social
services. Many churches also engage in business activities themselves,
as a way to raise church funds, and in some notable cases run news-
papers, radio stations and even banks, gyms and universities. One of
the results is that many of these churches, particularly those in major
urban centres, are phenomenally rich. Their pastors whizz around in
fast cars, dress in expensive suits and sport the latest mobile phones.
Congregants are encouraged to copy this style of opulent abundance,
and material success is taken as a sign of God’s blessing. This enthusi-
asm for material wealth is not without its dilemmas, often associated
in Africa with witchcraft and, in some cases, although most certainly
not all, churches acknowledge traditional fears of wealth accumulation
and create practices that purify potentially dangerous commodities and
legitimise accumulation by good Christians (Meyer 1998b). In all these
ways, then, Pentecostal and charismatic churches create new social, eco-
nomic and moral structures and act to transform both the subjectivities
and the lifestyles of their followers. Let us now consider in more detail
their influences on economic behaviour.

Weber’s legacy: the Protestant Ethic and the Pentecostal ethic

One of the key questions regarding the impact of Pentecostalism on
development is whether it can be seen to bring a ‘Protestant ethic’
to the people of non-Western countries. Many theorists have indeed
suggested a continuity between Weber’s Protestant Ethic of the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries and the Pentecostal ethic of today.
In a review of the anthropology of Christianity, Bialecki et al. claim
that ‘in the prosperity gospel . . . it seems that we have a new Protestant
ethic to match a new, neoliberal spirit of capitalism’ (Bialecki et al. 2008:
1149–1150). Bernice Martin has called the spread of Pentecostalism in
Latin America a ‘new mutation of the Protestant Ethic’ (Martin 1995,
see also Martin 1998, 2006) and the Comaroffs have referred to ‘new
Protestant ethics and spirits of capitalism’ (Comaroff & Comaroff 2000,
2001). Regarding Africa, several scholars have claimed that Pentecostal
Christianity leads to increased entrepreneurial activity and saving, as
Weber’s thesis would suggest (e.g. Garner 2000, Maxwell 1998, Meyer
1998b, 2007, Schlemmer 2008). Others, however, have vehemently
denied the relevance of Weber’s thesis to contemporary Pentecostalism.
Paul Freston has argued that Pentecostalism is ‘quite unlike the popular
Puritanism of the “Protestant ethic” [because] it separates wealth and
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salvation, [and] thus . . . [lacks] the psychological mechanism (anguish
about eternal destiny) which supposedly impelled the Puritan in his
rational search for prosperity’ (Freston 1995: 132). He even goes as
far as to say that ‘Prosperity Theology represents an advanced stage of
the decline of the Protestant ethic’ (ibid.: 131, my emphasis). And with
regard to Africa, Paul Gifford has argued that, with very few exceptions,
Pentecostal Christianity does not offer a new work ethic, an inner-
worldly ascetic or the deferral of gratification that Weber’s thesis would
suggest, but rather promotes a new appetite for consumerism (Gifford
2004). The debate over whether, to what extent and how Pentecostal
Christianity plays a role in establishing a type of ‘Protestant ethic’ in
today’s Pentecostal converts has been described by Joel Robbins as ‘the
key debate in discussions of [Pentecostal and charismatic] economic cul-
ture’ (2004: 136). It is worthwhile, therefore, to consider the issues in
some detail.

In his famous book, Weber (2008 [1904–1905]) argued that there was
an elective affinity between the spread of Protestant Christianity and
the growth of capitalism in sixteenth and seventeenth century Europe.
He did not claim that Protestantism caused the development of capi-
talism or that the Protestant view of the world and the capitalist view
of the world were the same. Rather, he sought to show that Protestant
belief led to an ethic of hard work and limited consumption that had
the unintended consequence of leading to successful enterprise and capital
accumulation, and thus the further growth and spread of capitalist eco-
nomic practice. The key Protestant belief in question was the doctrine
of predetermination, whereby it was believed that God had pre-chosen
the elect who would go to heaven, and that it was impossible to know
or influence His decision. Unable to deal with the anxiety that such a
doctrine promoted, many Calvinist Protestants came to see success in
this-worldly affairs as a sign of God’s grace in their lives, and thus a hint
that their future lay in heaven.

Since then anthropologists have mainly applied Weber’s ideas to
non-Protestant societies, particularly when looking at issues of eco-
nomic development and modernisation in non-Western countries in
the 1950s and 1960s. At this time a number of studies were under-
taken exploring how various religions affected orientations to economic
development, with the aim of understanding why some countries mod-
ernised more rapidly than others (Bellah 1957, 1963, Geertz 1956, 1962,
Nash 1965, Spiro 1966, Stone 1974). Some of the most influential of
these studies were brought together by S.N. Eisenstadt in his edited col-
lection, The Protestant Ethic and Modernisation (Eisenstadt 1968). After
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this spurt of activity, interest in the Weberian thesis largely declined
in anthropology, with some important exceptions (e.g. Gellner 2001,
Grombich & Obeyesekere 1989, Roberts 1995). Surprisingly, there is a
marked lack of in-depth anthropological work that applies Weber’s ideas
to contemporary Protestantism. This section, and indeed much of this
book, seeks to fill this gap.

Different contexts

An initial look at early modern Europe and late modern Africa might
suggest that the context of the contemporary growth of capitalism in the
latter is not so different from the context of the original growth of cap-
italism in the former. Pre-modern European societies were largely based
on subsistence agriculture and feudal arrangements, were frequently
plagued by famine and disease and were often at war. The growth of cap-
italism took place against the decline of feudalism and the development
of the sovereign state, processes rather similar to those that took place
in late twentieth century Africa.3 In Europe the Protestant Reformation
was a key part of this transformation. It is easy to see the temptation
to interpret the spread of Pentecostalism in contemporary Africa as a
parallel African Reformation.

Nonetheless, it is also important to consider the very real differences
between the contexts in which capitalism and Protestantism developed
in sixteenth century Europe and in twentieth century Africa. First, cap-
italist modernisation in Africa is largely, although not entirely, taking
place under the impact of external forces rather than internal initiative.
In most countries capitalist modalities were first introduced through
the processes of colonisation and missionisation, and today this process
continues through the activities of multinational corporations, interna-
tional NGOs and Western-dominated global financial institutions such
as the World Bank and the IMF. To a very great extent, capitalism as
an economic and cultural system has been parachuted into Africa from
the outside. This is quite different from the context of internally driven
scientific advance, technological discovery and cultural renaissance in
which sixteenth century European capitalism developed (cf. Eisenstadt
1968, Martin 1995). And while European capitalism developed in the
context of early modern state formation, contemporary capitalism in
Africa is spreading in a context of the ‘rolling back’ of the state.

Second, European industrial capitalism was built with the capital pro-
duced during the earlier period of merchant capitalism, when huge
amounts of capital were generated by colonial extraction and nascent
international trade. Early European capitalism was thus supported and
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facilitated by the inflow of wealth from the colonies. Contemporary
capitalism in Africa has not been supported by a similar inflow of
wealth.4 Rather, in sharp contrast, it has been seriously challenged by
the huge outflow of wealth to repay international loans. Contempo-
rary Africa is a net exporter of capital (Ellis 1996: 24). This contrast is
profound and significant.

Third, the nature of early industrial capitalism and late twentieth cen-
tury neoliberal consumer capitalism is very different. Capitalism is not
a singular ‘thing’. Early European capitalism focused on industrialised
production, particularly in the factory. Early capitalist entrepreneurs
invested in expensive machinery and required a large number of
workers – the proletariat – to carry out routine productive opera-
tions in a disciplined and rationalised way. In return they offered
them secure employment, regular salaries and often housing and basic
education. The development of capitalism in Africa followed a some-
what different trajectory, with more emphasis on agriculture and less
on industrialisation. In contemporary late-modern neoliberal capital-
ism, particularly in Africa, jobs are in scarce supply and when offered
tend to come with no job security, piece rates instead of salaries and
very few other benefits. In the contemporary situation, workers are
likely to move from job to job, often with long periods of unem-
ployment in between. Many jobs, moreover, are likely to be in the
service sector rather than in production, calling for a rather different
personal orientation and set of skills. And furthermore, contemporary
neoliberal capitalism increasingly stresses consumption over production
and sets up a world where desires are satisfied and identities are forged
through consumption activities (Miller 1987). Again, the contrast is
profound.

Fourth, and finally, there is the very different religious context of six-
teenth century Europe and late twentieth century Africa. Protestantism
in Europe developed against the backdrop of Catholicism, a form of
Christianity which in its philosophy – if not always in its practice –
placed little value on this-worldly matters and promoted an ascetic
ideal, culminating with monks living in monasteries far removed from
worldly concerns. This is in sharp contrast to the religious context in
Africa throughout much of the twentieth century, where many peo-
ple belonged to mainline Christian denominations – Protestant and
Catholic – or to African Independent Churches, and also retained, to a
greater or lesser extent, beliefs and practices associated with pre-colonial
traditional African religions. These traditional African religions empha-
sised the importance of making offerings and sacrifices to the ancestors
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or the spirits in order to receive blessing – generally understood as
health, wealth and fecundity – and to minimise misfortune. In these
worldviews, then, the spiritual and the material were intimately entan-
gled and wealth and this-worldly success were key values and concerns.
Thus it is not so much the case that the prosperity gospel ‘draws
Pentecostals right into the “world” ’, as Meyer (2007: 19) has argued,
but rather that it recasts and re-legitimises their already being there, in
a way that other Christian denominations could not.

Differences between Calvinist and Pentecostal Protestantism

As we might expect, late twentieth century Pentecostal Protestantism,
particularly the rapidly growing sector that is influenced by the pros-
perity gospel, is itself rather different from sixteenth century Calvinist
Protestantism. We will discuss three major differences that are pertinent
to our discussion here: differences in philosophy, theology and mode of
embodiment.

Most obviously, there is a major difference in philosophy regard-
ing the value of this-worldly goods and pleasures. Sixteenth century
Calvinist Protestantism was deeply ascetic, whereas late twentieth cen-
tury Pentecostal Protestantism is blatantly materialistic. While Weber’s
Calvinists found themselves accumulating capital and possessions unin-
tentionally, today’s African Pentecostals explicitly desire material wealth
and abundance (cf. Comaroff & Comaroff 2000, Maxwell 1998, 2000,
Meyer 2007). For many this desire is quite modest – to be able to eat
three meals a day, to have enough money to send their children to
school – while for others in the upwardly mobile middle classes it might
be more extravagant, with desires for fast cars, expensive suits, fine jew-
ellery and the latest mobile phones. In all cases though, these materialist
desires are explicit and acknowledged, and are not only sanctioned, but
promoted, by the Pentecostal churches.

While the Calvinists may have seen God in everything, they did not
believe that God would directly intervene in this-worldly affairs. This-
worldly success may have come to be seen by many as evidence of God’s
grace and proof that you were following the divine plan, but there was
no notion that God would directly intervene in these matters Himself.
Today’s African Pentecostals offer a very different theology. For them,
God is intimately involved in everyday matters and in direct commu-
nication with them through the Holy Spirit, which gives the gifts of
tongues, healing and prophecy. God might save you from a traffic acci-
dent by making you forget something in your office and leave late that
day, or heal you from an illness that you have been suffering from for



20 The Pentecostal Ethic and the Spirit of Development

years. While the God of the Calvinists was transcendent, the God of the
Pentecostals is astoundingly immanent.

Finally, the modes of embodiment of Calvinist and contemporary
African Pentecostal Protestantism are extremely different. Calvinism
was severely rational: emotions were to be controlled and repressed, and
the mode of worship shunned music. This is in sharp contrast to the
emotion-filled exuberance of lively Pentecostal worship, where music
and song, and frequently movement and dance, enliven the church ser-
vice. The emphasis on embodied religious experience, conceptualised as
the embodiment of the Holy Spirit, leads to a very different embodied
religious experience for Pentecostals as compared with Calvinists.

A Pentecostal ethic?

With these significant differences in historical context, type of capital-
ism and type of Protestantism, it is clear that we should not expect a
simple repetition of Weber’s argument in the spread of Pentecostalism
in contemporary Africa. Weber’s key point, however, was that in order
for a new economic system – capitalism – to be taken up by people,
there had to be shift in their values and subjectivity in order to moti-
vate new behaviours and to make the new economic system seem moral,
and that Protestantism unintentionally did this. Can Pentecostalism be
seen to play the same role with regards to neoliberal capitalism and
development in Africa?

The studies in this book indicate that Pentecostalism does indeed
play a similar role in Africa today. It is a form of Protestantism that
not only fits with African sensibilities, but also stimulates a transforma-
tion of behaviour that can lead to success, or at least upward mobility,
in the contemporary neoliberal economy. It motivates new behaviours
and renders them moral. It is the notion that ‘God wants you to have
abundance’ and that this is the divine plan that motivates these new
behaviours, not an anxious quest to find evidence of one’s election
for salvation in the next world. Nevertheless, the consequences are the
same: hard work, saving and a limitation on certain types of consump-
tion. While African Pentecostals certainly do not shun consumption to
the extent that Weber’s Calvinists did, they most certainly do limit and
constrain it. Restrictions on the consumption of alcohol and tobacco
and injunctions against extramarital relationships and visits to pros-
titutes have a huge impact on spending patterns among Pentecostals
compared with others. There is a marked limitation of ‘wasteful con-
sumption’ and a reorientation towards investment and accumulation.
And while Calvinism moralised hard work and saving as an ascetic
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practice in itself – a good way to fill your time so you are not tempted to
sin – Pentecostalism makes it moral because this is the way to achieve
God’s plan for you: to become rich and abundant right here on earth.

Furthermore, for many Africans one of the main barriers to accu-
mulating wealth is the pressure to participate in traditional practices,
such as rites of passage or rituals of commensality, and the constant
demands for financial support from poorer kin. Redistribution, in one
form or another, is inherent in most traditional African religions and
moral systems, and it makes personal accumulation virtually impos-
sible. By linking these traditional practices with the devil, as shown
most clearly in the chapters by van Dijk (4), Piot (5) and Freeman (7),
Pentecostalism makes avoidance of them, and separation from more
distant kin, intensely and aggressively moral, and thus enables the
emergence of previously impossible behaviours.

There is a different emphasis in the Pentecostal ethic in urban and
in rural settings. In urban settings, with a rapid influx of people
newly disembedded from tightly knit communities in the country-
side, Pentecostalism initially played an important role in providing
new forms of community and morality in the new social setting.
Many Pentecostal churches continue to play this role for newly arriv-
ing migrants and for the urban poor that have as yet remained on
the peripheries of town life. Other Pentecostal churches have branched
out and focused their attentions on the middle class. In post-structural
adjustment Africa, this population has had to struggle increasingly to
find employment, particularly as government jobs have been cut. Those
jobs that are available demand workers that are diligent, flexible and
that can work with minimal supervision. Pentecostalism helps produce
such disciplined subjects, ideal for the neoliberal economy (cf. Martin
1995).

In today’s economy, however, the route to wealth and prosperity
at a greater scale is not through employment, but through business.
Many of the new Pentecostal churches play a major role in stimulat-
ing business behaviour, empowering people to be courageous and aim
high and in encouraging their members to start enterprises, large and
small. Paul Freston (1995: 132), for example, quotes a Pentecostal pas-
tor telling his congregation: ‘It’s not enough just to give the “sacrifice”
(a special offering) and cross your arms. You have to leave your job
and open a business, even if it’s only selling popcorn on the street.
As an employee you’ll never get rich.’ In a manner not that different
from Western secular motivational speakers, such as Anthony Robbins
or Stephen Covey, Pentecostal leaders are encouraging people to take
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risks and follow their dreams. And as van Dijk’s chapter (4) shows in
detail, they are increasingly also giving them the business management
tools needed for these endeavours.

In rural settings the situation is significantly different. Most people are
living by subsistence agriculture and remain marginal to global capital-
ist practices and values. Many are ensconced in traditional communities
and the redistributive practices inherent in them. In these contexts, as
Freeman’s chapter (7) discusses in detail, capitalism is most often being
promoted by NGOs, in the guise of market-led development or ‘making
markets work for the poor’. In other words, development, in the rural
context, is these days predominantly about trying to stimulate a shift
from traditional to capitalist economic practices. NGOs seek to do this
by promoting the production of cash crops, facilitating the establish-
ment of value chains and giving trainings on business and marketing.
But what they do not do is consider whether people’s motivations and
values fit with these behaviours. In very many instances they do not,
and these projects fail. For such projects and practices to take hold, a
radical shift in values is necessary. And in recent years, as Pentecostalism
has begun to spread out to rural areas, it is the Pentecostal churches that
provoke this shift in values, bringing new motivations and legitimising
new types of behaviour. It is here, then, that the Pentecostal ethic most
clearly supports the spirit of development.

The power of Pentecostalism

I have argued that Pentecostalism does indeed bring about a Pentecostal
Ethic, similar to Weber’s Protestant Ethic, which supports and legit-
imates the spread of capitalism. One question remains: Why does
Pentecostalism do this so much better than mainstream Protestantism,
which has, of course, been present in much of Africa since the nine-
teenth century? I offer three suggestions to explain the contemporary
power and popularity of Pentecostalism, compared with mainstream
Protestantism.

First, Pentecostalism incorporates a holistic ontology that fits well
with the lived experience of many Africans and accords with most tradi-
tional African ontologies. Indeed, the dualistic worldview and ascetic
ideas of mainstream Protestantism always seemed rather strange and
somewhat irrational to most Africans and could never be fully embraced
despite decades of mainstream Protestant and Catholic intervention
(Meyer 2007: 13). What Pentecostal Protestantism offers is a form of
Protestantism that fits with certain key African sensibilities. But at the
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same time as acknowledging the existence and power of spirits and
demons, it simultaneously provides a route for believers to distance
themselves from them – to make a break – and it is in this that it
has its particular appeal, as well as its fundamental difference from
other forms of Christianity, as Joel Robbins (2004) has so cogently
argued.

Second, there is the important role played by charisma and ecstasy.
While there have been numerous descriptions of Pentecostal charisma,
most scholarly analysis of Pentecostalism to date has either ignored its
charismatic nature or been strongly influenced by anthropological the-
ories of charisma that emphasise its role in constructing liminal stages
in rituals which, although they temporarily challenge the social order,
ultimately re-establish it (Gluckman 1954, Turner 1968, 1969). Thus
the charismatic outbursts regularly witnessed in Pentecostal churches
have been seen as cases of catharsis and examples of ritual communitas
in many of the deprivation theory approaches to Pentecostalism (e.g.
Austin 1981). Instead, following Weber, I would suggest that Pentecostal
charisma and ecstasy play a fundamental role in transforming embodied
subjectivities and in creating the felt experience of newness which makes
the rhetoric of rebirth feel actual (cf. Csordas 2002, Maxwell 2005). Such
charismatic experiences make possible a fundamental rupture in the
social order and then lead to the possibility of the establishment of a
new order (Keyes 2002: 249). What other forms of Protestantism may
seek to do with sober words, stories and prayer, Pentecostalism achieves
far more effectively with its exuberant rituals, exorcisms and gifts of the
Spirit.

Third, Pentecostalism is becoming far more popular than other forms
of Protestantism in contemporary Africa because it is itself constituted
in part through the logic of neoliberal capitalism and is thus actively
and creatively marketed. Contemporary evangelism, in the hands of
Pentecostals and charismatics, has harnessed new media and technolo-
gies and combined them with the logic of consumer advertising to
spread the word far and wide, through music, films and teleserials, by
tape cassettes, DVDs, online chat forums and Facebook (Hackett 1998,
Meyer 2002, 2006, Pype 2009). Appropriating contemporary marketing
methodologies that combine advertising with entertainment, today’s
Pentecostals and charismatics have created a form of evangelism which
is energetic, enticing and ubiquitous. They have become experts at
‘advertising Jesus’, marketing Him to the masses and thus growing their
churches.
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NGOs and Pentecostal churches: contrasting models of
development and different modes of implementation

We have seen how the Pentecostal ethic supports and legitimates the
spirit of development – the development of economic behaviours which
enable people to better function in the neoliberal economic setting
of contemporary Africa. And we have seen how secular development
NGOs seem to be surprisingly less successful in this endeavour. Let us
complete the analysis, then, by summarising the similarities and differ-
ences between these two development styles and trying to make explicit
the reasons why their capacity to bring about change is so strikingly
different.

Both Pentecostal churches and secular development NGOs are prod-
ucts of the contemporary neoliberal turn and its reconfigurations of self,
society and economy. Born in the same circumstances, and addressing
similar societal issues, Pentecostal churches and secular development
NGOs thus have much in common. Most obviously, both provide ser-
vices and welfare that used to be provided by the state, and both are
part of translocal networks and confer translocal sensibilities (Corten
& Marshall-Fratani 2001, van Dijk 1997, 2002a). Both operate in and
are attuned to a strongly market logic. New Pentecostal churches and
new NGOs appear at dizzying speeds, with new offerings and new inno-
vations adapting to meet local demand. There is strong competition
within each sector, and sometimes between them. Local churches and
NGOs are often established by young charismatic leaders, and both
often seek to challenge traditional and established power structures.
Both are driven by values and are inspired by a particular vision of
society and the ‘good life’ that they try to bring about. Both invocate
a state of crisis and offer routes to salvation, whether it is salva-
tion of the soul or of the soil. Both offer deliverance, from sin or
from underdevelopment. And both wage wars against evil, be that
conceptualised as Satan or as poverty.

Why, then, do the Pentecostal churches seem to be rather more suc-
cessful in bringing about change that is effective, deep-rooted and long-
lasting? I would suggest that there are four main reasons. First, although
Pentecostal churches and secular NGOs both exist within a market logic,
their funding sources are considerably different and this leads to some
highly significant differences in their modes of operation and account-
ability. While most NGOs receive much of their funding from external
stakeholders, such as foreign governments and international donors,
and thus have to respond to the demands of stakeholders far removed
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from the people that they actually serve, Pentecostal churches are almost
entirely funded by their followers, through tithes and other offerings.
Thus a church’s survival and fortune depends on it attracting a large,
and preferably wealthy, congregation. One consequence of this funding
arrangement is that for churches to succeed they must be responsive
to the demands of the ‘religious consumer’ and continuously adapt to
follow trends. Third wave, neo-charismatic churches can be the most
responsive of all, having no links to the more centralised and regulated
forms of the mainline denominations. NGOs, in contrast, are often nei-
ther responsive nor accountable to the people they supposedly serve,
instead having to report back to national and international donors.

Second, Pentecostal churches focus on transforming individual sub-
jectivities. And they have become experts in this area. The ‘transforma-
tive capacity’ (Eisenstadt 1968) of Pentecostalism is quite astonishing.
As several of the chapters in this book show, converts learn to see
themselves and their lives in a new light. They reject passive, fatal-
istic beliefs and reclaim their agency. And in very many cases this
new sense of empowerment leads to new behaviours and new types of
social relations – both of which enhance economic development and
foster upward social mobility. While NGOs and secular development
theory are beginning to become interested in the connection between
personal change and social change, and to place more emphasis on
empowerment (Fisher 1997, Friedmann 1992, Kauffman 1990), they cur-
rently lack the tools to bring about personal transformation to anywhere
near the same degree as the Pentecostals. While Pentecostals focus very
strongly on the individual, most development NGOs tend to think more
at the community level. While Pentecostals seek to bring about per-
sonal transformation, NGOs tend to be more interested in structural
transformation.5 When it comes to bringing about social and economic
change it seems that approaches that focus on individuals are rather
more effective.

Third, Pentecostal churches are rather better than NGOs at foster-
ing participation. Church members find themselves actively involved
in church activities from the start – whether it is participating in
bible study, singing in the choir or running numerous other church
activities. Pentecostal pastors are adept at getting people involved and
helping them to feel part of the church community. Decision-making
is very often democratic and all sectors of society are included, even
women and outcaste groups. As such, Pentecostal churches are indeed
locally owned organisations, run by the people for the people, in a
way that most development NGOs simply are not. And because of this,
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Pentecostal churches quickly become embedded in local communities
and are seen as moral and meaningful institutions.

The fourth reason has to do with the way that Pentecostalism and sec-
ular development ideologies relate to the past and to traditional African
religions and cultural practices. As discussed above, NGOs and secular
ideologies of development largely ignore religion and culture altogether.
They operate in a rational ontology, assume a society of Western-type
individuals and pay little attention to traditional values, practices or
forms of social organisation. In doing so, they fail to offer people a
way to legitimately change any of these traditional forms or to extri-
cate themselves from them. In contrast, Pentecostalism, with its holistic
ontology which incorporates spirits and ancestors and witches, pro-
foundly recognises the social and cultural reality in which people live,
and, moreover, offers people a way to legitimately – morally – remove
themselves from these traditional social and cultural forms, to reshape
important social relations and to behave in a way which focuses more
on individualism and accumulation.

It is for these reasons, as the chapters of this book show in rich
ethnographic detail, that Pentecostal churches are often more successful
in bringing about social and economic change than are secular develop-
ment NGOs. And when these two types of organisation work together,
or in parallel, in the same community, the overall potential for change
is phenomenal.

Outline of the book

Part I. Pentecostalism and the neoliberal turn

The three chapters in Part I explore the rise of Pentecostal Christianity
in the context of the major socio-economic transformations of
neoliberalism. In the opening chapter (2), Jean Comaroff describes the
epochal shift in the relations between capital, labour, consumption
and place that characterises global neoliberal capitalism, with busi-
ness increasingly liberated from regulatory control, states being rolled
back and the division of labour becoming increasingly globalised. For
many people in the developing world these changes are experienced
as increasing instability, peripheralisation and inequality, coupled with
widening gulfs between aspiration and possibility. Noting that the inter-
play between economics and religion has never been severed, and
discussing the contemporary relevance of Weber’s Protestant Ethic, she
identifies two major dimensions of religious change that have emerged
in dialectical tension to these socio-economic shifts. Both indicate a
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move towards holism and a reconnection of the binary oppositions that
laid the bedrock of the modernist project. The first is a sociological shift
towards breaking down the dichotomy of church and state or religion
and society. In the Pentecostal worldview, religion cannot be relegated
to the private sphere, but rather God is in everything, from business
to politics to entertainment. Second, there is a related ontological shift,
reconfiguring the boundaries between sacred and secular, spiritual and
material, self and society and emotion and cognition. Comaroff elo-
quently argues that these religious shifts emerge from a loss of faith in
modernist conceptions of the world, as people find them inadequate to
explain their lived reality or to offer routes to success. The new religious
holism of Pentecostalism, in contrast, has something to offer to both
the winners and losers of neoliberalism. For the rich it acknowledges
aspirations and assuages guilt, and for the poor it offers welfare services
and healing.

Päivi Hasu takes up this latter theme in her chapter (3) about
Pentecostal churches in Tanzania. She provides a detailed study of two
very different Pentecostal congregations in Dar es Salaam. Efatha is a
rapidly growing, independent church catering to the entrepreneurial
middle class. Drawing on the theology of Ghanaian ‘religious super-
star’ Mensa Otabil, Efatha preaches a self-consciously materialist form of
salvation, and encourages its congregants to work hard, empower them-
selves and enjoy abundance and economic prosperity. A central tenet
of belief for Efatha congregants is ‘give and you shall receive’, and large
amounts of money are given to the church in weekly collections and
tithes and in the purchase of shares in the Efatha Foundation. With this
money Efatha now owns and runs its own TV station, bank and news-
paper, allowing it to spread its message further and to utilise business
at the very heart of its evangelical activities. In stark contrast, the Glory
of Christ Tanzania Church has a predominantly poor and underprivi-
leged congregation, and it focuses on healing activities and deliverance
from satanic forces. This church in particular is known for its ability to
return people from the state of being zombies (misukule), people who are
thought to be taken to carry out nocturnal unpaid labour for witches,
while their bodies lie in bed at night. Victimised and slaving away for
their capitalist owners in an occult economy that mirrors the emerging
neoliberal one, these zombies wake up listless and exhausted. The Glory
of Christ Tanzania Church organises services, consultations and vigils
to drive away these satanic forces and to restore their victims to health
and wellbeing. It helps its congregants to reconceptualise their problems
(such as failure at school, teenage pregnancies) as the actions of demonic
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forces and gives them support and direction in life. Through these two
very different churches, Pentecostalism is able to cater to the spiritual
needs of both the rich and the poor, the winners and the losers in the
neoliberal turn. In both cases it seeks to bring about massive transforma-
tions in ontology, subjectivity and behaviour, creating new individuals,
more able to deal with the social and economic situations in which they
find themselves.

Basing himself in post-development theory, Rijk van Dijk also
looks at the transformation of subjectivity and behaviour in his
rich ethnographic study of the ‘embedded development thinking’ in
Ghanaian Pentecostal churches, both in Ghana and in Botswana. Van
Dijk’s churches cater mainly to the upwardly mobile middle classes and
particularly to Ghanaian migrant business-people in Botswana, who pri-
marily own and run shops, beauty salons and car repair businesses.
The chapter (4) focuses on how these churches seek to change self-
hood and behaviour in two key areas – sexuality and relationships and
business and enterprise. In the area of sexuality, the church offers coun-
selling services to young couples and promotes ‘Christian courtship’ and
‘abstinence pledges’. It promotes a marked ‘break with the past’ regard-
ing sexual behaviour and carries out extensive AIDS education. Church
counsellors speak frankly with youth about sexual matters and try to
convince them that premarital abstinence is the way to a happy and
healthy life. With regard to business and enterprise, these churches pro-
mote an ideology of hard work, empowerment and pro-activity. Similar
to the Efatha church in Tanzania, the Ghanaian churches draw on the
teachings of Mensa Otabil, and promote a form of salvation through
the market. Rather strikingly, they back this up with business train-
ings and seminars, and the active promotion of such modernist skills
as time management, planning and budgeting. They thus actively give
their congregants the skills and outlook necessary to succeed in a mar-
ket economy. Van Dijk argues that the analytic separation between
religion and development, which has characterised development and
post-development discourse since the 1950s, must be collapsed in the
study of these Pentecostal movements, where the tools of development
and economic growth are often being given by the churches themselves.

Part II. Pentecostal churches and secular NGOs:
different routes to salvation

The five chapters in Part II seek to compare and contrast Pentecostal
churches and secular NGOs as different types of development
organisation operating in a variety of settings. The first three chapters
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focus mainly on the similarities and complementarities. Piot’s chapter
(5) discusses the rise of the Pentecostal churches and development NGOs
in post-Cold War, neoliberal West Africa, focusing particularly on Ghana
and Togo. His analysis moves between the cities and the villages, and
he shows how both the Pentecostals and the NGOs employ a ‘spiritual
cartography’ whereby Satan (Pentecostals) or poverty and backwardness
(NGOs) are to be found in the villages, while Christ (Pentecostals) and
modernity (NGOs) are to be found in the towns. ‘Salvation’ or ‘develop-
ment’ can only be achieved through a marked ‘break with the past’.
He also shows how both types of organisation make important use
of affect and emotion: the Pentecostals with their emotionally laden
prayer services and rousing speakers who make people feel good and
motivate them to take control of their lives, and the NGOs, partic-
ularly BØRNEfonden, a Danish child sponsorship agency working in
Togo, who use affect in the creation of (pseudo-)personal relationships
between Western sponsors and ‘their’ African child.

Moving to East Africa, Smith discusses very similar themes in his
chapter (6) on Taita, a rural area of Kenya where the neoliberal turn
has led to a massive influx of both Pentecostal churches and secular
development NGOs. Smith’s analysis of the similarities and differences
between these two types of organisation echoes Piot’s, indicating the
continent-wide nature of this social–economic–religious transforma-
tion. He also goes further, and begins an analysis of how Pentecostal
churches and secular development NGOs interact with each other, as
in practice many are present in the same communities and work with
the same individuals. He explores what happened when Plan, a secu-
lar development NGO began operations in Taita, with its established
Catholic Church of the older elites and the new Pentecostal church of
the rather revolutionary youth. He shows that while the Pentecostals
and the NGO shared a desire to break down old and corrupt power
structures and create a more transparent and democratic society, they
failed to fully align with each other because of their different under-
standings of the past and of ‘tradition’. Plan considered recent power
structures to be corrupt and unequal, but harkened back to an imag-
ined past where they believed that traditional leaders presided fairly over
community issues. For the Pentecostals, these very traditional structures
were what were corrupt and unequal, and they sought to overthrow
them, not reinstate them. Plan sought out local leaders to work with
and ended up handing over much of the management of their projects
to the Catholic elite, thus inadvertently reinforcing local power struc-
tures. When they realised what had happened and began to suspect that
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funds were being siphoned off, they tried to place young Pentecostals
onto the community committees. However, the Catholic elders refused
to show them the accounts, and eventually the Pentecostal youth pulled
out. Despite the desire to break down traditional power structures, the
traditional elite managed to win this particular power struggle. Soon
afterwards Plan left Taita, and the Pentecostals decided to form their
own NGO.

Freeman’s chapter (7) also explores what happens when Pentecostal
churches and development NGOs operate in the same community,
focusing on the village of Masho in the Gamo Highlands of southern
Ethiopia. Using her ethnography to discuss both Marxian and Weberian
theories of change, she shows how in this case the Pentecostal church
and the development NGO, respectively, offered the two necessary
ingredients for rapid social transformation – a change in values and sub-
jectivity, and a new opportunity for enterprise. While on their own it is
likely that neither organisation would have had much impact in Masho,
the fact that they were operational there at the same time and that the
changes they brought about could feed off each other, led to staggering
social change in a very short time, including the successful development
of a market-based apple enterprise and rapid conversion to Pentecostal
Christianity.

The final two chapters explore some of the key differences between
Pentecostal churches and secular NGOs as development actors. Jones’
chapter (8) offers a fascinating analysis of the various institutions set
up by the Pentecostal Assemblies of God church and various develop-
ment NGOs in Teso, Uganda. Teso is a poor rural area, only marginally
involved in national or international markets. Its most significant recent
history is the violent insurgency that took place between 1986 and
1993, in which tens of thousands of people died. In the period after
the insurgency, the Pentecostal church and various NGOs entered the
area. Seeking to draw a line after this period of terrible social and moral
collapse, many people were attracted to the Pentecostal church with
its demand to ‘make a break with the past’. It offered law and order,
tight morals and meaning for a traumatised people terrified of further
violence. Its institutions, both the church itself and the various commit-
tees it established, have become enduring features of Teso community
life. In contrast, argues Jones, the activities of the NGOs failed to offer
meaning or morality to the people of Teso, and thus their institutions –
water committees, marketing associations, rural innovation groups –
remained extrinsic to community life and disbanded as soon as the
project finished or the NGO left.
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In the final chapter (9), Parsitau looks at the transformation of gen-
der relations by Pentecostals and NGOs in Kenya. While both types
of organisation desire women’s empowerment and carry out a wide
range of activities to bring it about, they differ markedly in their views
about quite how much women should be empowered and whether they
should take on leadership positions or ultimately remain subservient to
their husbands and men in general. While the NGOs push for full gender
equality but fail to achieve it, the majority of the Pentecostal churches
do not accept women into leadership positions and preach the biblical
notion that woman should be man’s helpmate. This intransigence, and
their lack of acceptance of women in ‘non-traditional roles’ (unmarried,
divorced, single mothers) has, however, spurred a breakaway move-
ment of women-only church organisations, run by women, for women.
Parsitau explores the various gender dynamics of both the Pentecostals
and the NGOs and considers the extent to which either succeeds in
bringing about a transformation of gender relations in Kenya.

Notes

1. This introduction has benefited from input and inspiration from all the
contributors and also from detailed comments from Maurice Bloch, Jean
Comaroff, Deborah James and Norman Long.

2. The amount of money raised by these churches worldwide is quite astounding,
topping US$30 billion in 2000 (Barrett and Johnson 2002: 287).

3. And in both cases there was a marked increase in concern about witches and
witchcraft, further suggesting the parallels in these two situations.

4. Wealth that has flowed into Africa in recent years in the form of foreign direct
investment has led to wealth flowing out again in the form of profits and rev-
enues to foreign investors. Very little of the revenue generated from mineral
and resource extraction, to take the most significant example, has entered into
wider African society (Ferguson 2005).

5. Although some NGOs are beginning to place more emphasis on the
individual – particularly in micro-finance and enterprise projects – there is
still a tendency to think at the level of the collective, such that even in
these projects individual beneficiaries are often organised into savings groups,
enterprise associations or cooperatives. In any case, even when they focus on
the individual they consider material opportunities and economic conditions,
and not on subjectivity.
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Part I

Pentecostalism and the
Neoliberal Turn



2
Pentecostalism, Populism
and the New Politics of Affect
Jean Comaroff

The massive growth of evangelical churches across much of the planet
in recent times is especially ironic from an African perspective. It is
not merely that these movements underline what has become a truism:
the enduring, even intensifying salience of the sacred in our ever more
rationalised world – something that defies the telos of disenchantment,
presumed by the great evolutionary theorists of modernity. It is also
that the forms of religious life that have proved most adaptive to con-
ditions on the continent in the twenty first century challenge many of
the tenets of Protestant modernism promulgated by the likes of Max
Weber, or by those who hoped to usher Africans into the ‘civilized’
world by way of conversion. What is more, the movements that have
proved to be most popular in current times have been self-propagating
in a manner that eluded earlier, laborious efforts to seed Christianity on
African soil – like the effort by the European missions to cultivate self-
possessed African converts, to tame their passions and to instil a message
of salvation through patient toil.

The kind of church that resonates most evidently with African sensi-
bilities in the present is of another sort. As in many other parts of the
world, from the US to Ukraine, Sao Paulo to Seoul, the Pentecostal move-
ments that have waxed most luxuriantly across the continent in recent
times promote conceptions of belief, personhood and emotion that
contrast markedly with the ontology of mainstream Protestant mod-
ernism. These ‘born-again’ faiths have affinities with enduring forms of
African religiosity, to be sure, forms that have long contested European
Christianity, or remade it in independent ways. They also have links
with home-grown apocalyptic movements of an earlier vintage, those
sparked in African contexts by early twentieth century American revival-
ism, both black and white – the Zionist churches in South Africa,
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for instance (Comaroff 1985, Sundkler 1961), or the Watchtower move-
ment in the Rhodesias and Nyasaland (Fields 1985). Indeed, such resem-
blances have suggested to some that Pentecostal awakenings should be
understood, first and foremost, in term of distinctively local, African
continuities.

Nevertheless, the shape, scale and self-consciousness of the most
recent Pentecostal movements in Africa also share features with devel-
opments elsewhere in the world, features that, as David Martin (2008)
insists, are profoundly contemporary. And, while they assert a founda-
tionalism of a kind, these churches also tend also to be outspokenly
opposed to ‘African tradition’ per se, even though they continue, in their
very opposition, to underline its power. In fact, what these movements
stress is less an unbroken continuity with indigenous forms of belief
than a self-conscious, born-again return to fundamentals. In this their
faith seems to be of a distinctly late modern sort, striving at once to be
authentic and totalising, yet being locked, simultaneously, in an explicit
struggle with the threat of falsity, counterfeit, doubt. Such belief is late
modern, also, in its means: in Africa, as elsewhere, it puts its trust is an
electronically enabled millennium, in digitally enhanced miracles, tele-
visual intimacies and mass-mediated communitas – the better to restore
a sense of return to an original oneness with God. Yet in their propensity
to frame local spiritual impetus in technologically reproducible, global
forms, these movements are also part of a longer history; they serve
to tune particular dispositions and aspirations to larger-scale projects,
even processes of radical transformation, much like the evangelical
movements of an earlier colonial era.

But current religious movements differ from these earlier counterparts
in telling respects. For if the complexity of self-consciously ‘born-again’
faiths cannot be fully explained in terms of local African traditions or
conditions alone, they also seem to defy more conventional theories of
religious modernity, such as those enshrined in Weber’s Protestant Ethic
and the Spirit of Capitalism (2001). The kind of belief represented by what
are sometimes termed ‘neo-Pentecostalist movements’ – like the Uni-
versal Church of the Kingdom of God, for instance, to which I shall
make frequent reference later – differs in crucial ways from Weber’s
iconic model of Protestantism. Originally from Brazil, but now one of
the fastest growing organisations in south-central regions of the con-
tinent, the Universal Church propagates a media-savvy, emotionally
hyped, frankly materialist brand of faith that contrasts sharply with this-
worldly asceticism. It also presumes a rather different social-institutional
context of operation, being oriented to rather distinct ideals of
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personhood, family and enterprise in the world. Yet this contemporary
brand of Protestantism, I would suggest, is no less integrally connected
to the spirit of capitalism than was its Weberian precursor, albeit to cap-
italism in its late modern, post-industrial phase. In fact the Universal
Church, and movements like it, have a great deal to teach us about the
current social epoch, in Africa and beyond. Why is it that these forms
of social organisation have succeeded when so many other, character-
istically modern institutions and sensibilities have faltered? How might
they bring about social transformation at a time when older models of
state-centred economy and ‘development’ have significantly receded?

The spirit of liberalisation

As I have noted elsewhere (Comaroff & Comaroff 2008, Comaroff 2009),
the sacred has become increasingly prominent in profane places in
our world. ‘Jesus is the answer’, declare large, uneven letters beside a
highway to Sun City, northwest of Johannesburg, anticipating global
audiences to be drawn by the 2010 World Cup. Further south, an
ad proclaims ‘Cape Town For Jesus – the final countdown. Tickets
still available’. Cape Town for Jesus indeed – or at least, for explicitly
enchanted enterprise of one kind or another! In the inner city, evan-
gelical street-sweepers, their crisp overalls identifying them as ‘God’s
Cleaners’, ply their brooms along sidewalks that front a diverse array of
thriving religious denominations, including several bustling mosques.
Swelling evangelical congregations hold services in shopping malls and
amphitheatres. Like their counterparts elsewhere, they avoid traditional
ecclesiastical symbols; they have no steeples or spires, no bell towers or
pointed arches, not even a crucifix. As Rybczynski (2005) points out,
they look less like places of worship than performing-arts centres, com-
munity colleges or corporate headquarters (none of which is totally
inapt). In a similar spirit, cutting-edge congregations use slick websites
and Facebook pages to reach out to potential followers in terms that
shun lofty piety, offering ‘Self Discovery, New Friends, Lots of Praise,
Lots of Fun’.1 Faith-based groups, in other words, move ever more
assertively into the mundane reaches and registers of everyday life: into
business, education, politics, popular entertainment – domains hitherto
taken to be distinct from religion, properly conceived.

Neither is this merely an African phenomenon. In the UK and the
US, Pentecostal corporations run a growing number of privatised pris-
ons (Burnside et al. 2005). In America, mega-churches have become sites
‘where Wall Street meets the pulpit’, where pastor-CEOs preach a ‘gospel
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of entrepreneurship and sound business practices’ – for many see this as
a response to God’s call, which enjoins his stewards to economically
empower the humble.2 Such faith is not embarrassed to invoke ambi-
tion, desire or the frankly corporeal: in California, the exercise chain,
Lord’s Gym promises to build body and soul ‘without compromising a
properly Christian atmosphere’ (Comaroff 2006); its logo is a pumped-
up Jesus, bench-pressing a huge cross under the message, ‘His Pain Your
Gain’. It seems that no instrument is too profane to act as a vehicle
of salvation, rendering more and more ambiguous that key dimension
of the ideological architecture of liberal Western modernity – the line
between sacred and secular.

None of these developments are altogether new, of course. The civic
ideology of modern Western nation-states might have stressed the sep-
aration of powers – of the public and the private, the sacred and
profane – but these ideals have always been undermined in practice.
By the end of the twentieth century these ideals had been seriously
flouted in many places, and the boundaries dividing government, mar-
ket and organised religion were under siege almost everywhere. This
undermining takes different institutional forms in different contexts:
in Euro-America, the institutional divisions implied by the Keynesian
state, with its grand civic institutions of justice, health care, educa-
tion and so on have been transformed by the impact of deregulation
and privatisation, opening the way for faith-based initiatives of all
kinds. In Africa, the fragile civil structures of many post-colonial polities
have buckled under the impact of structural adjustment, and religious
organisations have expanded concomitantly. Congregations have been
expanding, often offering members what amounts to alternative citi-
zenship. Post-apartheid South Africa, from which most of my examples
here are drawn, combines features of both these tendencies: although
government there remains relatively robust, and organised labour has
put something of a brake on the state’s liberalising ambitions, its rulers’
efforts to succeed in the global economy have introduced many of the
features associated with neoliberalism (from the outsourcing of public
services and resources and to the corporatisation of policy of all kinds
and, also, to a widening of the gulf between the enfranchised and the
dispossessed). Along with this have gone sharp shifts in the experi-
ence of belonging: the rapid expansion of holistic religious communities
expresses a reality pithily captured by a pastor in the Universal Church:
‘When the film credits roll at the end of your life’, he declared, ‘they will
not acknowledge the South African government, they will thank us at
the Universal Church.’
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Here, as everywhere, changes in the form of religious life must be
seen in the first instance in light of local history – the relatively recent
‘transition to democracy’, for example, which entailed an uneasy juxta-
position of ‘liberation’ and ‘liberalisation’ (Comaroff & Comaroff 2001,
Comaroff 2002). But I shall argue that these shifts also bear similari-
ties to changes taking place, to a greater or lesser degree in many other
contexts, and that they therefore suggest more epochal transformations.
Most immediately, they resemble processes occurring in other polities
that have undergone similar dramatic regime change in recent years
(in Central Europe and Latin America, for instance), contexts in which
new democracies have sought to shape themselves amidst processes
of state deregulation. But there are also observable changes in South
African religious life that seem to be even more widely distributed than
this. For example, the embrace of Pentecostal faith across much of the
world seems to have been abetted by post-Cold War geopolitical shifts
on a global scale, even though the precise impact of these transforma-
tions varies with context and location. What, if anything, underlies this
apparent correlation, and how do we approach the challenging pattern
of similarity and divergence that it presents?

For my purposes here, I focus on two, interrelated dimensions of this
religious shift and the underlying historical reconfigurations of which it
is part. The first is sociological, the second a matter of ontology. But first,
how, precisely, do these transformations actually manifest themselves?

Born-again theocracies

While many have remarked on the growing commitment, across the
world, to ideologies and policies vested in the logic of the market,
fewer have noted the strong, apparently contrary strain that has gone
along with this: a new sense of the force of divine destiny in human
affairs, whether it be Pentecostal or Latin, Jewish, Muslim or Hindu.
In a recent ten-nation survey of Pentecostal and charismatic Christians,
for example, the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life found that
adherents of ‘renewalist’ faiths made up ‘at least half the population
in Brazil, Guatemala and Kenya, and about one-third that of South
Africa and Chile’ (Pew Forum 2006). These constituencies, it adds, are
prone to bringing their commitments into public debate, with real
consequences for processes of government. Theologico-politics, a con-
cern of seventeenth century rationalists like Spinoza (1883), is again
a lively reality, it appears. Indeed, amidst a flourishing of confessions
of all types, the hegemony of liberal humanism, what Asad (2003: 13)
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terms ‘the modern project’, has been ever more assertively brought into
question in recent times, largely in the name of revealed truths and
Godly imperatives. These challenges have been explicitly framed, in
some places, in opposition to prevailing notions of the secular; thus the
American pre-millennial pastor, Tim LaHaye (LaHaye & Noebel 2000),
attacks the hubris of ‘liberal humanism’ in so many words. But dissent
often emerges as a less overt shift in sensibility, a loss of faith in key
tenets of modernist ontology, like the persuasiveness of social idioms
of thought, or secular constructions of truth, history or ‘development’
(cf. Harding 1994, Smith 2008). Along with this goes an ever greater
readiness to see the intervention of spiritual forces in ordinary events,
and an ever more audible appeal to absolutist truths. In fact, a deep
suspicion of social, relativist and humanist understanding is shared by
foundationalists across a range of creeds. There are connections to be
noted – in form, if not in content – to the concerns of other opponents
of liberal humanism, from political neo-conservatives to market funda-
mentalists. The latter are also partial to asserting the end of history and
the treachery of philosophy, preferring putatively literal readings of the
law from pulpit and bench (Crapanzano 2000).

A related aspect of current revitalised faith, no less in tension with the
modernist project, is the growing salience of revelation as a legitimate
basis for truth, action and the interpretation of events-in-time. Mod-
ern liberal theory might champion the separation of church and state,
but organised religion and revitalised belief play an ever more palpable
role in the workings of government – not only in places like Uganda
and Nigeria, but also in the US, the UK and Italy (Muehlebach 2007).
In addition, a host of born-again believers across the world choose to
suspend ‘free’ choice when convicted by divine authority, manifesting
a form of selfhood somewhat different from the deliberative Kantian
subject that many see as basic to modern rationalism (cf. Blom Hansen
n.d.); different, too, from the choosing subject presumed by liberal mod-
els of democracy and consumer-oriented identity. It might be argued
that these idealised selves have had only uneven purchase beyond the
West, in African societies, for instance (though they certainly were hege-
monic within the European civilising missions, and in the projects of
modernisation and development that characterised newly independent
African nations). True, the born-again faiths that flourish across the non-
European world at present resonate with local ontologies and senses
of being, orientations that often defy the dualistic categories of lib-
eral modern orthodoxy. These movements tend also to propose new
forms of commitment, communication and subjectivity that are, I have
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noted, a product of current historical conditions. Born-again conviction
lays emphasis, for instance, on self-production, but also stresses engage-
ment with the authority of foundational texts and prophetic callings.
It displays a widespread quest for ontological security; for sovereignty,
for a firm basis for law and order, for authoritative knowledge – all of
these being aspects of experience seriously disrupted by current social
conditions, especially in the post-colonial world.

But there is more. Pentecostal movements do not merely question,
from below, the tenets of liberal modernist knowing and being. They
aim, also, to counter the signature institutional arrangements that have
nurtured the modernist world view – and this is where their sociolog-
ical dimension becomes evident. Canonised above all in the liberal
nation-state as imagined commonality, these arrangements presume
a clear separation between a secular, neutral public domain and the
realm of private commitment, interest and belief. But in late modern
times, born-again faiths have tended to challenge that divide in vari-
ous ways, seeking to reshape the received order of things, challenging
the ‘impartiality’ of state law, the legitimacy of secular government,
and the perceived moral vacuity of public institutions. Many such faiths
work to ‘reclaim’ the fragmented realms and plural cultural registers of
liberal modern society, to imbue the profane reaches of everyday life
with divine purpose. Commerce, government, education, the media,
popular arts – nothing seems too trivial or debased to be invested with
hallowed purpose in the world. The task, according to Ted Haggard, erst-
while president of the National Association of Evangelicals in the US, is
to put ‘God-in-everything’, so ‘anything can be holy’ (Newton 2006).
This impetus is evident, too, among Pentecostals in Africa. The Uni-
versal Church, for instance, extends the reach of the Spirit into ever
more mundane facets of ordinary life: its places of worship spring up
in shopping malls and at taxi ranks; they offer menus of pragmatic ser-
vices, all day, every day. This trajectory represents an ironic, late modern
return to a kind of pervasive spirituality that is practically integrated
with ordinary life – much like the forms of religion outlined in classic
anthropological accounts of African traditional culture (Goody 1962,
Lienhardt 1961).

The totalising, ‘worlding’3 ambition of many Pentecostal movements
has special salience in an age of widespread deregulation, not least
in Africa. At a time when, under the sway of neoliberal policies,
many states have relinquished considerable responsibility for school-
ing, health and welfare – in short, for the social reproduction of their
citizens – religious organisations have willingly reclaimed this role, a
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role they never fully lost, in many places, to the grand disciplinary
institutions of the modern state (vide the enduring importance of
Catholic care, or the cradle-to-grave guardianship of clan associations in
Southeast Asia). The recent expansion of faith-based social services and
pedagogy has strongly challenged the idea of the separation of powers
that underlay the tenets, if not always the practices, of most twentieth
century liberal democracies.

Add to this the fact that organised religion has made a vital place
for itself in the domain of politics, the market, the mass media, seek-
ing to bend them to its purposes. As I have noted, this evinces a
shift from the division of institutional labour captured in signal mod-
ernist accounts, like those of Durkheim (1984 [1892]) and Weber
(2001 [1904–1905]). It diverges, too, from the rationalised religiosity of
modern Protestantism, which tended to scorn faiths that ignored the
distinction between sacred and secular, or church and state, dubbing
them idolatrous, heathen superstitions. Indeed, this was how colonial
mission churches viewed most indigenous African religion, and also
the domesticated Christianities (the Independent Churches in early-
twentieth century South Africa, for instance) whose pragmatic healing,
inspired leadership and holistic care were seen as ‘syncretic’, even a
‘bridge . . . back to heathenism’ (Sundkler 1961).

These days, religious holism is in the ascent, a tendency evident not
merely within Christianity, but within Judaism, Islam and beyond. It is
especially evident in Pentecostalism, and in contexts where born-again
belief resonates with forms of spiritual pragmatism never fully captured
by northern Protestant orthodoxy. What Paul Jenkins (2002: 3) terms
the ‘New Christian Revolution’ is centred in Latin America, Africa
and Asia, which together have a growing majority of the estimated
2.6 billion Christians worldwide. Evangelical Pentecostal churches are
said to attract almost 20 million new members a year, having emerged as
the major competitor of a Catholicism that is itself becoming markedly
more charismatic. Here, too, it is not merely that faith-based initia-
tives are expanding, or that their sense of the gifts of Spirit has a major
impact on ordinary understandings of self, identity, politics and history.
These movements are also assuming increasingly state-like responsibili-
ties, especially where states themselves have been compromised in their
governing capacity.

Take the New Life Church in Mafikeng, South Africa, for instance, an
offshoot of the organisation of the same name founded in Colorado
Springs in 1984. New Life typifies a brand of upbeat, technically savvy
faith that aspires to fill the moral void left by the withering of older civic
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norms in the post-colony. The congregation, part of a global network,
mixes a lively charismatic realism with frank materiality, a theology
comfortable with this-worldly desire. The church offers everything from
marriage guidance to financial counselling and AIDS outreach, casting
pastoral care in a service-oriented key. It also aims explicitly to entertain:
‘It might sound heretical’, says the pastor, ‘but we strive to make wor-
ship exciting, affecting. Our competition, after all, is the video arcade,
the movie house, and the casino.’ In New Life’s sparkling sanctuary, a
sophisticated sound stage replaces the altar. A large screen – part karaoke,
part powerpoint – flashes the lyrics, monitored by a technician at the
rear. The membership spans a relatively wide spectrum of race and age
among the more humble classes, all drawn by the pulsating vitality, the
readiness to acknowledge the legitimacy of lively, this-worldly appetites.

As this example underlines, mass media have played a vital role
in extending the influence of revitalised faith in the world, not just
because such media radically amplify the scale, speed and directness
of its address, but because they have become integral to the way that
revelation takes form in experience. To a large extent, in other words,
radio, TV and the Internet have come to shape the very form in which
the sacred is witnessed. Of course, mass media have been used to spread
the Word since the advent of the printing press; evangelists in Africa
and elsewhere have long been avid users of novel means of commu-
nication, from magic lanterns to movies. At the same time, the reach
of popular religious broadcasting today seems unprecedented. In Africa,
transnational Evangelical and Muslim groups (Hackett n.d., Meyer 2002,
Schulz 2007) are taking advantage of the deregulation of state media
to build broadcast enterprises that impact powerfully on the circula-
tion of images and the creation of subjects and publics. The means
of communication in general are ever more under the control of faith-
based corporations here. Religious media conduct a growing proportion
of business on the continent, from paid religious programming to
Pentecostal video-cassettes, gospel CDs and tapes conveying the baraka
of sheikhs (Soares 2004).

The qualities displayed by revitalised faiths, then, are both old and
new, uniform and diverse, global and thoroughly domesticated. Move-
ments of this kind hardly exhaust the contemporary religious terrain,
of course. But older, established denominations that tend to question
their values and motives have also had to respond to the stunning
effectiveness of their modus operandi, and their seemingly irrepress-
ible appeal, especially among the young. While there appears to be
an elective affinity between Pentecostalism and the unruly vitality of
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economic liberalisation, its pragmatic preaching also harks back to the
original holiness impetus in Industrial Revolution Methodism, the ‘posi-
tive thinking’ fostered by late nineteenth century Christian Science, and
the ‘name it and claim it’ Rhema doctrine, first popularised by Kenneth
Hagin of the Assemblies of God in Texas in the 1930s. What is more,
as I have stressed, these legacies have been thoroughly domesticated in
particular socio-cultural contexts, resonating with long-standing local
forms; the Universal Church in southern Africa, for example, engages
vigorously with anxieties about witchcraft, though it treats witches as
minions of the devil and vestiges of evil tradition. In addition, the ‘free
market faith’ of many – if not all – Pentecostals jibes with African expec-
tations that spiritual favour will express itself in pragmatic blessing. The
Brazilian-born preacher at the large, inner-city headquarters of the Uni-
versal Church in Cape Town sometimes places an over-sized domestic
closet, the ‘Lord’s Treasure Chest’, on the podium: those who have faith,
he declares, will receive the manifold goods it contains. Even more dra-
matic is the example of Miracle 2000, a South African pyramid scheme,
whose born-again founder promised a 220 per cent return on invest-
ments in 42 days. The promise drew crowds from across the land to
the founder’s East Rand home. When the police cracked down on the
scheme, hundreds of outraged believers marched on the High Court in
Pretoria demanding the release of their ‘Messiah’. They carried placards
declaring ‘Do My Prophet No Harm’ (Bokaba 2000).

What, then, does make sense of the exuberant growth of ‘new
Christianity’ in these times, particularly in Africa? What of its conti-
nuities with, and breaks from, the past? Talal Asad (2003) has argued
that the process of holding the line between the secular and the sacred
has been essential to the ideology of the modern liberal state and its
modes of governance. Shifts in the nature of this state might well be
implicated, then, in the kind of boundary breaching that comes with
the rise of Pentecostalism. But as I have suggested, there has also been a
widespread popular impetus, in the early twenty first century world, to
redefine the place of religion in the civic order – a widespread effort
to recover a sense of authenticity, to give birth, anew, to a sense of
sovereign authority in the world. All this implies more thoroughgo-
ing structural transformation. Indeed, there is much to suggest that the
character of contemporary faith is integral to a reorganisation of core
components of capitalist modernity as social formation, a worldwide
process that has specific implications for post-colonial Africa. This shift
has entailed an intensification of some signature features of the liberal
modern order, and an eclipse of others, a process made manifest in the
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changing credo and institutional form of liberal democracies across the
world. These shifts vary in local manifestation and so, too, does the
nature and impact of the religious revitalisation I have been describ-
ing here. Some scholars have argued, for example, that the challenge to
secular hegemony has been less evident in Western Europe – the pre-
sumed heartland of liberal democracy – than elsewhere, although there
is mounting evidence to suggest that this claim might need rethinking.4

Indeed, there are grounds for identifying some very widespread trends in
religious life across the world. How might this reconfigured social land-
scape speak back, with latter-day insight, to classic accounts of religion
and modernity, like Weber’s classic conception of the kinship between
the Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism?

The same again, but not quite: the neo-world order

What has come to be glossed as ‘neoliberalism’ has been characterised
in a variety of ways, few of which capture the mix of continuity and
rupture, intensification and transformation at issue. We appear to be
witnessing an epochal shift in relations among capital, labour, con-
sumption and place. For one thing, the generation of wealth is more
reliant than ever before on abstract means – on the transaction of quasi-
monetary instruments across space and time in an electronic economy.
For another, primary production has been reorganised as the quest for a
cheap, tractable workforce has eroded existing bases of industrial man-
ufacture, has globalised the division of labour and has significantly
liberated corporate enterprise from state regulation. The connection
between sites of manufacture and consumption has become increasingly
deterritorialised, being rendered opaque in a way that undermines the
very idea of a national economy, one in which interest groups recognise
each other as interdependent components of a commonweal. In Africa,
where local and regional economies have historically been integrated
into world markets more by means of primary extraction than industri-
alised production, the neoliberal era has brought further peripheralisa-
tion from mainstream enterprise, although it has also seen a thickening
entanglement of points on the continent with informal, twilight trans-
action of all kinds and an ever more ruthless – and profitable – scramble
by external powers for scarce resources. Secular models of economic
rationality and development, under such conditions, are less and less
plausible. The growth of electronic communications has further exacer-
bated these effects, intensifying the circulation of images, capital and
objects across space and time, imploding prior borders and creating
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novel associations – but also opening up more extreme socio-economic
divisions, new gulfs between aspiration and possibility, experience and
understanding.

In the upshot, the spheres of politics and economy do not map eas-
ily on to one another – as has become apparent to contemporary South
Africans, struggling to come to terms with porous national borders, pri-
vatisation and a mounting sense that global economic pressures are
drastically undermining the local workforce, and the promise of civic
inclusion. These experiences unsettle efforts to re-imagine the nation
as a unified entity, and complicate understandings of belonging, citi-
zenship and attachment. They also erode commonsense assumptions
about the relation between signifiers and signifieds, the real and the
counterfeit, the sources of misfortune and evil.

It is such forces that structure the terrain on which revitalised reli-
gion takes shape. These spiritual movements, I stress, are not simple,
autonomic responses to ‘neoliberalism’. They are also vanguards of a
vision which endorses earthly desire and entrepreneurial ambition –
most overtly borne by a host of so-called prosperity gospels that thrive
on the African continent. In this, revitalised movements often antici-
pate and reinforce the work of other agents of development, especially
at a time when this work is driven less by state-centred models than
visions of private enterprise. Neither are these movements translocal in
an unprecedented sense; the Roman Catholic Church – arguably the
original translocal non-governmental organisation (NGO) – has been
‘global’ for 2000 years. But, over the centuries, the nature of glob-
alism has changed. Whereas the Christian commonwealth forged by
colonial evangelists followed the map of a Eurocentric, international
order, post-colonial spirituality evinces different translocal trajectories –
electronic, economic, emotive – that link newly emergent centres and
peripheries, and often pay scant attention to national borders. This
process is exemplified by the south–south ministries of the Univer-
sal Church, that tie together what are, in many ways, structurally
parallel populations in Brazil and southern Africa, thus to form a dis-
tinctive, post-colonial map of the universal–global. When disastrous
floods hit Mozambique in 2000, the Universal Church in South Africa
was the first on the scene with material assistance, bypassing the cum-
bersome formalities that delayed more conventional NGOs and relief
organisations. In this sort of outreach, old diasporas are superseded by
new: this is especially evident in the traffic in faith across the black
Atlantic, with Nigerian churches flourishing in major American cities,
and ‘postmodern’ African American evangelists, like T.D. Jakes, drawing
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unprecedented audiences in cities like Nairobi (Lee 2005). Startling
new sacral economies are also apparent. The Yoruba-based Redeemed
Christian Church of God, for example, has established a worldwide net-
work of parishes across Africa, Europe, the US, Australia and Southeast
Asia, its cutting-edge electronic and financial circulations tracing out a
novel kind of Christendom (Ukah 2008).

As I have noted, I am concerned in this account with two dimen-
sions of the burgeoning relationship between new religious movements
and neoliberalism, broadly defined: the sociological and the ontological.
The first set of concerns, the sociological, focuses on what is perhaps the
most prominent feature of the fastest growing Pentecostal groups – their
tendency to take the form of theocracies, to embrace a wide array of
once secular activities and regulatory functions in the quest to reclaim
the world. The second order of issues, the ontological, concerns the
impetus of born-again faiths to counter the impact of relativism and
the loss of authoritative meaning. They seek to fix floating signifiers,
what scholars term ‘postmodern semantic drift’, by positing a theology
of revealed truth and a culture of affective realism.

Making us whole again

Across the ages religious utopianism has repeatedly sought to return
to holiness through wholeness (Douglas 1966). The prophetic move-
ments that rallied black South Africans in the wake of overrule were a
clear instance of this impetus (Peires 1989); also, the Zionist churches
that have long offered cogent visions and unifying codes of conduct in
the wake of radical structural change (Comaroff 1985). Contemporary
mega-movements carry this project into the late modern era. They seek
to build Christendom anew by healing breaches deepened by economic
and political deregulation, forces that unhinge imagined communities
and received perceptions of locality and class. A recent study suggests,
for example, that even though they do not reject their national iden-
tity, the ‘vast majority’ of South Africans think of themselves primarily
as members of ‘an ethnic, cultural, language, religious or some other
group’, and ‘attach their personal fate’ to those groups (Gibson 2004: 2,
cf. Chidester et al. 2003).

The rise of evangelical organisations that resemble ethno-national
movements and ‘surrogate governments’ (Mahler 2005) are all of a
piece with these general historical developments. In South Africa, revi-
talised religious communities of various sorts – Muslim, Christian,
Jewish, nativist – are waxing at the expense of older, mainstream
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denominations. For the most part, they are less concerned to pressure
formal government than to create their own, relatively autonomous
forms of sovereignty, their own regimes of order, power, enrichment.
But this is not the case everywhere: Walter Ihejirika points out that some
spokesmen for Nigerian Pentecostalism have declared the aim of a ‘Total
Take Over’ of the country, this by establishing inroads from the fringes
to the core of the national polity. ‘[We] are working while others are
sleeping,’ a leader of the national Pentecostal Fellowship announces:
‘If you want to take over Nigeria you better win the students, win the
market women, the media . . . the rich, the poor and the press.’ Here reli-
gion is about world-making. It is inherently political, even if not always
in a conventional sense. In West Africa (as the US) these expansionist
movements tend to be centred on particular charismatic leaders, whose
congregations and mega-churches, while frequently part of religious
federations, remain organisationally independent (Ihejirika 2005). As is
often remarked, the fact that Pentecostals stress personal religious expe-
rience rather than doctrine allows for considerable differences among
them, though they remain linked in their foundational belief in Bap-
tism of the Spirit and the reality of world-making power. As I have noted,
widely shared goals (like extending God’s dominion on earth by promot-
ing Christian values, and returning religion to the schools, the courts
and the market square) have made them a force that transcends local
organisations in many places.

Newly holistic movements, I stress, are part of the neoliberal turn both
reactively and intrinsically. In their readiness to take charge of welfare
or education, they respond by assuming forms of social reproduction
that late liberal governments cannot, or will not, provide. And while
this is hardly a novel feature of religious movements, the process takes
on specific late modern features, as I have noted, with the downsizing
of government in many places. This is often presented, by faith-based
activists, as a valued infusion of the public sphere with an ethics of
sacrifice and service that was systematically eviscerated by the ‘blood-
less’ liberal state (Muehlebach 2007). Religious movements also respond
to, and enable the increasingly global division of labour. Their net-
works span continents, sustaining far-flung migrants with intimacy and
communion in the absence of other kinds of cultural capital; the Akan-
speaking churches that minister to migrants in Israel are a case in point
(Sabar 2004). Again, this gives a late modern spin to longer-standing
processes; African churches in colonial times played a similar role, albeit
on a smaller scale (Welbourn & Ogot 1966). In general, the expan-
sion of Pentecostal membership in current conditions makes evident a
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certain organisational genius that thrives off the very socio-economic
circumstances that have undercut more conventional forms of modern
social aggregation rooted in class or locality. Widespread use is made in
the movement of the so-called cell-group structure, in which networks
of highly ritualised small units can proliferate, yet remain alike in their
mode of professing faith. Multiplex, face-to-face congregations (offering
everything from soup-kitchens to computer literacy, entertainment to
financial credit) also fill the classic role of churches as places of sociality,
affective engagement, ‘re-creation’.

A widely noted feature of this multiplexity is the readiness of
Pentecostal churches to engage directly in business, not merely in prop-
agating the faith and defining its values, but in economic enterprise
way beyond the sanctuary. Here, again, they popularise the ethos of
neoliberalism. Many churches take on explicitly corporate form, an
orientation made plain in their architectural design (they often set
up shop in store-fronts or former commercial premises). Many seek
explicitly to harness what Connolly (n.d.: 33) has termed the creativ-
ity of capitalism, offering loyalty cards (like the Rhema Church in Cape
Town) and founding banks, insurance companies and business schools
(like the Redeemed Christian Church in Nigeria [Ukah 2008]). All this
expresses a revived sense of Christian agency – and urgency – that
propels Pentecostal world-making, a sense of activism-in-time most pal-
pable by premillennial impetus to put market forces to the purpose of
producing Christian value, to hitch commerce to a pursuit of God’s king-
dom on earth. Advocates of the Gospel of Prosperity are only the most
literal in communicating a much more widely shared sensibility: many
mainline denominations embody this same spirit in practice. How, if at
all, might these features be connected to recent global changes in econ-
omy, society and the state; and what are the implications for Africa in
particular?

In distinguishing neoliberalism from the classic liberalism that pre-
ceded it, Foucault stressed transformations in the relationship between
state and economy (Lemke 2001: 200). Whereas before, the former
directed and monitored the latter, the neoliberal turn makes ‘the mar-
ket itself the organising and regulative principle underlying the state’.
Enhancing profitability and promoting entrepreneurial citizens have
become both the end and the measure of good governance, in state and
in church. As I have already remarked, in Pentecostal movements, this
mode of operation breaks down the separations between moral, eco-
nomic and political institutions, the better to embrace them all under a
single, fundamental principle of productivity.
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In this process of worlding, Pentecostals risk losing the critical ten-
sion between faith and context that makes it possible for each to hold
the other accountable – as when critical churchmen in South Africa
declared apartheid a heresy, or the clergy in Independent black churches
decried the colonial racism that lingered in established denominations.
As this suggests, the ever more porous boundaries between sacred and
secular in many places also expresses a more profound transformation
in the nature and site of politics itself, a shift from civic participation
and collective mobilisation to more personal and partisan visions of
securing the future. For the most part, current revivalist faiths offer a
privatised, materially indexed salvation, and more immediate returns
on spiritual investment (‘Invest in the Lord, he pays rich dividends’,
goes the Universal Church mantra; another gospel show host on SATV
recently quipped: ‘There has never been a recession in the kingdom of
God’).5 While apparently far removed from Weber’s Puritans in many
respects, they share the belief that profit is proof of compliance with
divine design.

As these examples imply, the upsurge in born-again faith is also
implicated, in complex ways, in ever more tangible polarisations of
wealth and poverty, in the tension between intensified consumer
desire and widening Gini coefficients in many countries, in the rise
of marginal, informal economies amidst mass unemployment in many
places. Pentecostalism works on both sides of Africa’s widening socio-
economic divides. In South Africa, the Rhema Bible Church, founded
by the flamboyant Ray McCauley, claims a following of 20,000; it minis-
ters to new black elites and white, middle-class followers, acknowledging
their aspirations and assuaging their guilt (their young adults division is
called Rema Dot God).6 The Universal Church and its ilk, on the other
hand, offer ‘Gods and Services’ to the more marginal – among whom
Pentecostals are gaining ground not merely in relation to the mainline
denominations, but also relative to the Zionist groups that have long
ministered to the dispossessed.

I suggest, once again, that all this is testimony not merely to a
significant reconfiguration of the institutional landscape of modern
society, in Africa and the wider world. It speaks also to the salient
shifts I have noted in the ontology of how the world works, how
history is made, how human agents act. It is here that we find the
intrinsic relation of born-again faith to the neoliberal turn. Mass con-
versions endorse an evangelical theology and mode of worship that
is less and less in sync with secular social and political theory – or
with the rationalist telos of modernisation and development. Notes
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Malaysian Methodist theologian Hwa Yung (1995: 2): ‘There is even less
reason today for non-Western Christians . . . to allow their theologies to
be domesticated by Enlightenment thinking, something which Western
Christians themselves find increasingly dissatisfying.’ For many, the
impact of metaphysical forces is more palpable than intangibles like
‘society’, ‘economy’, ‘history’, whose structures of plausibility seem
seriously undermined.

The rising temperature of public passion

I have noted the ever more overt role played by revelation in Pentecostal
ontology, of the direct intervention of the divine in human affairs,
both individual and collective – a kind of white heat that resets time
and re-establishes truth. Among its many implications, such revelation
implies a particular conception of the inspired human witness as the
bearer of conviction, and as motivated actor in the world. Embodying
such faith involves distinct performative conventions that have had
noticeable effects on the culture of religious practice. In South Africa,
for instance, a marked component of contemporary evangelical religious
life across the social spectrum involves highly theatrical manifestations
of feeling: often – in more charismatic movements – the demonstration
of a self overwhelmed by the power of the spirit. In the case of older
Protestant denominations, such emotive tendencies were strongly dis-
couraged as transgressions of a dominant emotional economy of cool
deism, of affect as the stuff that made possible the enactment of con-
trol, direction, grace. In its secular version, Durkheim and his followers
famously saw such affect as presocial, embodied vitality (Victor Turner’s
[1967: 54] ‘orectic pole’ of the symbol) that – through the alchemy of
ritual – made the obligatory desirable. In the early nineteenth century
African mission field, the passionate, carnal sensibility that was seen
to characterise the primitive also provided an opening for the moving
power of God. Nonconformist evangelists spoke of God’s Word as call-
ing forth tears that could ‘wash away all the red paint’ of heathenism
from their bodies (Comaroff & Comaroff 1991: 214).

But while they actively courted such emotionalism, the missions also
laboured hard to develop a private, reflective person, with a conscience
that has internalised the struggle between flesh and spirit. Outbursts
of public emotion among those who had committed themselves to the
civilising mission were read as signs of immature faith, of an absence of
rational self-possession. A regime of sensory surveillance was installed
by the gatekeepers of Protestant propriety in order to suppress the signs
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of unmediated savage ardour (Comaroff & Comaroff 1997). Yet pious
sublimation presumed incitement as its necessary supplement: the ever-
present danger of backsliding into primitive promiscuity, magic, satanic
desire that fuels the evangelical process.

The Pentecostal churches that are expanding at the expense of main-
stream Christian denominations in many parts of the African continent
at present operate with a somewhat different economy of affect. Not
only do they encourage outbursts of enthusiasm as testimony to a rad-
ical invasion by the spirit; they express distrust of modes of piety and
public action that lack animating fervour. In this, they resonate with
more urbane sentiment, in this society and beyond: an increasingly pal-
pable sense that secular liberalism ‘lacks authenticity because it lacks
passion’. Yet again, none of this is unprecedented. William Mazzarella
(2009) is right to note that most visions of modernity have implied the
idea of affective deficit. All the same, there does seem to be a height-
ened perception at present that passion is a scarce resource, serving
as a unique, sought-after idiom of truth unclouded by rationalisation.
At a time when both ‘ideology’ and ‘politics’ have increasingly been
devalued as mere interested calculation, affect becomes evidence of
a forthright relation between heart and deed; the truth or fakery of
expressions of feeling become more significant than debate about their
content.

This quality is evident, too, in the enactment of religious commit-
ments. At least in the South African churches I know best, there has
been a marked move (most striking in the more charismatic faiths, but
relayed across a broad spectrum beyond them) to turn up the heat, to
publicly perform a kind of conviction that Weber (2001: 82) termed ‘hys-
terical’: faith that seems to overwhelm reason, strategy, personal interest
to flood the self with divine compulsion. ‘Even the Lord Jesus Christ
needed the Holy Spirit to live on earth’, says a recent Sunday handout
from the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God7 in central Cape Town,
‘The Spirit – like a driver – drives you to his Kingdom’ (this in a con-
text where cars embody post-apartheid personal agency par excellence,
and altars in churches of this denomination are often adorned with
BMW advertisements). Not only does this discourse presume a yearn-
ing for sovereignty (note the widespread nostalgia for father-figures, the
appeal of authoritarian populism more generally in contemporary South
Africa, and beyond).8 The cult of affect at work here parallels closely that
advanced by sophisticated, Deleuzian theorists like Brian Massumi, who
speaks of affect (after Spinoza) as an embodied state that while it ‘has
affects’, is also ‘open[ed] up to being affected’ (Zournazi 2007). Affect,
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says Massumi, is our ‘angle of participating in processes larger than
ourselves’, having a ‘directness that . . . isn’t necessarily self-possession’.
Massumi insists that in contrast to emotion (a more limited, symboli-
cally shaped, subjective feeling), affect ‘needs no concept of mediation’.
Enabling one to be captured from without, affect is increasingly sum-
moned in the idiom of mass-marketed consumer desire, becoming the
prime vehicle of subject-formation everywhere. This process works,
Massumi insists, through contagion rather than persuasion, edging aside
rational choice as a means of enrolling subjects to its cause. This res-
onates with the logic of purifying passion, espoused by those who
advance Christianity as lifestyle. One senses a kinship, here, with early
modern humoral understandings of ‘passion’ as arousal, evoked by the
direct action of external forces on the corporeal self (Hirschman 1977) –
a conception rather different from later understandings of ‘emotion’ as
a privatised, pyschodynamic feeling.

Critics have disputed Massumi’s commitment to the idea that affect –
because it defies mediation – offers an escape from the determinations
of language and culture (Mazzarella 2009), and I am largely in agree-
ment with them. But what interests me here is the parallel between his
view and popular understandings of affect in movements like those of
African Pentecostalism. For many such Pentecostals likewise see passion
as incarnate power and potential, being a force antithetical to lying and
corruption because it is unmediated by conscious manipulation or con-
trol. For charismatics, of course, such affect is a manifestation of God.
They strive, as have many believers before them, to recapture an original
unity with God that is seamless, and actually dispenses with mediation
of any kind. Again, the contrast with Protestant mission orthodoxy is
marked.

The divine can only be known by way of mediation, of course.
As Mazzarella (2009), Warner (2002) and others note, the ‘fiction of
premediated existence’ derives precisely from this fact. What is more,
to the degree that they disguise their own role as go-betweens in
the production of divine intimacy, media often present themselves as
the ‘hot lines’ to power. Many Pentecostals show an obsession with
state-of-the-art communications: hence their appellation as ‘electronic
churches’ (churches ‘with karaoke and powerpoint’).9 Here sound sys-
tems sometimes replace altars, and mass mediation becomes integral to
the nature of conviction (witness talk about ‘downloading Jesus in one’s
life’).

As several scholars have argued (Meyer 2004), devout vernaculars are
also colonising the ground of urbane popular representation, especially
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(if not exclusively) in the prodigious West Africa straight-to-video indus-
try. These media of the miraculous apply the diverse possibilities of
filmic fantasy to create a realist sublime – a mobilisation of what
Kracauer (1960: 83) called the superior capacity of film to ‘render vis-
ible things that have been imagined’. And here, as in many charismatic
movements elsewhere, we see how an expansive, impassioned faith
occults the sources of its own circulation, dispensing with concerns
about sacred/secular divides. While its subject matter runs the gamut
from crime and football dramas to witchcraft-horror, charismatic movies
have become integral to the manner in which spirituality presents itself,
both to African Pentecostals and to a much wider public (Meyer 2004).
More than this: personal film and video draw ever more avidly on
the same cinematic tropes to record the drama of the Spirit’s work in
the world. As has been noted in Brazil and elsewhere, the airing of
glossy, camera-ready spectacles on high-tech religious channels makes
evident the degree to which local understandings of ritual (funerals and
healing rites, for instance) have been remade in the tropes of televan-
gelical drama; Kracauer (in Hansen 1999: 70) remarked that cinematic
expression plays in visceral ways with the paradoxes and limits of mod-
ern realism: ‘in a flash’ he noted, ‘it passes from the objective to the
subjective, and simultaneously evokes the concrete and the abstract’.
This is evident, for instance, in the genre of slapstick; with its well-
choreographed orgies of demolition, it both invokes and inverts the
capitalist-modern relation of people to things.

Similar sorts of claims can been made for the burgeoning cinema of
the late modern miraculous in Africa, where the surreal capacities of film
become synonymous with the power of the Spirit, a power to dissolve
and reform the mundane world. Birgit Meyer (2006: 11) invokes Derrida,
in pondering whether one needs to believe in an age of such visual
verisimilitude. Indeed, in saturating the lived world with the miracu-
lous, these pious vernaculars reinforce other more embracing structural
shifts that reverse disenchantment. To return to the irony with which
I opened this chapter, they strive to return that world to the kind
of unremarked, doxic commitment, the ‘primitive’ religious sensibility,
that so unsettled missionary modernists.

But these efforts can never fully prevail, for the wider universe that
contains them remains heterodox, fostering a late modern awareness of
alienation from sovereign authority and foundational truth which, in
turn, reproduces the need for a continuous reaffirmation of faith. The
very assertion of belief is simultaneously a reinforcement of the exis-
tence of doubt, and this is a rather long-standing modernist conundrum.
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Is this not just another instance of the fact that, while modernity seems
to be changing, it remains essentially the same?10

Conclusions: ironic and otherwise

Weber argued that the Protestant Ethic sanctified the maximising ethos
of early industrial society, serving to nurture cultural orientations that
ensured that it flourished. Is the revitalisation of faith we are witnessing
in Africa and the wider world merely a later chapter in the same long
story, one that confirms an elective affinity between evangelicalism and
capitalism?

Yes. And no. The historical relationship of Protestantism to capitalism
is both less privileged, and more complex than Weber’s model allowed.
For one thing, his longer-term telos has not been confirmed; the predic-
tion that capitalism would develop a secular autonomy, free of the need
for Godly reinforcement, has proved wrong. It is evident that there has
been a more intrinsic, enduring connection between capitalism and var-
ious strains of Protestantism (not to mention Catholicism and Judaism)
than he recognised. What is more, colonialism – capitalism’s occluded
underbelly – cannot be left out of the equation. As African history
attests, Christianity was integral to the making of colonial modernity
on much of the continent, and was itself remade in the process. The his-
torical dialectic that congealed as European capitalist modernity, albeit
in various local guises, was far more complex than Weber allowed. This
dialectic was mediated, in crucial respects, by Christian ideologies of
labour, progress, salvation and also by the liberal politico-legal institu-
tions that arose to secure and regulate industrial capitalism as a mode of
production. The Protestant faith was transformed in different, context-
specific ways in this process, but faith has remained a key aspect of the
story. The interplay of religion and economy was never severed in the
thoroughgoing manner implied by some more literal understandings
of ‘disenchantment’. All this was evident when European colonisers
sought to modernise the rest of the world: humane imperialists like
David Livingstone saw commerce, Christianity and civilisation as condi-
tions of each other’s possibility, much like latter-day Pentecostals, who
encourage the faithful to aspire for salvation in terms of a gospel of
desire and prosperity.

But as this last example suggests, many of the features of contem-
porary Protestantism – at least, in its avid, Pentecostal form – are new.
This is not to say that they are mere reflections of the workings of ‘free’
market. Per contra, they are reciprocally involved, in intricate ways, with
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economic forces sharpening in our times, forces whose impact are espe-
cially stark in post-colonial African contexts: the expanding scale and
abstraction of transactions across the globe, the tension between the
mobility of capital and the fixities of the nation state, the erosion of
many of the institutional forms of liberal democratic society. They are
also entangled in the ever more competitive quest for scarce resources
and the growing inequities in wealth and power characteristic of the
‘neo-world order’. The received dualities of modern bureaucratic states –
sacred and profane, public and private, state and society – are being
sundered by fresh forms of theodicy, by charismatic authorities who
seek to counter the insecurities of the age, to intervene where Christian
humanists – like those in South Africa who have championed truth, rec-
onciliation and human rights – run up against the limits of liberalism.
Ironically, in reforming itself in light of these conditions, born-again
faith has overcome many of the obdurate cultural barriers that hindered
modern Protestantism in its efforts to conquer non-European hearts and
minds. Now, the most dynamic expansion of the church is occurring
beyond the West.

As I have tried to show, then, these shifts in the nature of religious
life are not adequately seen as either ‘models of’ or ‘for’ new socio-
economic forms; rather, they are intrinsically, dialectically entailed with
the transformations of the current moment. The institutional architec-
ture associated with modern bureaucratic states is being cross-cut by a
rebirth of sacred sovereignty that authorises new agglomerations, that
builds new lexicons of feeling and visions of enterprise, at once pre-
and post-modern. These manifestations both respond to socio-economic
shifts and themselves promote innovative modes of world-making. The
Spirit of Revelation is among us once more, ministering to those whose
lives appear – in significant respects – to have outrun the logic of ‘the
modern project’. Its genius is to address the desires, dis-ease and dis-
placement of our times, to make terror, violence, crime and pandemic
into signs of redemption. As social theorists, we would be foolish to
underestimate the world-making implications of this spirited enterprise.

Notes

1. ‘Rhema Cape Town North Church Is on Facebook’, www.en-gb.facebook.
com/pages/Brackenfell-South-Africa/Rhema-Cape-Town-North-Church/
117296411627723, accessed 12 September 2010.

2. ‘The Business of Faith: Black Megachurches Are Turning Pastors into CEOs
of Multimillion-Dollar Enterprises’, The Free Library, 1 May 2006, www.
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thefreelibrary.com/The+business+of+faith%3A+Black+megachurches+
are+turning+pastors+into . . . -a0145681346, accessed 3 September 2010.

3. I mean the term in the sense deployed by post-colonial literary critics (see,
e.g. Spivak 1995) to imply the act of situating people, things or places within
a particular, ideological vision of the world.

4. This is evident not merely in the challenge of what might be construed
as immigrant religiosity in Western Europe (recall here the controversial
remarks by the Archbishop of Canterbury to the effect that adoption of some
aspects of Sharia law for relevant communities ‘seems unavoidable’ (Sharia
Law in UK is ‘Unavoidable’, BBC Radio 4 World at One, 7 February 2008).
The introduction of the Human Fertilization and Embryo Bill to the UK Par-
liament in the spring of 2008 drew unprecedented levels of home-grown
Christian activism, and evoked considerable media attention. One extended
BBC report noted that ‘[h]ard-line Christian activists are now mobilizing
believers in an attempt to make an impact on society nationally’, adding
that ‘well funded and politically active Christian groups [are] emerging as a
significant voice in British politics’ (In God’s Name, Channel 4 Despatches,
19 May 2008, 8:00 PM).

5. SAMA Music awards, 2 May 2009. My thanks to Jeremy Jones for alerting me
to this example.

6. See ‘DOT.GOD Is on Facebook’, www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=
6316676057, accessed 20 September 2010.

7. This church, a branch of the prolific and much-discussed Igreja Universal do
Reino de Deus Brazil, has flourished in southern Africa in the past couple of
decades (Comaroff & Comaroff 2002, Kramer 1999).

8. I think, here, of the theatrical invocations of masculine paternalism enacted
by (now) President Jacob Zuma and his supporters at the time of his rape
trial in 2006 (Motsei 2007); or the hugely popular Afrikaans song and video
that in 2006 called upon a deceased Boer War general (de la Rey) to return to
deliver his people from their current rudderless plight.

9. See Dennis A. Smith, ‘Eine Bewegung jenseits der Modernität in
Lateinamerika’, The World Association of Christian Communication, 13 August
2004, www.wacc.org.uk/de/publications/media_development/2005_2/
moving_beyond_modernity_in_latin_america, accessed 5 June 2008. I first
heard mention of churches with ‘karaoke and powerpoint’ in the US, with
reference to Southern Baptist churches. Subsequently, I have heard the
phrase used to refer to South African Pentecostal worship as well.

10. This is a paraphrase of Engels, as cited by Andre Gunder Frank (1971: 36).
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Prosperity Gospels and Enchanted
Worldviews: Two Responses to
Socio-economic Transformation in
Tanzanian Pentecostal Christianity
Päivi Hasu

Introduction

Following the remarkable global growth of Pentecostal churches, a
body of research has developed that has been preoccupied with tracing
the relationships between Pentecostalism, modernity and neoliberalism
(Maxwell 1998, 2005, Meyer 1999, Gifford 2004, Robbins 2004). At the
same time a parallel literature has developed that associates discourses
about witchcraft in Africa with changing patterns of production and
consumption and with new forms of wealth (Comaroff & Comaroff
1993, Geschiere 1997). In this literature, witchcraft has been accounted
for in terms of moral economy; as a levelling force opposing new mate-
rial inequalities, or conversely as a force in the accumulation of wealth
and power (Geschiere 1997: 5). On the other hand, Pentecostalism
has been shown to address issues of wealth and inequality, partic-
ularly through the so-called prosperity gospel, but also through its
ideas of demonic agency (Maxwell 1998, Newell 2007: 463). An over-
lapping theme in studies of both witchcraft and Pentecostalism has
been their associations with individualist ideologies of modernity
and with transformations of social relations and kinship. Both the
spread of Pentecostalism and the resurgence of occult beliefs and
practices have been related to economic transformations and the
neoliberal economy. Since the mid-1980s, following structural adjust-
ment and economic liberalisation, there has been an increase in both
Pentecostal churches and discourses of occult activity in Tanzania.
Both have a bearing on ideas and possibilities of human agency and
development.1

67
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Pentecostal and charismatic Christianity is itself remarkably diverse,
with significant differences existing between different churches and
congregations. In this chapter, I examine two forms of Pentecostal and
charismatic Christianity in urban Tanzania and the way they can, in
their different ways, be understood to result from, and be responses to,
the consequences of economic restructurings and neoliberalism. They
both offer spiritual discourses that address the (im-)moral nature of
capitalism and the possibility of personal, social and economic develop-
ment. One appears to appeal to the ‘winners’ of neoliberalism, people
who might be in a position to take an advantage of the changing cir-
cumstances; the other one appeals more to the underprivileged who
are on the verge of losing all hope for a better future. It is the pos-
sible short-term and the long-term consequences of these discourses
that are of interest. This chapter has three main aims. First, I show
that the spreading of Pentecostal and charismatic churches in Tanzania
cannot be understood without contextualising it in the recent eco-
nomic reforms and their consequences, and that it is reasonable to talk
about emergent Pentecostal and occult economies. Second, I address the
changes and transformations that have taken place in the Pentecostal-
charismatic gospel itself over the decades. Some of the most important
transformations relate to the economic ethos of third-wave Pentecostal
Christianity. Third, I discuss how the diverse forms of Pentecostal and
charismatic Christianity transform the person and produce new kinds
of subjects which are particularly adaptable to the changing social and
economic circumstances.

In contrast to faith-based development organisations, development
work per se is not the primary aim of churches, it is conversion, salva-
tion and the creation of new persons, attitudes and personal morality
by way of character building (Simensen 2006: 84). What I am suggest-
ing is that Pentecostal discourses may have intended and unintended
short-term and long-term consequences. In this chapter I focus on
the different kinds of spiritual discourses and their implications for
personal empowerment, social responsibility and possibilities of devel-
opment in general. I address the idea of multiple modernities (Comaroff
& Comaroff 1993, Eisenstadt 2000) by comparing two different ver-
sions of global Pentecostalism: one church that preaches a variety
of the prosperity gospel and one that preaches a gospel based on
demonology and deliverance. The two case churches, Efatha Church
and the Glory of Christ Tanzania Church, are taken to illustrate the
diverse socio-economic and spiritual ways that Pentecostal churches
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encounter the consequences and requirements of neoliberal economic
transformations.

Neoliberalism, development and Pentecostalism

Africa’s primary experience of globalisation has been related to eco-
nomic restructuring and its consequences for social reproduction and
socio-economic differentiation (Barker 2007: 411). From the 1980s
onwards, international economic policies linked development aid to
reduced government spending, privatisation and market liberalisation.
The structural reforms evoked strong hopes of improvements in social
and economic living conditions, but it soon turned out that the ‘bless-
ings of neoliberalism’ were distributed extremely unevenly and that
only a few benefited. In Tanzania, despite macro-level economic growth,
the economic reforms and the liberalisation of the economy have
resulted in increased unemployment and a reduction in social ser-
vices at the grassroots, as well as in increased differences in access
to production, accumulation and consumption (Sanders 2001). While
the structural adjustment policies were conceived originally as instru-
ments for poverty alleviation, they have led to a rise of living costs in
Tanzania and an increasing impoverishment of rural areas, thus rein-
forcing migration to urban centres. They also triggered a decrease in
formal employment opportunities in the urban centres and a stagna-
tion of salaries, and thereby increased the pressure on women to engage
in income-generating activities (Dilger 2007: 63).

As part of the economic reforms, major donor countries changed
their aid distribution policies, diverting aid money away from govern-
ments and channelling it more towards non-governmental organisa-
tions (NGOs). This has led to a dramatic increase in the number of
NGOs, both religious and secular. Since the 1980s the number of NGOs
has increased exponentially, from fewer than 20 in the early 1980s to
around 3000 in the early 2000s (Jennings 2008: 92, Kontinen 2007: 65).
Churches have long been involved in development in Tanzania. In the
1960s, when the Tanzanian state had established full control over devel-
opment, the Protestant and Catholic churches decided to support the
government’s development objectives and played a vital role in secur-
ing acceptance in local communities for the state’s policies (Jennings
2008: 65–66).2 By the mid-1960s, the Christian Council of Tanzania had
established itself as the central authority of the development projects
of the main Protestant churches – Anglican, Lutheran, Mennonite and
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Moravian – and in the early 1970s the Tanzanian Episcopal Conference
established Caritas, with the responsibility for the development projects
of the Catholic Church (Jennings 2008: 69–70). However, in this chapter
I want to draw attention to a more recent, and rather different, way that
Christianity is interfacing with development in contemporary Tanzania.
Since the 1980s there has been a massive growth in Pentecostal and
charismatic churches in the country. Although many of these churches
fall outside of official structures of development aid, and although they
run relatively few social projects themselves, they are significant pub-
lic actors and their theological discourse has broad development-related
implications in the societies and communities in which they operate.

Many scholars have interpreted Pentecostal doctrines as a means of
enabling adherents to make the best of rapid social change. Pentecostal
Christianity embeds neoliberalism particularly well as there is a certain
degree of congruence between Pentecostalism and the requirements of
neoliberalism. Maxwell (1998), for example, suggests that, for some,
the doctrines bring about social mobility based on merit, while for
others they provide codes of conduct that prevent them from falling
into extreme poverty and destitution. In both cases they provide a
way to come to terms with, and benefit from, modern capitalist values
and institutions. Pentecostalism therefore appears to offer its adher-
ents the chance to change their responses to the limiting conditions
that neoliberal structures create (Maxwell 1998: 351, 2005: 28; Zalanga
2010). And as has been suggested by Dilger, Pentecostal churches not
only offer moral and spiritual explanations about how modernity, the
global market economy and the structural adjustment programmes have
affected the lives of individuals and groups, they also provide new ways
for followers to act in situations where they increasingly feel powerless
and frustrated (Dilger 2007: 62).

Other scholars have criticised Pentecostal and charismatic churches as
simply offering a form of escapism and for having no serious commit-
ment to social and political reform (Simensen 2006: 84). It is therefore
necessary to distinguish between first-wave classical Pentecostalism
and third-wave neo-Pentecostalism. Apart from the mainline Protes-
tant churches, the first independent, Canadian Pentecostal missionaries
arrived in Tanganyika as early as 1913, soon followed by the Holiness
Mission, Assemblies of God, the ELIM Pentecostal Church and Scan-
dinavian missionaries from the Swedish Free Mission and the Finnish
Free Mission. Scandinavian Pentecostal missionaries, in particular, have
a long history in the practice of holistic mission – the ideal of integrating
spiritual and social work. These early missions – representing classical
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Pentecostalism – created hospitals, schools and clinics and provided
other services across the country (Anderson 2004: 114). Today, the Free
Pentecostal Church of Tanzania that has its roots in the Swedish Free
Mission states that some of its objectives are to:

Provide special social welfare and community activities as well as
facilities hand in hand with the government, to include relief ser-
vices, education, health programmes, orphanage care and service
camps for destitute and handicapped persons.3

However, despite this early presence it was not until the 1980s that
Pentecostal Christianity started to spread more rapidly and became
a major player on the religious scene. Many of the churches that
grew most in this period were third-wave, independent, neo-Pentecostal
churches. Some of the largest and most influential include the Full
Gospel Bible Fellowship led by Bishop Zachary Kakobe, Assemblies
of God Mikocheni-B led by a Member of Parliament, Dr Gertrude
Rwakatare, and the Word and Peace Organization (Wapo Mission)
managed by Bishop Sylvester Gamanywa. Members of these churches
and ministries usually joined from other Christian denominations,
and some churches appear to attract Muslim converts as well. Some,
such as Mikocheni-B, are known to attract the affluent urban mid-
dle class, whereas others are more appealing to the less fortunate
urban population. In this chapter I discuss in detail two very different
Pentecostal churches – Efatha Church and the Glory of Christ Tanzania
Church – and I explore the implications that their theological dis-
course and practice have for ideas of development, empowerment and
agency.

The economic ethos of classical, first-wave Pentecostalism has
been significantly transformed in contemporary third-wave neo-
Pentecostalism, which has more of an emphasis on miracles of pros-
perity and divine healing (Corten and Marshall-Fratani 2001: 5). The
‘magical’ approach to wealth and heavy emphasis on tithing seem to
indicate that they do not promote the classic Protestant Ethic (Gifford
1998: 337, Robbins 2004: 137), but these emphases differ between one
church and another. The prosperity gospel has spread a set of doc-
trines promising believers both physical health and material success
on earth. Accordingly, illness and poverty are thought to be caused by
sin, lack of faith or demonic influence (Gifford 2001, Robbins 2004).
Instead of disenchantment, there has emerged the projection of uni-
versal ‘spiritual warfare’ between Godly and satanic powers (Gifford
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1998: 328). The new churches encourage accumulation, individualism,
entrepreneurship and showing off one’s wealth in a way quite different
to the classical Pentecostal ethos. An unintended consequence of this
emphasis on individual wealth might be the legitimisation of the idea of
unlimited accumulation of wealth and the recognition of competition as
a creative strategy for getting ahead in life (Zalanga 2010: 49). Therefore,
the individualistic economic ethos of Pentecostalism may advance indi-
vidual accumulation at the expense of the social and moral obligations
of kinship. This chapter deals with these two flip sides of the same coin –
one Pentecostal church advancing individual prosperity, the other one
presenting a spiritual criticism of the immorality of accumulation.

One of the key questions concerning the economic culture of
Pentecostalism has been the extent to which this form of Christianity
establishes a Protestant Ethic in today’s converts similar to the one
described in Weber’s account of the development of capitalism (Weber
1904–1905 [2004]). Circumstances in the global South in the era of
globalisation are, however, radically different from those in which
capitalism originally developed in Europe. It has been argued that
whereas earlier forms of popular Christianity helped African peasants
and labour migrants come to terms with the demands of capitalist
imperialism, contemporary Pentecostalism responds to another kind
of socio-economic context and enables African adherents to come to
terms with neoliberalism (Maxwell 2005: 28). Weber discussed a form
of Protestant Ethic that negated the material world in favour of salva-
tion in the world to come. Devotion to God took place through work in
this world, and salvation was the result of discipline and life’s systematic
rationalisation. At the same time, it was the this-worldly ascetic ideal of
rational action and retreat from the world that led to the generation of
wealth (Weber 1904–1905 [2004]). The code of ethics in classical, first-
wave Pentecostalism is rather similar to that described by Weber; it is
said to produce a sober lifestyle, upward social mobility and individu-
als that are honest, disciplined and transparent. The goal of conversion
is not financial; rather, economic gain is the unintended consequence
of a changed life (Miller & Yamamori 2007: 162–165, 169). Yet empiri-
cal studies on the effect of conversion on economic status appear to be
inconclusive (Brouwer et al. 1996: 235–236, Woodberry 2006). Weber’s
work further explored the phase of assumed emancipation from magic, a
phase when people began to rely more on scientific investigations as the
way to truth. Disenchantment referred to the process of emptying the
world of magical or spiritual forces. This was ultimately to result in sec-
ularisation and the decline of belief in magic and God. As this chapter
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will show, while contemporary third-wave neo-Pentecostalism can be
seen to embody a new type of Protestant Ethic, it most certainly does
not lead towards secularisation and the disenchantment of the world.
In order to substantiate these claims, let us now consider in detail two
very different Pentecostal churches in contemporary Tanzania.

Prophetic prosperity – Efatha Church

Efatha is an independent, vibrant and rapidly growing church located in
Mwenge, Dar es Salaam, a church that rests solidly on the charisma and
vision of its founder and leader, Josephat Elias Mwingira, who wants to
be addressed as Apostle and Prophet.

Mwingira grew up a Catholic, but later attended the Mwika Lutheran
Bible School in Kilimanjaro. Before being saved he was, among other
things, involved in the mining business at the Mererani mining com-
munity outside Arusha, and it was there, in 1992, that he got the calling
from God. He went on to set up Efatha Ministry, which was eventually
officially registered in 1997. By 2007 there were over 300,000 follow-
ers throughout Tanzania. Efatha has also started churches in Kenya,
Zambia and Malawi. The organisation is carefully planned according
to Mwingira’s visions, and he uses both spiritual and financial advi-
sors to support him. A registered company, Efatha Foundation, was also
established to administer investments. As is evident by the number of
cars parked outside the church, most of his followers come from rel-
atively well-to-do socio-economic backgrounds and many of them are
small-scale entrepreneurs.

Mwingira claims that he was given a nine-point programme by God
(Mwingira 2005). He was to start a Bible school to educate religious
leaders. He was to arrange services to deliver people from the powers
of darkness – witches, witch doctors, ancestral sacrifices, as well as all
sorts of harmful traditional practices. He was to hold healing services
with a holistic approach to healing; to treat social problems, even those
affecting the entire country, as well as personal crises to do with illness,
marriage, family and income. He was also to teach the word of God.
He was to prepare singers, choirs and people able to perform prayers.
He was to start schools and thereby educate new generations of saved
leaders. This would take place at all levels, from nursery schools to uni-
versities. He was to start new churches and places of worship. He was
to conduct seminars and meetings as well as to start new services of
various kinds such as hospitals and radio and TV programmes. In June
2007, after a few years of fundraising, the church officially launched
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a TV station of its own, Trinity Efatha Network Television (TRENET).
In the same week the church inaugurated a bank of its own. The church
also started a weekly Christian newspaper Utatu (‘Trinity’) and intends
to start a radio station. Future visions include a university, hospital, air-
port and a phone company. When I interviewed Josephat Mwingira in
June 2006 he proudly presented the first sketches of a ten-storey office
building that Efatha is intending to construct.

Mwingira takes pride in announcing that Efatha does not rely on for-
eign aid, donations or funding but that all the funds are raised among
its own Christians. The sums of the weekly collections, tithes and offer-
ings are not publicised but the general understanding is that they can
be up to 50 million Tanzanian shillings on a good week (in 2007; almost
US$30,000). Congregants also purchased shares in the Efatha Founda-
tion, with a rumoured value of 15 billion shillings. The principle of
giving in order to receive is of supreme importance at this church.
Constant emphasis is placed on the need to work hard and be successful
in order to be able to make donations. One of Mwingira’s central ideas
is to lead Christians to hard work and self-reliance. Mwingira thinks of
himself as a skilful manager of the economy and has often proclaimed:
‘I am an economist.’

Efatha also organises conferences and seminars. At a particularly large
conference in 2007, when the TV station and bank were launched,
the Minister for Labour, Employment and Youth Development and the
Minister for Lands, Housing and Human Settlements Development hon-
oured the occasion with their presence. During the week international
guests taught and preached to both leaders and lay Christians. The main
speakers were Dr Mensa Otabil, a famous Ghanaian religious superstar,
Dr Tayo Adeyemi, Nigerian-born leader of the New Wine Church in
the UK and pastor Randy Morrison, Trinidad-born leader of the Speak
the Word Church International in Minnesota, USA. It may not be acci-
dental that there was not one white preacher present. The overarching
theme of the week was the empowerment of Tanzanian Christians and
their path from poverty to prosperity. For the conference of 2008 the
church had prepared a billboard advertising the key messages of the
same speakers: ‘Receive anointing to do business and raise your capital’
(Mensa Otabil), ‘Receive the power to rule and to control beyond your
own boundaries’ (Tayo Adeyemi) and ‘Live a life according to a plan, not
a life from one problem to another’ (Randy Morrison). Although Efatha
also promotes prayer healing and deliverance, the focus of its teachings
are about prosperity and empowerment.
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Think like a winner and you will be one

Mensa Otabil is one of the most prominent Pentecostal leaders in Africa.
He told his Tanzanian audience that he is also a businessman, a business
consultant and the chancellor of a private university that he founded.
He started his International Central Gospel Church in 1984 in Accra and
draws about 7000 people to Sunday services, which are popular among
the educated urban middle class. He has extensive media activities and is
a popular speaker on TV. As well as being a churchman and the head of
several hundred churches, he is also a business consultant. He is a board
member of several Ghanaian and international companies, including
companies dealing with pharmaceuticals and computers: ‘I train busi-
nessmen. Not just Christian business men. I teach some of the top
businessmen in West Africa. I run a consultancy for them. I train their
top management staff from banks to mining, to multinational compa-
nies.’ Otabil has published several books that are repeatedly referenced
in Efatha’s teachings. One of these, entitled Four Laws of Productivity,
presents his four principles of prosperity: (1) be fruitful, (2) multiply,
(3) replenish the earth and (4) subdue it. In another book, Beyond the
Rivers of Ethiopia: A Biblical Revelation on God’s Purpose for the Black Race,
he instils pride into the black people who, according to him, are inclined
to regard themselves as inferior to whites (Gifford 2004: 113).

Otabil’s thinking initially appeared rather extreme to Tanzanian
Pentecostals. He paid little attention to demonic forces in interpreting
and explaining the emergence of poverty and underdevelopment. In his
mind, underdevelopment is caused by human decisions and actions –
rightly so, many might say. In the Tanzanian charismatic context, where
godly miracles on one hand, and the satanic agency on the other, are
significant aspects in conceptualising human fortunes and misfortune,
Otabil’s teachings were quite revolutionary, in that he preached per-
sonal, social and national transformation. While visiting Efatha in 2008
he proclaimed: ‘This ministry (Efatha) is a ministry that God is using
not only to save souls and heal the sick but also to transform the nation.
Because the change in our hearts must result in a change in our lives and
in a change in our society.’

Otabil’s teachings in Dar es Salaam in 2007 were based on the book
of Genesis. As he said, the first thing that one learns from that book is
that God is a working God; his work produces results, he is a producing
God, he is a creative God, he is a God who does things. And man has
been created in his image, as a working and creating man. According
to Otabil, Africa is the most anointed continent and Africans pray more
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than any other people on earth. So why is Africa poor? How do you
develop the nation? How do you develop the national economy? This is
what Otabil preached to the Efatha congregation in June 2007:

The answer is: switch on the light and you can see clearly, you
can start solving problems. Light represents knowledge and under-
standing. If you do not know and understand you cannot solve the
problem. Don’t be ignorant; do not let anybody make you ignorant!

I am fed up with underdevelopment! I believe God created us for
something better . . . . You are going to see a new story in Africa. The
old picture is gone and the new picture is here! You will see churches
do things that you never thought churches would do. Preach-
ers doing things you did not think preachers would do . . . Many
of us Africans have grown up in an atmosphere of poverty and
scarcity. An atmosphere of little thinking. An atmosphere of inferi-
ority complex . . . . You have to ask God to change your environment
for you from scarcity to abundance!

The inferiority complex must change. Africans think that we do
not deserve much. It started from the past, before the white people
came, with our own forefathers. They did not value the life of oth-
ers . . . . From the past to the present we have been reduced in value.
When a black man sees a white man he instantly thinks the white
man is wiser . . . . When God raises a leader among us we want to bring
him down. In that atmosphere nothing grows.

Most black people do not invest their money in the future. They
spend and waste their money fast . . . . If you are going to be rich
you must save and invest! To save and to invest are the two impor-
tant principles of prosperity . . . . They have nothing behind them.
We depend on others to do things for us. That must change! In Africa
there is an environment of dependency!

God has brought you into an atmosphere; a new atmosphere is being
built in this house. It is not the atmosphere of the old Tanzania.
It is not the atmosphere of scarcity but of abundance! Some of you
will have more money than your government. Your government will
borrow from America but you will give to America. You will start
banks and own hotels, airlines and universities! You have so much
ability inside you! You have businesses, books, hotels, airplanes, ship-
ping lines, computer businesses consultancies, hospitals sitting inside
you. As God created so will you create; new companies, businesses,
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investments, franchises! You will invest in Hong Kong, Australia,
Europe. Get ready! Your business will not end in Tanzania; it will
go out of Tanzania! Not just to Kenya and Uganda because God is
bigger than East Africa. Break the fear, be bold, be strong, stand out
for God and see Him do mighty things for you! He will change the
atmosphere! In this church I sense that this is a new atmosphere. God
has brought you into the new. Forget about the old! In the past it was
illegal to be prosperous in Tanzania. Those days are gone forever!

Godly miracles, satanic interventions or human development?

There were several areas of interest in Otabil’s teachings in Dar es
Salaam. First, he disregarded the agency of demons and the possibility
of miracles that remain so prevalent in much of Tanzanian Pentecostal
Christianity. Second, he placed an emphasis on detrimental cultural
factors on the one hand, and empowerment and black consciousness
on the other, in explaining and interpreting (under-)development. And
lastly, he spoke about the importance of human labour, rationalism and
disenchantment.

Otabil has made culture the prime focus of his theology and his crit-
icism of the emergence of underdevelopment. But at the same time,
he is a passionate advocate of empowerment and black consciousness.
He is critical of many African cultural practices and suggests that they
hinder development. Otabil differs from many other charismatics in his
commitment to the mental liberation of black people. He has become
well known for his brand of black consciousness to the point that his
thinking has been coined as an ‘African-Pentecostal liberation theology’
(Larbi 2002: 155). Otabil also integrates spiritual power and rational-
ity: in order to be successful, you need both. For Otabil, naturally,
disenchantment it is not about secularisation. Rather, it refers to playing
down the agency of demons in material affairs.

Otabil, like Mwingira, draws on many Weberian themes, such as
the importance of labour, investment, rationality and non-existence of
magic and miracles. Both insist that development comes from hard
work and not from miracles. They focus on success, achievement,
self-development and personal improvement. Their preaching presents
an intriguing mix of born-again ideology of personal transformation,
African consciousness and self-development discourse characteristic of
management and consultancy literature (de Witte n.d.). Mwingira is
different from many religious leaders in Tanzania who do not, in the
same way, counsel their people to work hard, plan and order their lives
properly. Drawing on the teachings of Otabil, Mwingira is part of a new
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generation of religious entrepreneurs in Tanzania, bringing an uplifting
and empowering message to middle class congregations seeking success
and upward mobility.

However, the teachings about disenchantment, education and invest-
ment that are so appealing to the wealthy middle class are rather far
away from the experience of poorer Tanzanians. Many members of that
socio-economic group prefer to go to Pentecostal churches that focus on
deliverance from demonic forces, as the second case illustrates.

‘This is a people plundered’ – the Glory of Christ
Tanzania Church

During July and August 2008 several weekly Christian newspapers of
Pentecostal background reported the miraculous return of zombies in
different parts of Tanzania. Stories were written, in particular, about the
pastors of the Glory of Christ Tanzania Church who had gone to per-
form prayers for people allegedly captured as zombies. Cases were also
reported of people who refused to bury their dead relatives in expecta-
tion of their resurrection a few days later. The Glory of Christ Tanzania
Church, also identified as the Church of Resurrection and Life, is widely
known in Tanzania as the church that returns zombies. The church
was founded by pastor Gwajima, a Sukuma by ethnic background, who
grew up in the classical Pentecostal Church of Assemblies of God. How-
ever, Gwajima became discontented with the authority structures of his
mother church and developed a vision for an independent church of
his own. Gwajima studied at the East Africa pastoral theological school
in Nairobi during the early 1990s and later started churches in Musoma
and Mwanza. He was called by God to Dar es Salaam in 1997, where
he set up his main church, which now has some 40,000 members.
He has also managed to create international networks and establish
church branches in Asia, particularly in Japan and South Korea, and has
planned conferences in Indonesia, Taiwan, Pakistan and India. He has
also preached in Switzerland, Germany, the US and throughout Africa.

At Glory many of the adherents come from underprivileged back-
grounds and are ‘people with many problems’, as characterised by pastor
Gwajima himself. Here, the heart of the gospel is delivering people from
the powers of darkness in general and bringing back zombies (msukule in
Swahili) in particular (Hasu 2009). In subjective testimonies the believ-
ers emphasise the experience of having been delivered from the state
of being a zombie rather than the turning point of having become
saved as such. At this church the focus is not on the prosperity gospel,
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but on the destruction caused by satanic forces and the possibility of
deliverance from them. Like so many other Pentecostal and charismatic
churches in Tanzania, this church wages a continual spiritual warfare
against witches, witchcraft and other satanic elements.

The demonology of the Glory church draws elements from the bib-
lical narratives of the Old and New Testaments, but it also draws from
traditional Sukuma understandings of witchcraft and the complexities
of the occult in the coastal areas of Tanzania (Giles 1999, Mesaki 1993,
Tanner 1970). Gwajima’s general mission is based on a verse in the book
of Matthew 10:8 – ‘Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse those who have
leprosy, drive out demons. Freely you have received, freely give’ (The
Bible, New International Version [NIV]). Gwajima draws extensively
from the Bible to support his views about witches and also about res-
urrection. One of his favourite phrases comes from the book of Exodus
22:18: ‘Do not allow a sorceress to live’ (NIV). As for the description of
zombies, Gwajima finds literal evidence from the Old Testament book
of Isaiah 42: 22, which echoes the African perception of zombies as a
form of exploitation:

But this is a people plundered and looted, all of them trapped in pits
or hidden away in prisons. They have become plunder with no one
to rescue them; they have been made loot, with no one to say, ‘Send
them back’.

(NIV)

Unlike at Efatha, with its emphasis on empowerment, here the empha-
sis is on healing and deliverance from destructive, satanic powers. This
message creates an image of human agency as limited and conveys a
fatalistic and subdued vision of the future.

The return of the zombies

Recent research on popular imagination and the occult has related
imageries of witchcraft and zombies to historical processes of globalisa-
tion. Stories of zombies have been seen as imaginative moral frameworks
for making sense of the incomprehensible logic of the contemporary
global economy, with structural adjustment programmes, migration,
expanding markets and new cultures of consumption (Comaroff &
Comaroff 2002; Moore & Sanders 2001). In southern Africa, where zom-
bies frequently appear in popular discourse, the phenomenon has been
related to the exploitation of wage labour and the encounter between
the local and the global within the culture of global neoliberalism.
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In Central and West Africa, the connection has also been made to
the slave trade (Austen 1993; Comaroff & Comaroff 1999, 2002,
MacGaffey 1986, Shaw 1997). In Tanzania, witchcraft discourses and the
Pentecostal gospel with its demonology and testimonies of witchcraft
take place in the context of structural adjustment and the conse-
quences of a neoliberal economy: growing inequality, poverty, unem-
ployment and the collapse of health care systems (Dilger 2007: 62,
cf. Comaroff & Comaroff 2002: 797). In fact, Sanders has argued that
structural adjustment has provided the necessary and sufficient condi-
tions for the rapid escalation of occult discourses in Tanzania (Sanders
2001: 162).

Most people giving testimony about having been msukule are young,
underprivileged women. On the other hand, people suspected of prac-
tising witchcraft and taking others’ msukule are often intimately related
senior women such as the victim’s paternal grandmothers or father’s sis-
ters, residing in rural areas and home villages. Seldom did the victims
make accusations against town-dwelling relatives, neighbours or acci-
dental acquaintances. As is well known, African witchcraft is explicitly
associated with the domestic setting, and it is believed that the most
dangerous attacks come from within the family (Ciekawy & Geschiere
1998, Geschiere 1997). In South Africa, by contrast, the creators of
zombies are often thought to be unrelated neighbours (Comaroff &
Comaroff 1999: 289). The Comaroffs have described zombification as
a tension between generations, mediated by gender; elderly women are
accused by young men for taking them as zombies, thereby destroying
employment opportunities (Comaroff & Comaroff 1999). At Glory, the
victims are most often young women. Here, the blame for the failure to
make one’s living in the urban setting is mostly put on village-dwelling
relatives.

The zombies of Glory have many common features with zombies that
we hear of from other parts of Africa. Misukule are zombies who are
thought to have been taken to act as free nocturnal labour for their
owners, who are said to be located in valleys, caves and pits. Most often
the former zombies report that they have done nocturnal farming work
with bare hands using their long fingernails as the only tools, but some
also recount having been toiling in a mine digging gems or working at
somebody’s business as a shop assistant. Although the African idea of a
zombie often suggests antisocial accumulation of wealth by the witch,
the accent here seems to be more on the victimisation and exploitation
of the victim’s skills and energies.



Päivi Hasu 81

The victims regularly state in their testimonies that there is no proper
food available for the zombies and that their diet usually consists of
husks and water. Instead they report having been cannibalistically fed
human flesh and blood. The origin of this human flesh is – as a rule –
said to be babies who died at birth in hospitals where the witches send
their recruits. It is also frequently reported that the misukule are unable
to speak as their tongue has been cut off. They are thereby unable to give
voice to their affliction, a feature also reported elsewhere (Comaroff &
Comaroff 1999: 289, 2002: 787, Mesaki 1993: 161).

At Glory it is taken for granted that witchcraft and possession are the
fundamental causes of affliction, and therefore prayers and exorcisms
are performed for people who are believed to have been taken misukule.
Deliverance can take place during services, special consultations or at
vigils organised at the church. During church services, deliverances take
place during long prayers led by pastor Gwajima. Drawing on imagery
from the Book of John, where Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead by
calling him: ‘Lazarus, come out!’, pastor Gwajima banishes witchcraft
and calls the souls of the bewitched to return. By mid-2008 the church
claimed to have brought back at least 150 people from msukule.

‘The shade of a stick doesn’t hide you from the sun’4 –
Testimonies of Ex-Zombies

The gospel preached at this church and the shared worldviews of the
congregants provide the framework within which people interpret and
conceptualise their own spiritual, social and economic affliction. The
accounts are often rather challenging to follow because they defy ratio-
nality and logic in any mundane sense. But in essence, it is possible
to see the accounts as narratives of victimisation. Past lives that are
perceived as traumatic, regrettable or shameful are re-conceptualised as
having been victimised as a zombie. Recurrent themes and life events
with which msukule experiences are associated include poor school
performance, teenage pregnancies and ill health. And most of these nar-
ratives also emphasise problematic and strained kinship relations and
perceived lack of social and material support.

Narratives tell about the experiences of having been captured as zom-
bies and of their role as active cannibalistic agents of reproductive
destruction. The testimonies of young women from the social margins
portray them as victims, potentially dangerous agents in possession of
occult knowledge, and as born-again Christians all at the same time. Let
us consider the case of Neema.
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When I met Neema in 2008 she was living in the church, sleeping on
the church floor with many other people in a similar situation. She had
been expelled from her home and now, 17 years of age, found herself
vulnerable and alone. Originally from a Lutheran home in Kilimanjaro,
she had passed standard seven of primary school but had then dropped
out of school. She claims to have been taken msukule by an elderly
clanswoman when she was 12 years old and in standard six. Accord-
ing to Neema, she lived with several other people ‘under the waters’,
working for the old woman who wanted to become rich through her
sugar cane business. Neema says that she received sugar canes to sell for
1000 shillings (US$0.60). Neema explained that the business was good,
they made a lot of money and that it was her duty to attract customers
by using a special magic potion prepared from hair. The circumstances
as msukule were cannibalistic:

We ate blood and human flesh. There was a group that went to places
like hospitals. Or to cause accidents. If they went to cause accidents
they brought blood. If they went to hospitals they took small babies.
And we ate flesh. For example, a certain woman may have felt the
contractions but then they finished. And then they went and took
the baby and replaced it with a thing like a doll.

Eventually, in her real life, Neema left her family home in Moshi and
came to Dar es Salaam. She said she was ill and not quite herself because
she had already been taken msukule: ‘My soul was ill.’ She also had
headaches and chest pains and was taken to hospitals and given med-
ication without result. Then her brother heard that there was a church
where people were raised from the dead and where people returned from
msukule. Her brother said that they should go there so that she could be
prayed for; maybe she would be cured and get well again.

Neema described how, one day in the land of the witches, she heard
somebody calling her name from afar. She heard the voice calling her:
‘Neema come, Neema come!’ Then she saw a white person resembling
pastor Gwajima who came and took her hand and said that Neema had
been tormented enough and that it had to stop. She then unexpectedly
found herself at Glory church. At the beginning she was possessed by
spirits (mapepo), but she was prayed for and since that day she has not
had any more headaches or chest pains.

Since Neema’s family drove her away from home she prayed to God
that he would show her the way. None of her relatives came to see
Neema at the church. She explained that she used to live with her
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brother in Dar es Salaam but he kicked her out after she had been
brought back from msukule. Everybody called Neema msukule and her
father did not want to see her. However, Neema’s narrative left it
undecided what were the fundamental reasons for her abandonment.

Neema became saved when she was delivered. God saved her from
the place where she was suffering by bringing her back to the world.
She received Jesus as her personal saviour and wanted to serve God. She
saw a clear difference in her life compared with what it had been before.
Previously she was ill all the time and had no direction in her life. Now
she had received Jesus and was not ill any more. She had joy in her life
as well as direction. She wanted to go back to school and complete her
education. Despite her bleak circumstances, Neema had begun to feel
more hopeful about the future.

Conclusion

In Tanzania, Pentecostal and charismatic Christianity has been flour-
ishing since the economic reforms of the mid-1980s. Pentecostalism in
general is becoming ever more attractive to both the rising urban middle
class and to the rural and urban poor. For many people, religious ideas
are integral to their moral values and understanding of the world. These
new churches are growing rapidly and their theological discourses, with
development-related ideologies and impacts, are becoming ever more
influential in many societies. Religion is a model of and a model for
the lived reality. And the consequences of economic structuring and the
failings of the state in service provisioning have, in their way, shaped
the form and content of religious ethos. Pentecostal Christianity, with
its prosperity gospel and deliverance practices, offers means to come to
terms with changing social and economic circumstances. Conversion,
salvation and the creation of new attitudes and personal morality trans-
form the person, enabling them to make the best of the rapid social
and economic change. Religious ideas inform the ways that contem-
porary economic circumstances are interpreted and acted upon in the
neoliberal setting. Furthermore, the lived realities of Tanzanians give rise
to and shape their Pentecostal beliefs and ideas about salvation, success
and modernity.

The Ghanaian religious superstar, Mensa Otabil, emphasises
empowerment, human agency and the significance of hard work in
creating development and prosperity. In those teachings human respon-
sibility and disenchantment replace demonic control. Development
comes from hard work, not from miracles. The integration of spiritual
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power and rationality is necessary; reason, knowledge and scientific
thinking are considered vital. Pastor Mwingira, like Otabil, emphasises
the importance of education and rationality in personal transformation.
While recognising the importance of historical and structural factors,
this gospel largely sees the solutions to poverty and suffering in terms
of personal and individual transformation.

The gospel preached at Glory church offers a different cosmological
framework with which to interpret spiritual, social and economic afflic-
tion. Among the young women who attend this church, narratives of
zombification are articulated in circumstances where kinship networks
have failed to offer adequate support. In this setting, such accounts are
commentaries about the moral economy of kinship relations, perceived
social obligations and individual aspirations. Zombie imageries are diag-
nostic of the predicaments of urban life by reference to the draining
exploitation of rural kin in a situation where neither the rural communi-
ties nor the urban economy are able to provide youth with employment,
income or visions of the future. At Glory, I have suggested, narratives of
witchcraft and zombies are gendered commentaries of, and reactions to,
the consequences of the economic reforms, growing inequality, poverty
and unemployment.

Notes

1. This research was part of the project African Christian Identity: Construction of
African Christian Identity as a Dialogue between the Local and the Global funded
by the University of Helsinki and the Academy of Finland. I thank Prof. Paul
Gifford, Prof. Mika Vähäkangas, Dr Kim Groop and Mrs Mari Pöntinen for
their generous comments on earlier versions of this paper. I am also grateful
to Mr Geoven Festo Rwiza, Mr Fred Traziace and Miss Vivian Baitu for assisting
me in the field. The fieldwork took place over four months between 2007 and
2008.

2. Islamic organisations such as the Aga Khan Foundation and the Aga Khan
Development Network were also significant (Jennings 2008: 66).

3. http://www.fpcttanzania.org/PDF/FPCT_CONSTITUTION_EN.pdf (accessed 12
September 2010).

4. Swahili proverb, ‘kivuli cha fimbo hakimfichi mtu jua’. It means that those with
limited abilities, due to weakness, poverty and so on, cannot be depended
upon for protection.
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4
Pentecostalism and
Post-Development: Exploring
Religion as a Developmental
Ideology in Ghanaian
Migrant Communities
Rijk van Dijk

Introduction

Based on post-development theory as developed by Nederveen Pieterse
(2000) and Escobar (2007), among others, this chapter explores how
and why Pentecostal ideologies and practices foster certain notions of
development on their own terms. Pentecostal churches in Ghana can be
seen as having introduced these developmental notions to their mem-
bership while they promote participation in specific activities and ritual
practices that focus on the ‘growth’ of the individual, the community
and the nation (as against the state). Interestingly, these developmental
notions and practices have also become relevant for the ways in which
Pentecostal churches have become transnational and linked up with
Ghanaian migrant communities elsewhere. Much of the ethnography
presented in this chapter is from the Ghanaian Pentecostal community
in Gaborone, Botswana, where in recent years many Ghanaians have
settled and set up small businesses – beauty salons, grocery stores and
car repair workshops. Ghanaian Pentecostal churches have also estab-
lished themselves in Gaborone, catering mainly for these migrants, as
well as migrants from countries such as Zambia and Zimbabwe, and
a few local Batswana. These churches compete with local Botswana
Pentecostal churches, as well as those from Nigeria and elsewhere.

This chapter seeks to demonstrate how in this situation a par-
ticular Pentecostal developmental orientation is being pursued that
focuses on the market and on fostering entrepreneurship among
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Ghanaian migrants. Developing oneself, or one’s community, is thereby
reinterpreted in terms of pursuing the need to take business initia-
tives, to become successful in the market and to engage with certain
religious practices that are meant to provoke a ‘breakthrough’ and
that foster entrepreneurial skills and competences. Pentecostal prayer
meetings, business fellowship meetings or Bible study groups address
these issues and make people aware of the developmental power of
the faith. By drawing attention to this embedded developmental think-
ing in Ghanaian Pentecostalism, this chapter addresses the problematic
analytical distinction between religion and development, by showing
how in a post-developmental perspective the two are becoming deeply
intertwined in new and unprecedented ways.

Development, post-development and religion

Post-development theory emerged in the late 1980s and early 1990s in a
setting where, in developing countries themselves, disillusionment with
development efforts had been growing and where development practice
increasingly came to be perceived as a form of Westernisation, inspired
by a Western pursuit of middle-class ideals. In the words of Nederveen
Pieterse (1998: 360):

Perplexity and extreme disaffection with business-as-usual and
standard development rhetoric and practice . . . are keynotes of this
position. Development theory and practice are rejected because it
is the ‘new religion of the West’ (Rist 1990), because it is the
imposition of science as power (Nandy 1988), giving rise to labora-
tory states (Vishvanathan 1988), because it does not work (Kothari
1990), because it means cultural westernization and homogenization.
(Constantino 1985)

While the post-developmental movement in its agenda of formulating
alternatives to development in the 1990s initially found inspiration in
Marxism – particularly in the way it perceived Western development
efforts as another means of capitalist encroachment on local societies
and economies that would turn locals into consumers of the prod-
ucts of the global market – over time the workings of the market as a
local form of development have been incorporated into this thinking
as well. In this sense the market becomes another example of the way
in which local societies may engage in unstructured, unplanned, non-
linear, non-dictated processes of progress which may harbour alternative
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notions of development (Escobar 1992, Kothari 1990, Matthews 2004).
In the works of Crush (1995), Escobar (1992, 1995), Kothari (1990)
and Nederveen Pieterse (2000) to name but a few, post-development
is seen as a critical social theory that intends to democratise and
culturalise development thinking and efforts. It wants to shift ‘develop-
ment’ away from its Western origins and power relations and instead
pursue a trajectory by which local notions of progress are rendered
relevant.

The mounting critique of the Western development paradigm was
not only fuelled by publications by these post-development writers in
the 1990s, but also found further substantiation in the 1997 World
Development Report, which drew attention to the deleterious impact of
many development initiatives (Simon 2006). As Sally Matthews (2004)
has pointed out, the call for an ‘end to development’ or for ‘alterna-
tives to development’ does not mean that post-development thinkers
do not want improvements in living standards, better health, less con-
flict and violence or greater equalities. Being a product of what some
have termed ‘a crisis in modernity’ (Ferguson 1999), the issue is that
post-development thinkers want to move away from the ‘post-World
War Two development project’ – the specific model determining what
development should be like, often emphasising a process towards the
increasing pursuit of Western middle-class and bourgeois ideals. Post-
development challenges the underlying universalistic claims of this
post-World War development project and looks for other valuable (par-
ticularly local and cultural) sources and resources for notions of develop-
ment. Matthews in particular draws attention to the fact that this seems
highly relevant to the African situation, while she at the same time crit-
ically remarks that post-development theory strangely neglected Africa,
and that African scholars have neglected post-development thinking
(Matthews 2004: 374, see also Andreasson 2005).

It is interesting to note that in much of the so-called post-
development literature there is little recognition of the importance
of religion as a factor in the way in which post-development can be
understood. If we agree with Escobar (2007: 24) that post-development
is more a critical theory of practice than a concept, and aims at
understanding local contestations of a singular, Western hegemonic
perception of ‘development’, there is a need to look at how local move-
ments formulate re-conceptualisations of the interrelation between
political economy and culture. In other words, post-development
approaches acknowledge that ‘development’ is both cultural and a
product of Western power constellations that local movements can
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resist and contest. One of the most recent publications in the field of
post-developmental critical thinking, the edited volume by Ziai (2007)
entitled Exploring Post-Development: Theory and Practice, Problems and Per-
spectives, devotes attention to the existence of ‘social movements’ – the
grassroots movements that are of interest to post-development theory –
yet does not include religious movements in the discussion. Also the
pieces published by Nederveen Pieterse (1998, 2000), while discussing
post-development as a radical reaction to the dilemmas of development,
fail to take into account the extent to which in Africa post-development
is increasingly informed by religion and religious actors.1

Post-development theorists have been silent about the new religious
groups, in Africa and elsewhere, that are actively developing decentred
forms and discourses that likewise seem to critically engage with the
West, with unilinear models of growth and progress and with moderni-
sation as promised by ‘development’ (Ferguson 1999). The absence of
the religious factor in the development critique is striking given the
fact that, as has often been argued, Christianity in the West fostered
the development of modernist ideas of progress, social transformation
and innovation in the first place. Africa became a continent with a
marked history of missionary forms of Christianity introducing notions
of what has been aptly described as a ‘conversion to modernity’ (Meyer
1998, Van der Veer 1996) through schools, hospitals and innovative
agricultural technologies. In a dialogical process, this transformation
also involved and engaged the praxis and ideology of ‘development’,
in many cases turning missionaries into development workers; a con-
version to development in a secularised form, so to speak. The early
history of the Dutch volunteer organisation SNV, for example, shows
that the idea of bringing development to other parts of the world
became not only an ideology, but also part of the personal experience
of growth, fulfilment and identity formation of these early volunteer
workers (Brinkman 2010).

In recent years, a specific type of charismatic Christianity, often
known generically as Pentecostalism, has become tremendously pop-
ular in Africa (Gifford 2004, Marshall 1993, Maxwell 1998, Meyer 2004,
van Dijk 1998). It has begun to promote ideologies and practices fos-
tering notions of development in its own terms. Pentecostal churches
can be seen to introduce these notions to their membership by involv-
ing their members in specific activities and ritual practices that focus
on the ‘growth’ of the individual, the community and the nation.
This chapter seeks to demonstrate how in these situations a particular
Pentecostal developmental orientation is being pursued that is focusing
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on personhood, behavioural change, initiative and entrepreneurship,
and ultimately, on the market.

Cultural breakthroughs

Since the 1980s Pentecostalism has become a social force of unimag-
inable power in many African countries, particularly Nigeria, Ghana,
Kenya, Zimbabwe and Zambia. Many authors have recently noted
the profound social, political and economic influence that Pentecostal
groups are wielding over society. Often engaging middle-class intellectu-
als, these Pentecostal groups have shown to be effective in drawing upon
human and intellectual resources that far outstrip those of other bodies
in society, such as political parties, labour unions or the mainline mis-
sionary and traditional churches. They are capable of establishing their
own structures for learning (such as Pentecostal universities), for social
care and even for economic production and consumption. The links
between Pentecostalism and certain forms of (religious) entrepreneur-
ship are multifaceted, and a literature is beginning to emerge which
explores the way in which a new religious market is developing in Africa
(Bornstein 2005, Gifford 2007, Maxwell 1998, Pfeiffer 2005, Pype 2009,
Smith 2001).

These forms of Pentecostalism critically engage with Western-inspired
paradigms of development as commonly adopted by the governments
of the countries in which these Pentecostal groups are active. In the
Pentecostal circles that I have studied in Malawi, Ghana and Botswana,
notions of progress, growth and development abound, yet are differ-
ently informed and based on ideas that do not automatically emulate
Western conceptions. As such we can ask how their discourse on
progress and prosperity is becoming post-developmental avant la lettre.

Much of the literature on the economic relations of faith focuses
on what has come to be called the prosperity gospel, which seems
to be dominating much of what is perceived as ‘miracle-oriented’
Pentecostalism in Africa today. This particular brand of Pentecostalism
has gained a great deal of public attention because of the empha-
sis placed on ‘God’s wonder-working power’ in providing people with
abundant wealth and miracle healing. The Comaroffs (2000, 2001) have
interpreted this particular Pentecostal emphasis on the miraculous in
terms of a millenarian articulation between religion and the neoliberal
capitalist order. They argue that miracle-based Pentecostalism is trans-
forming the classic Protestant Ethic into a new form in the context of,
and in response to, new global capitalist formations.
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In this chapter I am, however, interested in exploring a more agentive
dimension in the way these miracles address situations of misfortune
of various kinds – medical, physical, financial, social – perceiving these
as one, but not the only, voice through which Pentecostalism speaks to
development. In an agentive mode, in Pentecostalism in Ghana I wit-
nessed how the miracles were commonly meant to put the individual
firmly on the road towards progress and prosperity by emphasising first
and foremost the need for ‘breaking’ and for ‘breakthroughs’ (in Ghana
known in local parlance as obubu). Progress can be attained by a
proactive break with the past (Meyer 1998, van Dijk 1997, 1998) for
which Pentecostalism in many places in Africa has introduced so-called
deliverance rituals and deliverance camps (van Dijk 1997). These ritu-
als are meant to forge a break with the past, a break with traditions
and customs and, as such, should cause a ‘breakthrough’ in personal
circumstances on the road to progress and prosperity.

As I have demonstrated elsewhere (van Dijk 1997, 1998, 2007, 2009a),
this ‘breaking’ of the spiritual bonds with the past, with ancestors or
ancestral spirits that are perceived as blocking a prosperous future for
the individual, should not be understood as a complete Pentecostal
rejection of customary or cultural elements of life or social relations.
Some traditions and customary practices are maintained in the per-
sonal or social lives of Pentecostals as they can be ‘Christianised’, or
‘neutralised’, as some would say, and are therefore not considered to
jeopardise the faith. This kind of spiritual ‘breaking’ with the past to
enable progress is thereby in fact a practice and ideology of taking con-
trol; rather than the powers of an (ancestral) past taking control over
a person’s life, deliverance rituals produce an experience that one is in
control of one’s life. It raises a particular critical awareness of specific
cultural practices in which they may previously have been involved,
such as healing by traditional doctors, involvement in certain funeral
practices, the pouring of libations to ancestral deities or the taking of
ritual baths, to name but a few examples. This critical awareness is often
discussed in terms of the ways in which the powers that are embed-
ded in these practices can be ‘neutralised’ through prayer, the laying
on of hands and through deliverance. There is emphasis on taking the
initiative, in doing the ‘breaking’, in ‘taking Jesus’ (fa yesu, in local par-
lance) and in not being idle or passive. While in a recent discussion
of the dictum of ‘breaking with the past’, Engelke (2010) problematises
the extent to which a breaking is ‘really’ possible (and argues against an
interpretation of Pentecostalism as being able to realise a break with the
social environment), I instead emphasise that the rhetoric of breaking is
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crucial in transforming the subjectivity of the believer and, in particular,
in instilling a new level of proactivity. This is crucial in the process of
provoking ‘breakthroughs’ in personal circumstances.

Narratives about the ways in which deliverance helps people over-
come hardship to become successful in business, in relationships, in
school exams or in finding lost or stolen property abound in local
‘testimonies’. This is a narrative genre, well developed in this form
of Pentecostalism, which gives people the opportunity and encourage-
ment to talk about how much their lives have improved since they
experienced a ‘breaking’, how many of the problems that they faced
have disappeared and how a bright new future now welcomes them.
Sometimes these stories are also recorded in glossy magazines, on TV
or in radio broadcasts (De Witte 2008, Pype 2009), and thereby tend
to provide an almost ubiquitous narrative of personal transformation,
development and progress. This rhetoric of breaking with the past
has been applied to many aspects of social and personal life. This
chapter deals with two areas most salient for Ghanaian Pentecostal
churches in Botswana: relationships and sexuality, and economic
behaviour.

Relationships, sexuality and AIDS

The ideology of development based on ‘breaking’ informs the ways
in which influential Pentecostal groups seek to produce ‘behavioural
change’ in the area of relationships and sexuality. In places where
AIDS is rampant, such as in Zambia, Uganda or Botswana, Pentecostal
groups have become highly proactive in promoting a particular moral
agenda that concerns relationships and sexuality (e.g. Burchardt 2009,
Christiansen 2009, Geissler & Prince 2007, Prince et al. 2009; van Dijk
2007, 2009b). In emphasising premarital abstinence for youth and faith-
fulness in marriage (yet often rejecting the promotion of the condom),
many Pentecostal groups feel they can break with, or critically confront,
culturally accepted lifestyles and relationship patterns. In Ghana I also
witnessed how from the mid-1990s onwards, issues of ‘moral leadership’
regarding sexuality became an important topic for Pentecostals. The
Pentecostal emphasis on the nuclear family, on tying sexuality to mar-
riage, and ideas of ‘Christian courtship’ resonated strongly with ideas
being promulgated by faith-based organisations (FBOs) in the 1990s,
particularly in places where AIDS was becoming an important issue.
Ideas of progress and prosperity have become tied to certain moral
regimes in the context of AIDS and sexuality.
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Interestingly, whereas in most cases the Pentecostal agenda of
influencing sexual and intimate behaviour is usually perceived as
‘conservative’ in nature, in talking to young people in Botswana a differ-
ent picture emerges. Botswana, being one of the societies hardest hit by
the AIDS pandemic in the 1990s, called on the churches to join what
was called a ‘multisectoral’ approach in the fight against the disease
(Nkomazana 2007, Togarasei 2009). This meant that churches had to
build a leadership trained in addressing issues of sexuality and inti-
macy, with which many were initially uncomfortable. Breaking with
conventions of silence, a kind of ‘theology of sexuality’ was devel-
oped and churches became active in promoting their particular moral
agenda through awareness-raising sessions, counselling and so on. Many
Pentecostal churches in Botswana were quick to take up the challenge of
AIDS, and often worked alongside FBOs such as BOCAIP (the Botswana
Christian Aids Intervention Programme) in its activities of rapid test-
ing and premarital and abstinence counselling for youth and, later, the
distribution of antiretrovirals.

Ghanaian Pentecostal churches in Botswana, though initially sur-
prised by this need to address these matters and make ‘a break with
the past’ in a terrain that was new to them, joined the effort and began
likewise to organise AIDS-awareness days and prayer meetings (van Dijk
2003, 2009b). In that sense they joined what Klaits (2005) has called
Botswana’s project of ‘Post-colonial Civility’.

Some of the young Pentecostal members that I interviewed were
very explicit in saying that they liked the openness and frankness of
the kind of counselling they received in these circles in premarital- or
abstinence-counselling sessions (see also Burchardt 2009). Discussing
intimate sexual matters in detail was both new and surprising to them,
something they had never experienced before even in the context of
family or kin relations, and something they had never expected a church
or faith-based organisation to tackle. The most important aspect of this,
however, was that these forms of counselling gave them the proactive
tools to formulate a position that would allow them legitimately to
break away from common cultural patterns of sexual behaviour. The
‘abstinence pledges’ that young people make in adherence to ideals
of Christian courtship (Bochow 2008) allow them to stand up to peer
pressure and to critically contest common practices. Christian courtship
means that they can arrange the presence of a third party when they
want to visit the one they love, so as to ensure that nothing ‘inde-
cent’ happens. One unmarried couple even explained to me that since
their relationship had become ‘too hot’ when they were courting, they
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decided to have a ‘cooling-down period’ so as not to jeopardise what
they were taught in church counselling.

The point is not so much that these young people develop into
‘super-Christians’ who are only interested in maintaining certain moral
standards about sexuality and relationships, but that there is a real sense
of how these new practices are important to progress and prosperity in
life (Bochow 2008). Contesting customary and cultural values in these
matters again relates to a notion of breaking with a cultural past, in this
context in view of how to establish a successful relationship. As many
of these young people said: ‘Ah, these traditional things’ – referring to
cultural obligations and expectations – ‘don’t bring us anything good’.
Counselling and Christian courtship thus becomes associated with the
prospect of a good and successful life, and with progress and prosperity.
The right type of relationship will reduce the risk of AIDS and of teenage
pregnancy, and increase the likelihood of finishing school, building a
home and creating a good life.

While these ideas may seem modern and progressive, the notion of
morality and progress that underlies them conflicts with secular devel-
opmental notions of family and gender relations in certain respects.
Most importantly, these Pentecostal churches maintain a very con-
servative position with regard to male dominance in the household.
In Botswana, the very same Pentecostal groups that are active in promot-
ing relationship counselling and that promote a new and Christianised
‘sexual speak’ about intimate matters protested vehemently against the
government’s policy of reducing the inequality between husband and
wife with regards to family possessions and inheritance. The so-called
Abolition of Marital Power Law that intended to equalise the power of
men and women regarding their properties was accepted by parliament
despite the fact that many influential Pentecostal groups declared the
law ‘unholy’ and against biblical principles. So while (pre-)marital coun-
selling emphasises a new and unprecedented openness that is beneficial
to men and women alike, the Pentecostal notion of the man being the
head of the family and the woman being his subservient helper is still
an uncontested dogma in Pentecostal ideology.

The emergence of an entire new sector of Pentecostal counselling,
Christian courtship and ‘sexual speak’ has important implications for a
post-development analysis of how differently formulated ideas concern-
ing growth, progress and development are instructive in Pentecostally
driven behavioural change in Africa. They show, in particular, how reli-
gious change can lead to behavioural change in the most intimate of
matters. Another area where Pentecostals are particularly effective in
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promoting behaviour change is a rather more public and visible arena –
that of economic activity. In this area, as will be shown in the following
section, Pentecostals stress the need for individuals to set goals, to be
oriented towards the fulfilment of a life project and to plan and budget
one’s personal life accordingly.

Market breakthroughs

Many Pentecostal circles, fellowships and counselling practices exist
that devote extensive time and energy to the particular matter of how a
modern believer is to be transformed and developed into a proactive and
goal-oriented agent, one who is time-conscious and is prepared to cut
away from any social obligations that stand in the way of meeting his
or her goal. Pentecostal leaders show people how to handle these social
dilemmas and how to manage their time effectively. They emphasise
planning, self-control and the fine-tuning of time. In these churches, to
be a Pentecostal is to be a time manager.

There is usually a superabundance of activities to be organised in
Pentecostal circles. In addition to the constant planning and schedul-
ing of a range of weekly activities that take place, such as fellowship
meetings, home-cell meetings, deliverance hours, prayer and worship
hours, pastoral hours, business breakfast meetings, harvest and rally-
times and so on, the believer is told to plan his or her life meticulously.
In Accra, Ghana, I witnessed many meetings in which the major topic
of discussion and teaching was ‘how to plan your life’. Detailed instruc-
tions were given about how planning should proceed and how goals
should be set for the immediate, the medium term and even the distant
future. Topics covered included financial and family budgeting, time-
keeping, joint decision-making with spouses, and how enough room
should always be reserved for participation in church activities.

As one of the pastors put it, the careful negotiation of time helps to
avoid ‘idleness, jealousy, spite and bitterness’, and is therefore highly
relevant for a godly purpose in one’s life. It is because of this care-
ful negotiation and planning of time in these Pentecostal circles that
I disagree with Guyer’s (2007) recent interpretation of what she calls
‘punctuated time’, whereby Pentecostals are seen as either formulating
ideas concerning the immediate present or ideas concerning the escha-
tological future, thereby failing to create a notion of time that concerns
the immediate future of planning and strategising. These Ghanaian
Pentecostals are very much concerned with planning and strategising
and acting in the short and medium term.
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The anthropology of Pentecostalism has now arrived at a point where
it should take this developmental Pentecostal discourse seriously and
explore and understand how and why these Pentecostal ideas of life
planning and strategising may be relevant and, indeed, may have
desired outcomes. It is too superficial a critique, often aired in the
public media, to say that Pentecostal churches are into ideas of pros-
perity and progress only for their own financial and economic interests,
affluent though some of these churches indeed have become. Partic-
ipation in these Pentecostal fellowships, workshops and counselling
sessions does indeed lead to changes in the way that members take
care of their resources and finances, are ‘hardened’ to keep obligations
towards the extended family at bay and are made aware of how they
can protect both their resources and their time against the onslaught
of all sorts of obligations and customary practices. I have witnessed
the effects of the Pentecostal ideology of progress and of setting goals
in individual lives, particularly where it comes to taking economic ini-
tiatives in starting a business, becoming an entrepreneur, safeguarding
one’s money and in exploring new economic opportunities through
migration.

While some Pentecostal groups believe that their notions of progress
and prosperity involve the production of what they call ‘moral leader-
ship’, little thinking has developed concerning the need for structural
change in societies such as Ghana or Botswana. There is little room to
believe that Pentecostal notions of progress and prosperity move beyond
a standard middle-class perspective. The ideas of personal growth, of
recognising God’s purpose for one’s life and of breaking with the past
do not imply fundamentally different ideas concerning the prevailing
power and class relations of society. While Pentecostal leaders in Ghana,
such as the well-known Mensa Otabil of the International Central
Gospel Church, have been making public statements and have written
books about ‘God’s purpose for the Black Race’ (van Dijk 2004), these
proclamations are rarely revolutionary in what they entail. Important
Pentecostal leaders are often close to ruling or prominent elites and it
is thus not surprising that their ideas on progress and prosperity do not
call for a radical change of society, the market or governmental prac-
tices. Yet, on an individual level, in everyday life, becoming a member of
a Pentecostal church and starting to plan and budget your life may be a
revolutionary step to take. It can lead to profound changes in economic
practices, and it is an open criticism of certain structures in life such as
those of the family, kinship, the authority of the older generation and
the power of chiefs.
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The Pentecostal churches that stress careful time management and
planning pay less attention to the kind of miraculous prosperity teach-
ing that has been described by Comaroff and Comaroff (2000, 2001),
Gifford (2004), Marshall (1993) and Meyer (1998, 1999, 2004). It has
become clear that in discussing Pentecostal ideas of ‘breakthroughs’,
different paradigms exist side-by-side. Whereas in the Ghanaian con-
text some Pentecostal leaders have been promising unimaginable wealth
to the faithful, this particular brand of the Pentecostal ideology did
not inspire the Pentecostal churches that migrated to Botswana in
the 1990s and that linked themselves up with the Ghanaian migrant
community there. This community is dominated by small-scale busi-
ness people – those engaged in trading, shopkeeping, running hair
and beauty salons, selling and repairing cars and so on. And here the
Pentecostal churches have been promoting an ideology that emphasises
business rationalities, and which thus has found appeal with Ghanaians
seeking to explore new opportunities in the Botswana neoliberal
economy.

The Ghanaian Pentecostal churches in Botswana chose to follow
the teachings of leaders such as Mensa Otabil, Enoch Sitima and Dag
Heward Mills on how to understand the workings of the market and its
dynamics. These leaders have been producing a literature that explores
how the gospel and business competences are related and showing how
to engage with the market in order to develop a successful enterprise
(Gifford 2004: 49, van Dijk 2004, 2009a). Some of the most notable
publications include Mensa Otabil’s Buy the Future and Four Laws of
Productivity, Dag Heward-Mills’ series of booklets entitled Success and
the Ministry and Michael Ntumy’s Financial Breakthrough: Discovering
God’s Secrets to Prosperity. A similar literature has also been produced by
Nigerian Pentecostal churches, such as David Oyepedo’s Understanding
Financial Prosperity and Maximise Your Destiny.

In this literature Pentecostals are taught how the gospel becomes a
resource for the successful planning of one’s economic endeavours and
therefore one’s success in business. Pentecostal messages become pre-
scriptive in view of lines to follow, initiatives to take and resources to
utilise. Pastor Michael Ntumy of the Church of Pentecost, for exam-
ple, writes in his book Financial Breakthrough: Discovering God’s Secrets to
Prosperity:

Plan a budget: many people are in financial bondage because they
fail to plan a budget . . . The principle of planning is not only an eco-
nomic one, it is a very fundamental biblical principle . . . God has
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given us the power to get wealth. This is the power that ensures us
the financial breakthrough. We have this power.

(Ntumy n.d. 59–60, 70)

This approach does not disqualify the prosperity type of gospel and its
notions of miraculous wealth, because through divine intervention it is
possible that a person may reach a blessed and affluent state of affairs.
Ntumy writes:

The safest, easiest, risk-free form of investment which guarantees
the multiplication of finances is by investing in the banking insti-
tution at a favourable rate of interest. At any given rate of interest,
your finances will multiply over a certain period of time. Dr. Bernard
Jordan of Zoe Ministries in New York calls this ‘The Rule of 72’ . . . [it]
simply means that if you divide the rate of interest the bank offers
by 72, the result you get equals the approximate number of years it
takes for your money to double . . . Dear Child of God, this is the time
to learn these principles of multiplication to maximise our gains for
the sake of global evangelisation.

(ibid.: 83–84)

The stressing of skill, competence, preparation and planning places a
high level of responsibility on the part of the individual to ‘realise God’s
purpose’; decisions need to be both goal-oriented and to be inspired by
biblical revelation and injunctions. Budget-planning, first of all, requires
money to be set apart for tithing and offering to the church, as Ntumy
(ibid.: 70) writes: ‘The agents that trigger-off the financial breakthrough
are two: tithing and offering!’

In Bible schools, classes and business fellowship meetings the
Pentecostal imperative for members to be efficient and competent is
strongly emphasised. As Lauterbach (2010: 270) also argues, the acquir-
ing of skills and competences through such Pentecostal modes of
learning applies to young pastors as much as it applies to common mem-
bers. They are taught emphatically that in all financial planning the first
requirement before any other step in the budgeting of business affairs is
to ensure that tithing is done. If this condition is not met, any compe-
tence in doing business will not take the believer far, since it will lack
the presence of benevolent heavenly powers.

In an earlier article on the notion of ‘social catapulting’ (van Dijk
2009a), I have drawn attention to how in the Gaborone-based Ghanaian
business community Pentecostal prayer meetings, women’s fellowships
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and church services pay much attention to themes such as ‘God has a
plan for you’, ‘Dressed for success’ or ‘Be a risk-taker!’ Pentecostal prac-
tices, such as weeks of fasting, are perceived as preparing members for
taking risks in life in business, and in exploring opportunities elsewhere.
In Ghanaian migrant communities in Germany, Nieswand (2010) sim-
ilarly shows how certain ritual practices and ideological notions, such
as fasting and prayer, are considered to give the believer strength to
overcome challenges and obstacles.

For Ghanaian migrants who are entering new markets and engag-
ing in new businesses, there is real power in these teachings.
During Pentecostal church services testimonies are frequently presented
explaining how important it is to be prepared and to acquire the neces-
sary competences. There are lengthy discussions about what it means to
plan ahead, to budget and to consider options. These testimonies elab-
orate on how the person’s success was brought about by careful time
management beyond the immediate here and now. It is often reported
that God gave them a vision for their lives and their businesses. There
is a Ghanaian expression: ‘If a bird sits too long on a branch of a tree
it can expect a stone to be thrown at its head.’ This is often quoted in
these teachings, emphasising that it is necessary to take risks, to venture
into the unknown by travel and exploration and to be prepared to face
challenges and to test one’s strength in the market.

Members can become marginalised in the community if they are not
prepared to be involved in ‘risk-taking’ in business activities, do not start
a business themselves or if their businesses are not very successful (van
Dijk 2009a). They may find themselves excluded from leadership posi-
tions and other roles that signal prestige. Looking down upon those who
apparently had not been able to make it in the booming economy of
Gaborone was often combined with a perception that this lack of success
must have been the result of not consulting the Pentecostal leadership
sufficiently intensively. After all, as Nieswand (2010) also emphasises in
the German Ghanaian situation, ‘the pastor knows best’. He is not only
a ‘man of God’, but is also expected to be able to offer a great deal of
practical, economic or migration-related advice as well.

Pastors commonly write letters of introduction for church members
that indicate their wish to travel overseas in order to try their luck, and
these letters of introduction enable easy access to the Ghanaian migrant
churches in other countries. In Botswana, pastors regularly visit the busi-
nesses of their members and offer prayers for the (spiritual) protection
and prosperity of the place and the workers. Competition is fierce, and
fear exists that envy is particularly common on the part of the ‘locals’,
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leading to anxieties of affliction by occult powers that may damage their
business. There is considerable uncertainty about the precise nature of
the occult powers in this host society, about where they are located and
how they can bring about negative effects on businesses (van Dijk 2003).
The teachings they receive during prayer meetings and Bible classes
are seen as instructions on how to protect their businesses and avoid
running into difficulties with these powers. These teachings emphasise
strengthening one’s own personal power so that these challenges can be
met as a test of the strength of one’s faith.

Ghanaian entrepreneurs also invite pastors to come and teach their
staff and labourers. In their businesses (e.g. hair salons or car-repair
workshops), their staff are often invited to take part in prayer meet-
ings and Bible classes organised by visiting pastors. The pastors teach
the workers how godly power and inspiration is needed to face the chal-
lenges of the competitive market and to warn them against the shrewd-
ness and cunningness of Satan in deceiving people and in destroying
their fortune. The teachings also emphasise obedience to business own-
ers and give entrepreneurs increased moral authority in supervising their
staff (often a mixture of Ghanaians, locals and other nationalities).

The pastors compare the situation of running their churches in what
they perceive as being the religious market of Gaborone with running a
business in an equally competitive business market. In Gaborone there
are many Pentecostal churches that compete for a place on the religious
market, while at the same time businesses increasingly compete with
each other in the economic market. The fierce competition that has
emerged for churches and businesses alike in having to fight for a place
in either the religious landscape or the economic domain is exacerbated
by tougher governmental policies that seek to control access to what
Botswana’s public domains have to offer (Good 2005, van Dijk 2003).2

In these Pentecostal communities there is a tendency to marginalise
and to look down upon those who do not adopt the church
entrepreneurial ideology, who do not relate to the pastors in the way
that will inspire them to take on risks in starting a business and do not
seem to have the ‘character’ (suban in Twi) to engage in the competitive
domain. Those who are not prepared to become risk-takers are often per-
ceived as people with lesser resources, therefore signalling that ‘God has
not been at their side’. The lack of success, the lack of opportunities to
start a business or to explore possibilities and opportunities elsewhere
through travel and through expanding business contacts, is seen as a
weakness and a shortcoming in the faith of the individual. Rather than
considering the contextual factors that may have hindered this person
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from taking initiatives to become an entrepreneur or to travel, these
failures are interpreted as being entirely personal. They are thought to
show the person’s unwillingness to be serious about the meticulous and
goal-oriented task of planning one’s life and demonstrate a stubborn-
ness in not allowing ‘the Holy Spirit to take over’ and drive the person
forward towards success. It is considered a matter of attitude if such
a person does not follow the church’s imperatives to engage the chal-
lenges of the market, and church members often voice harsh criticism if
this lack of character is found among the circles of the church. The ques-
tions asked about such a ‘stubborn’ personality are often particularly
addressed towards young men, and there is a lot of disdain for being
idle and for not being proactive in pulling resources together. There is
little consideration of structural problems and the fact that those with-
out education, those who are stuck in low-paid jobs or those who have
just arrived in Botswana may find it extremely difficult to ‘jump’ into
entrepreneurial activity.

The internationally renowned leaders of big Pentecostal churches,
such as Mensa Otabil and Dag Heward Mills from Ghana and Enoch
Sitima from Botswana, are seen as inspirational role models for
Pentecostal success in enterprise. Otabil’s Central University in Accra
trains students in Theology and Business Administration, such that they
can follow in Otabil’s footsteps. The affluent lifestyles of these leaders
are read as a signal of their godly blessing and give weight to the truth
of their words. The fact that they are rich and affluent enables them to
make legitimate and apparently truthful claims about the power of the
faith and about the power of ‘breakthroughs’. Even those who fail to
breakthrough into the market and who do not manage to achieve suc-
cess still believe in the truth of their leader’s words. In such cases leaders
will tell their audience that more deliverance is required, more dedica-
tion to the goals set in one’s life, more competence in dealing with the
logic of the market.

This reasoning drives home an individualising perspective on suc-
cess and failure. It creates a new awareness whereby one sees oneself
as existing in a market where competition and rivalry exist, both in the
visible and the invisible worlds, and where faith is necessary in order to
strengthen one’s skills and competences. Leaders leave no opportunity
unused to stress how they themselves have also been living through
all sorts of challenges and that their success never came easy. A market
breakthrough as a road to progress and prosperity is thus commonly
defined as a personal uphill battle, a battle in which there is actu-
ally little to be expected in terms of help or support from the side of
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governments or development agencies. Privatisation, in this sense, ties
in beautifully with the individualised notion of success and progress
that is fostered in these Pentecostal circles.

Conclusion: post-developmental breakthroughs?

While we can only speculate as to why the post-development pursuit of
‘alternatives to development’ seems to have overlooked religion, there
are perhaps some reasons to be found in the specific ways in which
Pentecostalism combines notions of cultural progress with economic
progress. We have seen how Pentecostalism fosters a particular moral
agenda in which the need for a cultural breakthrough is connected to
the possibility of having an economic breakthrough. This is in stark
contrast to much post-developmental thinking, which tends to look
for ‘cultural essentials’ – ‘authentic’ cultural patterns or structures –
from where cues for alternative ideas of progress and development
can be taken (Andreasson 2005, Kiely 1999, Ziai 2007). This may pro-
voke a search for cultural essentials that are not ‘touched’ by the West,
by globalisation or by an encroachment of a neoliberal or capital-
ist market. In this sense, then, Pentecostalism stands juxtaposed to
the post-developmental pursuit, as it proclaims the need for a ‘total
break with the past’. Pentecostalism in Africa seems little interested in
re-rooting its ideas of progress and prosperity in local culture, and can
hardly be seen as a custodian of authentic cultural patterns of behaviour.
Instead, its notion of development is based on ‘neutralising’ and Chris-
tianising culture, and thereby tailoring it to the needs of the modern
believer.

At the same time Pentecostalism also challenges modernist and devel-
opmental ideas of the ‘disenchantment of the world’, as Weber called
the progress of increasing rationalisation, bureaucratisation and secu-
larisation (see also Habermas 2002). The Pentecostals are usually highly
critical of local cultural traditions precisely because the world is not dis-
enchanted and followers should be made aware of the fact that the devil
is everywhere and that demons can work through traditional and mod-
ern situations alike. To the Pentecostals, modernity and the institutions
of government, schools and development it brought are not in crisis
for their failure to deliver, but because the evil powers of Satan simply
keep on working through them. Hence, the Pentecostal alternative to
development does not disqualify the need to make progress in life and
to have a breakthrough in circumstances, but instead seeks to create a
critical awareness of the moral nature of such development.
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In places such as Ghana and Botswana, moreover, Pentecostalism does
not speak with a ‘singular’ voice. The prosperity gospel and the focus on
miracles is as much part of Pentecostal reality as its messages concerning
market breakthroughs, critical awareness and skills and competences.
No Pentecostal message denies miracles and God’s wonder-working
power. A common denominator, however, remains that in both types
of Pentecostalism the believer is not simply viewed as a victim of glob-
alisation, of market forces or of neoliberal structures. In both voices of
Pentecostalism an element of agency is instilled in the modern believer,
through which the person is empowered to ‘take control’ of their life.
A strong motif in this thinking is the idea of the ‘conqueror’, whereby
true believers are portrayed as conquerors over demonic powers, and as
conquerors in the market place. This is enveloped in a rhetoric of becom-
ing armed with ‘the armour of God’, the ‘blood of Jesus’ or the ‘shield
of the Holy Spirit’. In one of the Pentecostal churches in Gaborone
I saw small drawings being distributed depicting Roman soldiers wearing
spears, shields and helmets as representations of what conquerors look
like. This helps to reorient believers to see globalisation and the mar-
ket as spheres of opportunity rather than as forces of victimhood. The
cultural and market breakthroughs that Pentecostalism is preaching in
Africa are an alternative to development, and, in a strange way, also an
alternative to post-development.

While development theory is engaged in debating issues of post-
development, the anthropology of development appears little affected
by the paradigmatic shift this debate is signalling. In this chapter
I have explored a specific element that appears lacking in current post-
development theory – the significance of religion. In terms of the
anthropology of development in Africa, there are many reasons to
engage with a post-developmental perspective in understanding the sig-
nificance of religion. Many countries in Africa have been witnessing an
unprecedented rise in influential Pentecostal churches that, over the last
three decades, have been able to place themselves at the centre of the
public domain by presenting a certain developmental discourse in their
own terms. While the Pentecostal ideology often claims progress and
prosperity in a religiously embedded practice, Pentecostal groups and
leaders also specialise in engaging with the market, in becoming reli-
gious entrepreneurs and in creating developmental perspectives through
a neoliberal approach to the market. On all these accounts, ‘develop-
ment’ is reformulated in a Pentecostal rhetoric. It is for this reason that
there is a need to sensitise the anthropology of development of these
kinds of post-developmental processes, much as they inform – if not
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determine – public discourse, and much as they are lodged in powerful
religious groups of this particular kind.

Notes

1. Authors such as Rist (1990), Rahnema and Bawtree (1997) and Ferguson (1999)
have analysed how within development studies religion is used to formulate
a critique about development as being ‘a religion of the West’ or by remark-
ing how in the non-Western world development has often acquired ‘spiritual’
dimensions when located in the hands of grassroots organisations. Yet religion
as such does not receive further attention in these studies.

2. Botswana is known for its high economic growth rates that began to emerge
from the mid-1970s, when De Beers began exploring and merchandising the
country’s diamonds.
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Churches and NGOs: Different
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Pentecostal and Development
Imaginaries in West Africa
Charles Piot

It would be hard to overestimate the significance of the new Pentecostal
churches in the post-Cold War cultural life of Ghana and Togo, espe-
cially among the middle classes in the capital cities.1 In Accra and
Lomé alone, there are hundreds of new charismatic churches, some with
room to seat thousands of people. On Sundays, the city is dead and
the churches, large open-air buildings with booming sound systems, are
filled with smartly dressed congregants. Many partake during the week
as well – in daily prayer meetings, in Friday ‘all-nights’, in counselling
sessions – and, periodically, in ‘conferences’ and ‘seminars’ with visiting
pastors, in ‘crusades’ to heal the sick and win converts, in ‘deliverance’
sessions to exorcise demons. If you visit the University of Ghana at six
in the morning on a school day, you’ll find the soccer pitch filled with
thousands of students praying and speaking in tongues. Board a plane
in Accra or Lagos and you’ll bear witness to collective prayers before
take-off and landing. Spend New Year’s Eve in Lomé and you’ll find a
larger, more spirited crowd in the churches than at a nightclub or pri-
vate party. One such New Year’s service I attended at the Assemblies of
God in 2009–2010 – a service held in the street to accommodate the
overflow crowd – started at 10 pm and ended at 3 am, punctuated by a
Times Square-like celebration at midnight that featured wild dancing
and open-armed exhortation of the Holy Spirit. In the boites de nuit
themselves, the music is increasingly church disco (‘Jesus is the only
one, he’s my true love’). ‘The charismaticisation of Lomé’s nightlife?’
I suggested to a friend as we walked by a string of nightclubs on the
Boulevard Circulaire, all blasting religious pop. ‘Yes’, she replied, with
an approving smile.

This chapter focuses on the recent explosion in charismatic religion,
and on the coeval – and, I suggest, co-constituted – development scene,
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in Togo and Ghana during the period after the end of the Cold War.
This period has been a time of ongoing crisis – a crisis at once political,
economic, epistemological. It is a moment when the Cold War monies
have dried up, when the state is in retreat from social and developmental
fields, and when the colonial and early post-colonial (Cold War) com-
pact between metropole, authoritarian state and chiefs in the villages –
the indirect rule system that lasted into the 1990s – is unravelling. It is
the churches and the non-governmental organisations (NGOs) that step
into the gap left by the retreat of the state, and begin to reorganise the
biopolitical field, effectively deciding who lives and who dies (Agamben
1998, 2005).

Despite their differences, both Pentecostal and developmental also
exhibit striking similarities – among them, an elicitation of neoliberal
subjectivity, a substitution of translocal for local belonging, a turn to
affect, a temporality that is punctuated and non-linear, an invocation of
a state of crisis, a blaming of the local for the plight of the present. I see
these similarities as symptomatic and broadly reflective of the current
global moment.

Pentecostalism

Until the mid-1990s, the mainline or mission churches – Catholic and
Presbyterian in Togo; Catholic, Presbyterian and Anglican in Ghana –
dominated the church scene. Indeed in Togo during the Cold War
years, the dictator, Gnassingbé Eyadéma, explicitly forbade any other
Christian denominations from establishing themselves.2 However, with
neoliberalisation in the 1990s – including the broadscale liberalising
of political, media and religious fields – the dictator’s hands became
tied and he was powerless to censor religious and cultural fields as
before. At this point, a thousand small churches, mostly Pentecostal and
charismatic, entered the field and began to attract followers. Some, like
Assemblies of God, were virtual carbon copies of those in the US, but
most were Ghanaian-Togolese variants of American-style charismatic
worship, with distinctive local features added in – more exorcisms, more
prayer, more singing and dancing.

While the cities are today knotted with such churches – I know of
no neighbourhoods in Lomé or Accra without several, though often
more – they abound in the villages as well. There, however, they are
smaller, often shoestring operations – 20 worshippers in this Assemblies
congregation, 30 in that Church of the Pentecost, 80 in Croix Blanche.
Despite smaller numbers, their presence nevertheless fills the airwaves,
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for unlike the earlier mission churches they are much less tolerant of
village religion and wage spiritual warfare against its ‘demons’ (spirits
and ancestors) whose presence they see as the root of many of Africa’s
problems today, especially its underdevelopment.

An initial, more sociological, reading of the Pentecostal phenomenon
in West Africa is to see the new churches as proxy for an eviscer-
ated post-Cold War state, in part filling the gap left by the state
in providing social services (cf. Bornstein 2005, Bornstein & Redfield
2011, Comaroff forthcoming, Marshall 2009, Meyer 2004b). In Ghana,
there will soon be more church- than state-owned universities and the
ubiquitous orphanages are largely church-funded. In Togo, the new
churches are coming to be seen as development agencies, responsible
for the building of new clinics and elementary schools, and sponsor-
ing AIDS research and treatment. Significantly, the financial base of
the churches is built up less through foreign donations than through
tithing within the congregation – a new form of ‘taxation’. An interest-
ing squabble took place in summer 2004 in Accra when it was revealed
that one of the large Nigerian charismatic churches there, Winner’s
Chapel, was repatriating tithes raised from its Accra branch to the
parent church back home – a not insignificant sum of US$200,000
per month. One of the principal commentaries about the repatriation
scheme, commentaries which dominated the public sphere in Accra for
several weeks, was to ask what effect such capital flight might have on
the economic development of Ghana. ‘So now Ghanaians are paying
for the development of Nigeria?’, one talk-radio call-in listener asked
rhetorically.

But the churches do much more for their members than merely pro-
vide state functions. They offer a type of total institution or total culture
that stands in for the family in otherwise anomic urban conditions
(Englund 2007, Meyer 2004b, van Dijk 1997). Many of the churches
in Accra and Lomé are organised into ‘neighbourhoods’ – so that net-
worked members of the church who live near one another can meet
during the week for prayer sessions or call one another when in need.
Singles and youth groups go on weekend outings at least once per
month. As the chapter by van Dijk also illustrates, the church serves
as proxy for family and village in regulating marriage, encouraging
believers to marry church-endogamously and insisting on premarital
chastity. In one church I attended in Accra, several couples were dis-
covered (during the counselling sessions that precede marriage) to have
engaged in premarital sex and were paraded before the congregation,
before being banished to the back pews for a full year. Extramarital sex
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is also considered a serious sin, especially when a woman sleeps with the
husband of another.

Most significantly – here still within the ambit of a sociology of
the new churches – these communities of believers instil codes of
conduct and orientations towards the everyday that provide a virtual
blueprint for disciplining the post-Cold War citizen-subject into the
neoliberal economy (cf. Comaroff forthcoming). Believers are expected
to be hard-working, honest, frugal, sexually chaste, abstemious and –
textbook Weber – to see evidence of their faith as success within the new
economy. Literacy, too, and middleclassness, is everywhere performed
and on display. Thus, church members are urged to take notes on the
sermon (in small notebooks tucked into purses and breast pockets) and
to write down Bible passages to study and reflect upon during the week,
and services are simultaneously translated from the vernacular (Twi in
Accra, Mina in Lomé) into English or French, or vice versa – not only
an attempt to draw in multiple constituencies but also to project an
educated, cosmopolitan, internationalist image.

Pentecostal narratives

But the new churches are narrative-machines as much as welfare soci-
eties and new economy interpellation devices. They generate stories –
often fantastic stories – about the world today and the place of West
Africa in that world. These are stories that appeal especially to those
who are weary of the old narratives that have for too long defined Africa
as victim of forces and histories beyond its control. They are also ones
that undermine the authority relations of the old regime – of the colo-
nial and dictatorship moment – that sutured a Cold War state to chiefs
and elders in the rural areas. I mention here two such narratives, each a
tale of rupture – of a ‘break with the past’ (Engelke 2004, Meyer 1998,
1999a, Robbins 2007, van Dijk 1998, 2001a).

Development and the break with tradition

The first narrative is about development – and its corollary, the dis-
avowal of village religion or tradition. West Africa is underdeveloped,
members of the church say, because Satan inhabits the villages. Extir-
pate the devil and all his manifestations (especially the worship of spirits
and ancestors), and West Africa will develop quickly. A pastor, who
missionises in the village where I conduct research in northern Togo,
gave the following example: Were it not for a sacred forest that climbs
the highest ridge in the community (and whose taboos forbid human
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intervention – cultivation, house construction – within its parameters),
they could build a road that would, as he put it, ‘develop the commu-
nity overnight. It is pagan beliefs like this that are the cause of Africa’s
poverty today.’ When I asked whether it wasn’t instead Europe that had
‘underdeveloped’ and further impoverished Africa (Frank 1971, Rodney
1981), he admitted familiarity with such an explanation (‘oh, yes, they
taught us that at the university’) and acknowledged that that might also
be true, but he said that Togolese needed to get their own house in order
first and then Europe would make up for past sins.

This ‘blame tradition’ story was reiterated in a different register by a
Togolese schoolteacher from the north. In describing the extravagant
spending that went into a recent funeral in which three cows were sac-
rificed, he upbraided the family for putting their limited means to such
ends rather than towards development and material well-being – and
blamed ‘tradition’ for obligating them to do so. ‘One cow would have
been enough to honour the dead man and give everyone a piece of meat.
Three was totally unnecessary, and, even worse, much of the meat rot-
ted because there was too much to give away.’ His commentary came
as a surprise – for despite being Christian he has always been partial to
village religion – thus indicating how widespread is the view today that
development and tradition are antithetical.

Birgit Meyer (1999a, 1999b, 2004a) has suggested for southern Ghana
that the public sphere is now a ‘Pentecostalite’ one, in which films
and soaps routinely index Pentecostal themes and radio talk shows
casually reference the Holy Spirit. Here, the Pentecostal demonisation
of tradition is written into Nigerian and Ghanaian popular cinema.
A theme repeated over and over in these films is that of the urban mid-
dle class family with ongoing ties to the village, ties invariably of an
occult nature. As the plot unwinds, the family is destroyed by jealousy
and village witchcraft (and viewers are implicitly instructed to leave
tradition and the old deities behind). The round of Nigerian films air-
ing in Accra in summer 2004 went a step further, transforming these
more secular Pentecostal themes into overtly religious ones, with con-
version/baptism/rebirth and encounters with the Holy Spirit built right
into the narrative itself.

The brilliance of the Pentecostal metaphysic is that it allows believers
to have their cake and eat it too: distancing themselves from village
religion – and, not coincidentally, from the social obligations that
accompany ongoing ties to the village (Meyer 2004b, van Dijk 1998) –
while nevertheless remaining thoroughly within its logic and animat-
ing categories. Not only do charismatics fully believe in the ongoing
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existence and efficacy of the spirits and witches of the village, albeit
demonising them, but also they continue to inhabit a village world
of opaque signs (that index the machinations of invisible forces) in
need of constant hermeneutical attention. Those urban charismatics
I know search their everyday worlds as well as their dreams for
signs of the workings of malevolent forces, as well as of the Holy
Spirit.

Meyer (2002, 2003) reports a fascinating phenomenon among film-
watching Ghanaians: that many offered as evidence for the existence of
the occult the fact that they had seen such phenomena in popular film
itself. Indeed, in the dozens of Nigerian films I watched in Accra the-
atres in summer 2004, the one moment when people stopped talking
and mobile phones went unanswered was the moment when a compact
with a spirit or demon was shown or a witch’s actions were exposed.
The cinematic here serves to visualise and make public that which, in
a pre-cinematic world, had remained concealed (for the world of spir-
its is invisible to the human eye) and could only be accessed through
the imagination – thus also, ironically, making the occult seem more
‘real’. Moreover, the story that locates Satan in the villages generates a
thousand urban legends about the inner workings of the occult in those
locales, stories that circulate and feed the imagination and voyeuristic
impulses of the urban middle classes, again holding close that world
they otherwise strive to keep at a distance.

Here, then, is a textbook example of Foucault’s (1980, 1990[1978])
reworking of the repression hypothesis: Pentecostalism’s demonising
of village religion has done nothing so much as lead to an efflores-
cence, a promiscuous proliferation, of images of spirits and witches –
in the popular imagination, in local films and soaps and in the churches
themselves where sermons go into graphic detail about encounters with
demonic forces. A sublime irony, however, for much of this occurs in
the cities and among those elites intent on distancing themselves from
the religion of the villages.

Note, too, the mapping of the West African landscape that accompa-
nies Pentecostal views of the village. In representing West Africa’s vast
rural spaces as satanic, the Pentecostal constructs a spiritual cartography
that opposes village and city as those who are lost to the devil and those
saved by Christ. This map cuts long-standing connectivities between
rural and urban, replacing them with relays among Pentecostal nodes
in Lagos-Lomé-Accra-Abidjan. Moreover, national borders seem to mat-
ter little any more, not only because they are transgressed by Christian
flows along the coastal corridor but also because mission work into the
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satanic rural is no longer strictly contained by the national (as during
the early independence period): Assemblies of God in Lomé today sends
missionaries to Mali and Niger, into the satanic (also Muslim) north, as
well as to rural villages in its home country. This is a mapping that com-
plements that of the NGOs, who see the rural village as a site of poverty
in need of ‘saving’ – focusing, however, on the poverty of the soil rather
than of the spirit.

While this ‘blame tradition’ story echoes earlier modernisation theory
narratives about African development and the obstacles posed by ‘tradi-
tional culture’, and while one might thus be tempted to see the latest
round of globalisation and its ideologies as little more than a recycling
of that earlier (1960s) moment, there are also significant differences. For
one, the orientalising impulse has been utterly indigenised and domesti-
cated, and has a mass popular-cultural appeal that it lacked in the earlier
moment. For another, the contemporary narrativisation is empowering
in a way that the earlier one was not, precisely because it is seen and
experienced as self-authored. Moreover, while not easy for the anthro-
pologist to admit, the church’s rejection of tradition – of local ritual
and cosmology – might also be read as a rejection of the colonial, and,
ironically, because done in the name of a religion with Euro-American
roots, as an attempt to decolonise the mind. To wit, it was colonialism
that ‘invented’ chiefs and village tradition as technologies of power,
projects and technologies that were reissued by post-colonial dictator-
ships. Charismatics see themselves as attempting to free themselves
from the weight of this (to them) oppressive tradition.

One of the most telling aspects of the Pentecostal phenomenon
is its refusal of the old structures of authority and mediation. Not
only do the new churches see themselves as working outside the
chain of colonial/post-colonial authority structures (which connected
a metropolitan country to a colonial-and-then-post-colonial state to a
hinterland), but also there is a large-scale rejection of the two main
colonial (‘mainline’ or ‘mission’) churches in Togo and Ghana – the
Catholic and the Presbyterian – both because of their association with
the older structures of authority and because of their liturgical reliance
on the mediating power of the church (in administering commu-
nion and the sacraments). The Pentecostal is precisely about a more
direct/spontaneous connection between believer and deity (Marshall
2009, van Dijk 1998), a non-mediated experience of the Holy Spirit
(as exemplified through healing or speaking in tongues). A charis-
matic friend commented that her confessional moments are now only
between herself and God. If she has sinned, she owns up to God alone,



118 Pentecostal and Development Imaginaries

in a moment of prayer in the quiet of her room, asking forgiveness.
A West African Protestant reformation this.

In refusing the older authority structures – and the strong iden-
tifications with nation and locality that accompanied them – the
new religious affiliations are generative of identities that are translo-
cal (here, globally Christian) in nature (cf. Englund 2003, Marshall
2009, Marshall-Fratini 2001, Maxwell 2008, Meyer 1998, 2004b, van
Dijk 1998, 2001b). A visiting American pastor, T.L. Osborn, made the
point explicit in a sermon in March 2006: ‘The born-again Christian
has no nation or region that he calls home. He is a member of a sin-
gle world-wide community, and speaks one language. The different
religions and cultures of the world cease to exist for this Christian.’
Sunday sermons routinely make the same point, offering accounts of
the defeat of tradition/Satan in diverse locales across the world – the
Philippines, Mexico, Russia, Kenya, Rwanda – and the entry of remote
communities into the global community of Christ. Notice, then, the
very different orientation of these churches towards tradition from the
earlier colonial mission churches, which worked through the state and
which accommodated local belief, even hybridising their own. This ear-
lier ‘post-colonial’ sensibility – of accommodation and hybridisation –
is roundly rejected by the new churches, which seek a transcendence of
the local in favour of a Christian global.

But the new charismatic churches also resist contemporary
transnational structures of hierarchy/centralisation and influence –
acknowledging roots in the US or Nigeria, perhaps, but resisting
obeisance – and see themselves as radically autonomous. Why else are
there a thousand differently named charismatic-Pentecostal churches in
Accra alone, all raising their own money through a system of tithes?
‘Our way of worshipping God is being imitated by everyone now,
including you in America,’ a Lomé charismatic responded when I asked
whether she saw her mode of worship as derivative. Indeed, in a strik-
ing historical reversal, US pastors are now travelling to Africa to be
ordained – because they see African Christianity as a purer form – before
returning ‘home’ to engage in ‘mission’ work (Jenkins 2002). To repeat,
those I know do not see their Christianity as something with origins
elsewhere that they have remade or enhanced so much as they have
engaged in independent and autonomous cultural/religious author-
ship. Or better: they see a direct connection between God and West
Africa, or God and believer, that requires no other form of mediation.

Caveats are in order here. While much in the Pentecostal moment sug-
gests a positive break with the past – a displacement of the fascist state,
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a refusal of patriarchal authority, a move beyond often-stultifying local
identifications, an agentive seizing of the current moment – there is nev-
ertheless also a significant way in which many of those identifications
are smuggled back in, and indeed in which the necropolitical (Mbembe
2003) might be said to be at the centre of charismatic consciousness.
Those imaginaries that describe the work of Satan in the villages, and
that seek to extirpate him therefrom, are inordinately violent, as are the
commentaries on, and the unblinking endorsements of, US policy in the
Middle East, a site of the necropolitical if there ever was one. Moreover,
the surveilling tithe-extracting church strikes one as nothing so much as
the surveilling, extractive post-colonial state, and libidinal attachments
to the church as drawing on and recycling similar attachments to the
sovereign dictator. Are these not authoritarian imaginaries, and is this
not also the world of the necropolitical?

It is thus tempting to interpret the turn to the Holy Spirit in the 1990s
as little more than compensation for loss of the dictator. Indeed, the
church has not only taken on state functions (building schools, clin-
ics, orphanages) but also partially fills the space in the public imaginary
previously occupied by the sovereign. Moreover, God, church and pastor
serve as authority figures in the regulation of everyday life and are cele-
brated in ways – with singing and dancing – not unlike those previously
reserved for the potentate. A connection between the two sovereignty
regimes was nowhere drawn so explicitly as in sermons in Lomé at
the moment of an electoral crisis in 2005 which compared God’s to
the state’s ‘sovereignty’, albeit finding the latter wanting. Nevertheless,
while borrowing on state imaginaries, charismatic Christianity also
transforms them, displacing identification with sovereign and nation
onto modes of belonging that are trans-regional and global, and hor-
izontally rather than vertically linked. Moreover, despite the strong
authority of God and pastor, the churches encourage broad-based par-
ticipation and identification across ethnicity (cf. Englund 2007), and
divine sovereignty, while transcendent and absolute, is also immanent,
global and available to a broad public.

End times, readiness and everyday morality

A second narrative which captures the imagination of West African
charismatic communities is that of the End Times – in which those
born-again Christians will ascend to heaven to sit beside Christ and
those sinners who are ‘left behind’ will be condemned to a world of
war and suffering ruled over by the anti-Christ. Thus, one must do all
in one’s power to resist the forces of Satan and live the Christian life, in
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preparation for the End, an end which may be right around the corner.
This is a topic that routinely comes up in sermons: in predictions as to
when the Rapture will occur (and in lengthy discussions of false pre-
dictions), in exhortations to believers to ready themselves (‘if the world
ended today, would you be ready?’), in discussions about the anti-Christ
(and his many guises and temptations). Again, a narrative of radical
rupture – in this latter case, the most extreme of temporal breaks: an
end of history as we know it.

While the End Times narrative certainly operates in the most literal of
registers, it works in others as well. One is as injunction to live the moral
life, thus disciplining the everyday of the believer: Are you living like a
Christian? Would you be ready if Christ returned today? Another is as
template/exemplar of the way in which rupture and radical indetermi-
nacy define a Pentecostal view of event and history more generally – not
only of Christ’s appearance at the end of time but also of the quotidian.
Thus, those micro-encounters of the everyday – a chance meeting with a
stranger, an unexpected phone call, a sudden flash of insight – are poten-
tially pregnant with meaning and might lead to a radical shift in the
life of the believer, even changing everything that went before. While a
more dramatic version of historical rupture, to be sure, the End Times
story is nevertheless no different in kind from those interventions of
the Holy Spirit into the everyday. Its narrative prominence in the life of
the church thus serves to condition congregants into an openness to a
radical/millennialist orientation towards time and the everyday.

Such a non-linear punctuated temporality (Guyer 2007) also resonates
with that in other (non-Christian) domains of Togolese and Ghanaian
cultural life – in occult imaginaries (whose aim is to account for the
unexpected), in development practice (where NGOs appear and dis-
appear without apparent rhyme or reason), in the ubiquitous lotteries
(where ‘luck’ or occult/charismatic manipulation is as important to suc-
cess as methodical preparation). Immersed in a time and rhetoric of
crisis, everyone, it seems, is hedging their bets – on the afterlife, on the
lottery, on the miraculous appearance and capture of an NGO – hoping
for an intercession that might be life-transforming.

I am suggesting that it is these fantastical narratives – about
underdevelopment as sinfulness, about the End Times and the
everyday – that animate the imagination and account for the charis-
matic moment as much as the more prosaic sociological indicators.
Moreover, I see the appeal of these narratives as related to peoples’
exhaustion with the older (Cold War) narratives – that connected
West Africa to the metropole, on the one hand, and celebrated (and
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connected the urban middle classes to) tradition and the village, on the
other. These new Pentecostal stories – stories of personal and cultural
forgetting, and thus stories that are fundamentally anti-hauntological
in nature (cf. Baucom 2005, Cole 2001, Connerton 1989, Gilroy 1993,
Gordon 1996, Nora 1972, 1989, Shaw 2002, 2007) – are very much about
the death of such earlier narratives (and the political-economic condi-
tions that accompanied them) and about the birth of a new (post-Cold
War) world. As such they are accounts that empower and attempt to
redefine historical agency – as less about a relationship to, or debt with,
the past, or to a colonial/post-colonial other in the present, and more
about a nostalgia for the future.

Transformations of affect and subjectivity

The charismatic experience also draws on another deep reservoir, on
what Deleuze and Guattari (1983, 1988) refer to as ‘affect’. Affect is
linked, to be sure, to the social and semiotic, but it also escapes and tran-
scends these. It is something other than and beyond meaning alone,
and something not simply reducible to psychological state. An affect
is a disposition or orientation, something between a feeling and an
idea: an experience, an attitude, a sentiment, an intensity. Moreover, in
Deleuzian terms (Hardt 1993, 2007, Holland 2002), it is something that
‘affects’ or changes you, and those around you, something that moves
you to action – and, in the charismatic case, something that breaks down
boundaries of body-self and subjectivity.

West African charismatic religion strikes me as a brilliant generator of
intensities and affects: of joy and happiness, of confidence and pride,
of feelings of empowerment and importance (and, in the extreme, of
narcissism), of vitality and vitalism, of optimism and hope, of humility,
of fearlessness and of intoxicating, even eroticised, attachments to the
Holy Trinity (the words of a song popular in 2005: ‘Darling Jesus, take
me in your arms . . .’).

At a Sunday service I attended in March 2006 at Friends of Christ
Church in Lomé, the pastor deviated from the sermon to implore: ‘God
loves you. Christ loves you. The Holy Spirit loves you. He is happy for
you. God is happy for you. You are happy. You will be filled with hap-
piness when you are next to God. You are special. God tells me you
are special. Know that you are special. He will help you . . . ’ With each
injunction, the thousand-strong congregation swelled, voicing its sup-
port, releasing ever more enthusiastic cries of approval. Ad-libbing, the
pastor then led his followers in a fifteen-minute prayer session during
which congregants prayed out loud, each on their own, making requests
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of their God, palms open skyward, some gesticulating animatedly in
the air, others pounding their sides, some falling to the ground in the
aisles, all opening themselves to the power of the Holy Spirit, implor-
ing the Spirit to enter them. ‘The power of God is in us. Allelujah’, the
pastor bellowed as he segued back to his sermon. ‘Amen’, boomed the
congregation.

A schoolteacher and recent charismatic convert put it like this:

The new churches make people feel good about themselves and give
them the will-power to take control of their lives. This is especially
important in the face of fatalistic attachments to spirits and witches.
Here is a simple example. Mahatom [a non-Christian villager] had
a pain in his lower stomach, which turned out to be a hernia. He
refused to go see a doctor because he thought there was a mysti-
cal cause. But after spending months visiting diviners, and still not
getting better, we convinced him to go to the hospital and have an
operation. Now he is fine. But look at all the time and money he
wasted along the way. And remember the time when Palabei was
seriously sick and thought he had been bewitched and refused to
go to the clinic [because medicine is not efficacious when witchcraft
is involved]? Day after day, he went to diviners, looking for a super-
natural cause. Finally, near death, we took him to the clinic, where
they discovered that he had pneumonia and gave him antibiotics.
Within a week he was back to normal and lived twenty more years.
His resistance was the fear of the villager in the face of invisible forces.
Yes, the Christian believes that witches are real, but he doesn’t give
them power over him. If he gets sick, he will turn to Jesus right away
and ask for help. And he will go to the hospital to get medicine.
But this is only a small example of how Christianity empowers.
It gives people the feeling that they can take hold of their lives and
make them better, something that is lacking in the religion of the
villages.

Another put it this way:

When I walk down the street as a Christian, I hold my head high.
I know I have something that others don’t. I am not wealthy and
I am not classed [‘classé’], but I have something even better. I have
Jesus on my side, and with Jesus anything is possible. Others look
at me and wonder where this confidence comes from, because they
don’t see money or class. But this is what Jesus does for you. Every
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day I get out of bed and feel that today will be even better than the
day before.

I have accompanied this person to church on many occasions, and am
always struck by the pure joy and utter enthralment she seems to expe-
rience during the service, especially when praying and singing. ‘Once
you’ve felt the power of the Holy Spirit, you are never the same. There
is nothing else like it’, she exults. Such rapture and embodied affect, in
its most noted form ‘speaking in tongues’, is the figure of immanence
itself – of the presence (‘in-filling’) of the Holy Spirit in the life and body
of the believer.

Immanent globality also manifests in a merging of Holy Spirit and
commodity form. In that worldly success is taken as a sign of the
divine, charismatics celebrate and offer church testimonials not only
to healings and the defeat of spiritual adversaries but also to the acquisi-
tion of things material (mobile phones, televisions, cars, money). Such
testimonials of the coming into commodities offer proof positive of
the proximity between believer and Holy Spirit, suggesting that s/he
is one of the elect. Note, however, that church members also often
refigure commodities in Christian ways – watching strictly Pentecostal
programming on television, putting only religious songs on an i-pod,
configuring mobile phones with Christian visuals and messages.

These are affects – of joy and pleasure, of confidence and boldness,
of worldly accomplishment, of personal empowerment – that certainly
sit well with the neoliberal moment and with the current global con-
juncture, dominated as it is by the ‘immateriality’ of labour and the
production of affective experience (Clough & Halley 2007, Hardt 2007,
Hardt & Negri 2001, 2005). But also, and even more importantly – dou-
bling its effectiveness – the church is producing bold, confident, vital
subjects in a post-colonial environment that, like its colonial predeces-
sor, has long thrived on instilling inferiority, humiliation and fear in the
populace.

Development

Today, there are over 5000 NGOs and NGO-like Associations in Togo
(FONGTO 2006), most created since the early 1990s. Often little more
than one- or two-person shell organisations, they appeared during the
decade after the end of the Cold War in village and city alike – as if
out of nowhere, like mushrooms after a spring rain – to capture inter-
national funding at a time when state monies (salaries to civil servants,
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development aid to communities) had largely disappeared. Riding the
tide of the times, and quickly divining those projects favoured by inter-
national donors (micro-finance, children’s education, AIDS, orphan-
ages), an array of local actors (from de-salaried state employees to
unemployed university students) opened offices to deliver social ser-
vices to localities throughout the country – and to access scarce personal
resources.

Alongside these smaller organisations, a new breed of international
mega-NGO also crowded the development field, introducing ambitious
country-wide projects, many focused on health and education. One
such organisation, BØRNEfonden (‘Foundation for Children’), a Danish
child sponsorship agency whose aim was to increase school attendance
through broad interventions into family life, initiated projects in 27
locales throughout the country. Another, an American NGO with a
Foucauldian name, Population Services International (PSI), launched
high-visibility projects focusing on HIV, teen pregnancy and malaria.
Known for its creative approach, PSI paid motorcycle-taxi drivers to edu-
cate clients about the risks of AIDS, held seminars with truck drivers
and soldiers about condom use, purchased television ads and giant bill-
boards urging parents to keep their daughters away from older men, and
distributed insecticide-treated bed nets (to ward off malarial mosquitoes)
to over half a million Togolese families.

Filling the gap left by the retreat of the state in the 1990s, these
NGOs have in many ways become the new sovereign, deciding the
future of populations today. It is they who decide which projects – what
areas of life and development, what aspects of community – will be
funded. And it is they who determine which villages and which villagers
(men/women? elders/youth?) will be blessed. It is no exaggeration to say
that today it is the NGOs who decide who lives and who dies.

It is striking how few contemporary development initiatives are con-
cerned with things material or infrastructural (roads, schools, clinics) –
as during the period from the 1970s to the mid-1990s. Today’s projects
are largely focused on things immaterial – on health and education,
on healing bodies and minds, on developing human potential. In addi-
tion to the ubiquitous micro-finance initiatives, child sponsorship and
orphanage projects abound, as do those focusing on HIV, malaria
prevention and child trafficking.

Moreover, in its focus on youth and women (most micro-finance
schemes enlist only women), development has largely abandoned elders
and men (a move that complements Pentecostalism’s rejection of tra-
dition). Many of the new projects are also future-oriented. The head
of BØRNEfonden told me in 2006 that he is thinking not just 10 but
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20 years down the road. ‘Through our sponsorship programmes, we
hope to educate children who will transform this country. But I am not
looking for results today or even tomorrow. I am prepared to wait for
two decades to see the results.’

Child sponsorship: re-parenting Africa

In the village where I work in northern Togo, the largest, most ambitious
development scheme of the decade after the end of the Cold War – and
one that continues to fill the developmental imagination in the area six
years after its departure – was the Danish child sponsorship programme
BØRNEfonden. Believing, as one of its promotional flyers states, that
‘the development of the community depends on the development of
the individual’ (BØRNEfonden 2005), BØRNEfonden seeks to address
Africa’s development crisis by focusing on the education of children –
and does so by setting up personalised relations between Scandinavian
families and individual children in West African villages. For each spon-
sored child in one of its target communities, a donor family pays school
fees, purchases school uniforms and books, contributes food to the
child’s family and subsidises regular health check-ups. BØRNEfonden
today runs over a hundred village-based projects in four francophone
West African countries, and had 27 in Togo alone during the 1990s.3

When BØRNEfonden arrived in the area in 1992, locals immediately
took to the programme – though, it seemed, less out of a strong desire
to see their children educated than to capture scarce resources in a time
of crisis. Families flocked to BØRNEfonden’s centre in the nearby town
of Farendé to put their names on the list, and, because the project stip-
ulated that it would support only one child per family, some attempted
to play the system by sending children to live with childless uncles or
grandparents. Kabre in the south also sent children back to the north
to live with siblings – so that they might partake in the spoils. In the
mid-1990s, hundreds of families in the communities of Farendé, Kuwdé
and Tchi-Kawa had children in the programme, with school enrolments
swelling to new highs.

The quid pro quo was not only that children had to go to school and
remain in good standing but also that parents had to write letters to the
child’s sponsor in northern Europe several times per year. These letters
thanked the donor – often a donor couple – for their aid and detailed
the progress of ‘their’ child. One such note:

I write to inquire about your health and that of your family. My wife
and I, and your daughter Essowé, are in good health. Your financial
aid has enabled us to change our lives and rise above what we had
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before. Thanks to the money you sent, I have started a garden and
my wife is selling kerosene in the market. With our earnings we can
better feed Essowé.

Essowé has just begun the new school year and feels fortunate to have
this opportunity. Her school day begins at 6:30, when she is already
in the school yard . . . Her favourite subject is arithmetic, though she
also finds it difficult and spends many hours studying after she comes
home at night . . .

May God bless you for your help and support you in your work.

The return letter described where this Danish couple lived – in a small
town two hours from Copenhagen – and said that the man worked
for an automobile company. They complimented Essowé for her hard
work at school and encouraged the parents in their new-found work
initiatives. The letter closed by promising continued support if Essowé
continued to perform at school.

This process of letter-writing was the vexed talk of the airwaves
when I was in the village of Kuwdé in the late 1990s. For most par-
ents, the writing itself was an excruciating process: penned in French
(by someone whose speaking and writing ability was typically little
more than elementary school level), the letter was submitted to a staff
member in Farendé who subjected it to often-withering critique (of its
spelling/grammar/content), after which the parent was sent home to
start over. In some cases the parent of the sponsored child trudged up
and down the mountain for weeks, 90 minutes each way, writing and
rewriting, before the letter was accepted. It was then sent to the capital
of Lomé, where it was translated into English by a member of BØRNE-
fonden’s team of translators – nine full-time employees rendering letters
from French to English for Togo’s 27 projects – and sent to the sponsor-
ing family in Scandinavia, a process that reversed itself when the family
wrote back.

I want to pause for a moment on this letter-writing, which I see as
the symbolic heart of BØRNEfonden’s project. It is the letter which
makes the aid flow, for the letter conveys a sense of direct contact
between ‘child’ and sponsoring ‘parent’ (despite the presence of mul-
tiple intermediaries – the real parent who actually penned the letter,
those who critiqued/edited/translated it, the sprawling apparatus of the
international organisation). This is the ‘affect’ that child sponsorship
programmes call on and nurture: inciting, indeed hailing, a European
not only to invest in the life of an African child – ‘their’ child – and
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thus in Africa’s future, but also enabling this European couple to have a
personal relationship with that child. The letter speaks from the heart –
from one heart to another – expressing both need and gratitude (‘your
financial help has enabled us to change our lives and rise above the
standard we had before. Thanks to the money you sent . . . ’). Thus, too, it
re-inscribes the African subject as aid-dependent, as saved, always saved,
by the European – and the African parent as always inadequate and
incomplete/impotent (cf. Bornstein & Redfield 2011). Notice that the
African parent here has gone the way of the African sovereign, both
replaced by new international agencies – new sovereignties – agencies
disguised as parents and would-be parents as agencies. Notice, too, what
is never expressed but always implied – that this is a case of virtual adop-
tion, with a Danish couple becoming ‘parent’ to an African child (‘your
daughter Essowé’), a child who nevertheless has parents – but ones who
are unable to provide for their children.

But the letter-writing also struck me, whether intentional or not, as
very much about the ‘disciplining’ and humiliation of the peasant.
Picture this stream of farmers from mountain villages making their way
down rocky paths to Farendé, letters stuffed in the pockets of their
tattered overcoats, presenting themselves at the BØRNEfonden office
where they are made to wait – often for hours, sometimes all day –
before their letter is covered in red ink and they are instructed to return
home and start over. The message conveyed through the letter-writing
process is about the role of education and the superiority of ‘l’homme du
papier’ (the person who knows how to write) – the staff member who
knows the conventions and protocols of letter-writing, and thus com-
mands the magic that makes the money flow. If this were not about
discipline, about conveying the inferiority of the peasant, why make
him rewrite again and again when a translator in Lomé will rework and
sanitise it for the Danish couple? Moreover, the threads extend outward
from a practice like this into the larger social field, a field in which ‘tra-
dition’ and (non-literate) chiefs are on the way out, being replaced by
modernity and (literate) mayors.

Another effect of this project and sign of the times: a parent of a
sponsored child told me that he was in more frequent contact with
the European couple who supported his child than with kin in south-
ern Togo – that, because of the ongoing economic crisis, the latter
no longer sent remittances back home and only infrequently made
their annual trips to the north as before, and that he was now more
reliant on the European couple for his survival. Again, a shift away
from local to translocal dependencies/sovereignties/governmentalities,
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with a Danish development agency standing in for family and state –
teaching rural peasants how to be proper citizen-subjects.

In 2002, after ten years in Farendé, and needing to cut 9 of its 27 Togo
projects, BØRNEfonden closed its doors and moved on, citing staff mis-
conduct and excessive bickering and jealousy among villagers. The office
in Farendé and BØRNEfonden’s headquarters in Lomé had been flooded
with complaints from families who had not been chosen – and with
revelations about the scamming that others were engaged in. The vil-
lage of Tchi-Kawa complained that it was discriminated against by those
from Farendé and had been denied promised resources. And, the last
straw, the local head of staff in Farendé was accused of building his own
bar-boutique with project monies. As a result, BØRNEfonden decided to
withdraw from what it saw as a hornet’s nest of local in-fighting and
invest elsewhere.

And yet, despite this sudden abandonment, and despite the ordeal
and humiliation of the letter-writing, people in Farendé and Kuwdé
today see BØRNEfonden as the high point of recent development efforts
in the area. It brought money and resources to the north, it brought the
offspring of diasporics back home, it filled the schools with children
and, more generally, it animated the region. Moreover, remarkably to
me when I first heard it, locals blame themselves for BØRNEfonden’s
departure. ‘It is because of our jealousy, because we couldn’t get along
with one another, that they left,’ is a refrain I heard again and again. This
seems a secular version of the Pentecostal ‘blame tradition’ narrative –
‘we blame ourselves for our backwardness’ – and, as in that instance,
it seems an attempt to resist victimising narratives that vacate local
agency, locating responsibility beyond local control.

Convergences

To be sure, there are differences in aim and impact between develop-
ment projects like this and the work of the new churches. The one is
secular, the other religious; the one attends lightly to the subject, while
the other aims for a total transformation of self; the one works through
communities, the other aims at a radical separation therefrom. But there
are also striking parallels.

Both projects – the developmental and the Pentecostal – extract per-
sons from families and groups, producing individual subjects on a scale
that is unprecedented in the contemporary era. The church not only
hails a neoliberal subject – hard-working, upwardly mobile, prosperity-
seeking – but also urges its denizens to cut ties to tradition (and thus
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to family and village). Development projects, no longer place-based or
place-reifying, increasingly recruit individuals rather than groups or vil-
lages, pulling them out of communities to their training centres and
schools – to develop human potential. Development too, through its
financialisation (micro-finance) schemes, its incentivised learning and
its quid pro quo entrepreneurialism, elicits neoliberal sensibilities and
personhood.

Both development and church inaugurate a shift away from local
to translocal dependencies and sovereignties. In the case of BØRNE-
fonden, a northern European development agency comes to stand in
for family and state – not only providing social services but also teach-
ing rural Togolese how to be proper (modern) citizen-subjects. For their
part, the churches cultivate Christian subjects in search of transcen-
dent/translocal sovereignties. Moreover, a charismatic Christian’s ties
are to other converts (rather than to family or village) and to Christian
nodes across West Africa and beyond.

Both church and development are today preoccupied with affect and
affective relationship. It is embodied (heart-to-heart) relationship which
lies at the core of BØRNEfonden’s project – and of a thousand devel-
opment projects across the continent. The charismatic Christian, too,
cultivates an unmediated, personalised, affective encounter with the
Holy Spirit.

In attacking tradition and gerontocracy in the villages, both devel-
opment and religion urge a break with the past – and with those
temporalities and teleologies that accompanied the Cold War com-
pact between dictator and village chief – aiming to reorient individual,
community and nation towards a different future, whether youthful
or apocalyptic. Pentecostal time and NGO time, however, are evanes-
cent, punctuated and non-linear (cf. Guyer 2007): NGOs come and go,
parachuting in and out, not unlike the Holy Spirit in the life of the
believer.

Both Pentecostalism and development inhabit, and indeed culti-
vate, an ongoing state of crisis. For the Pentecostal, crisis inheres in
the dogma that we all live in personal and collective sin, sin that
demands intervention and remediation. Development too sees itself
jumping from epidemic to epidemic: from the crisis of over-population,
to that of HIV, to malaria, to child trafficking. Whether crisis here is
‘real’ or not – whether it is actual or discursively staged – makes little
difference.

Finally, both charismatics and those in development blame the local –
Africans/Togolese/Ghanaians – for Africa’s failures and plight today.
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In both cases, the aim is to resist evacuating local agency and to restore
a sense of personal (neoliberal) empowerment and possibility.

Are these convergences between development and Pentecostal
imaginaries mere coincidence or happenstance – thus, largely unrelated
phenomena inhabiting parallel domains? Alternatively, is one domain
influencing the other – has Pentecostal discourse, for instance, colonised
development discourse or vice versa? This does seem to be the case, at
least in part. For example, Pentecostal attacks on ‘tradition’ have clearly
crept into more secular (development) critiques of the ‘wastefulness’ of
ceremonial excess in the villages or of time taken off from work to attend
funerals. Moreover, crisis talk travels easily from one context to the next.
But I am more inclined towards another possibility: that both domains
are also the product of a larger common field – of new configurations of
governance and sovereignty, of immanence and affect – at work in the
global today.

Notes

1. While most of my work on the new churches has been in Togo, I spent
the summers of 2001 and 2004 in Accra – and there visited churches and
interviewed devotees. Despite differences of language and political context
(Ghana is West Africa’s neoliberal poster-child, and Togo its enfant terrible),
the Ghanaian material complements, and remains broadly consistent with,
that from Togo, illustrating the presence of a vast field of Pentecostal and
charismatic worship that crosses national boundaries throughout the sub-
region, especially along the Nigeria–Benin–Togo–Ghana-Côte d’Ivoire coastal
corridor.

2. In Ghana, Pentecostal churches were not so much censored during the 1980s
as left on the margins by the mainline churches, who maintained strong ties
with the state. With the loosening/liberalising of authority relations in the
1990s, membership in the charismatic churches soared to the point where
they have today displaced the mainline churches at the centre of Ghanaian
cultural-religious life.

3. Continent-wide, child sponsorship has been at the centre of develop-
ment practice since the early 1990s and today remains one of the more
popular development interventions. Among others, World Vision, the sec-
ond largest development organisation in the world, is a child sponsorship
NGO (Bornstein 2005), as is the multi-billion dollar Christian Children’s
Fund.
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Saving Development: Secular
NGOs, the Pentecostal Revolution
and the Search for a Purified
Political Space in the Taita
Hills, Kenya
James H. Smith

This chapter examines semiotic and social-political overlaps and
differences between Pentecostalism and non-governmental organisa-
tions (NGOs) in neoliberal Kenya, focusing on the Taita Hills of
southeastern Kenya in the 1990s. I make broad comparisons between
NGOs and Pentecostal churches because they each have come to fill the
vacuum left behind by a retreating state in the post-structural adjust-
ment, ‘neoliberal’ era, and they often share much in common with
each other. For example, both Pentecostalism and most NGOs aim to
reform individual habits and dispositions, usually with a view to mak-
ing people better citizens and accessing new sources of wealth. After a
discussion of the religious history of development discourse and prac-
tice in Taita, I examine how NGOs and Pentecostal churches intervened
in the structural transformations affecting Kenya and Taita in the 1990s,
seeking to create a new social situation and a new kind of human being
through the erasure of the past and the disciplining of subjects. I dis-
cuss how the methods and concepts employed by NGOs and Pentecostal
churches overlap, and argue that they tend to diverge in their attitude
towards people, concepts and institutions that are locally associated
with the past, especially the autochthonous past. Despite the efforts of
Pentecostal churches and NGOs to ground reality in something fixed
and unassailable (whether the Divine or civic democracy), their prolif-
eration in a competitive market also contributed to a local perception of
undomesticated danger that was acted on in religious terms. In the final
section of this chapter, I focus on an example of how, in practice, NGOs
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and churches interacted in ways that were unanticipated and generative,
and offer some thoughts on the implications of this open-endedness.

Development and religion in Taita

Development in Taita has always been expressed and appropriated
through religion, and understood in religious idioms by Taita people
(Wataita) themselves, just as religion has been understood as a ‘devel-
opment’ project at once economic and spiritual (Smith 2008). Until the
1980s, most Wataita were either Anglican or Catholic (Catholic on one
side of the hills and Anglican on the other), and these churches were
visibly associated with modernity for Wataita; they provided access to
education and other services (including, in some cases, health care).
Schooling, in turn, led to employment opportunities and political
power, especially for the first generation of schooled Taita. Education
came to the Anglican side of the hills before it came to the Catholic
side, and the Anglican side has always been thought of as more ‘devel-
oped’, as well as politically connected (e.g. Catholics say that Jomo
Kenyatta favoured Taita Anglicans and Anglicans in general). Many peo-
ple living in the ‘Catholic zone’ remember the opening of the first
Catholic schools, and associate their ‘development’ as a people with
particular Catholic missionaries who ‘opened’ them up to education,
and so enabled them to compete with the Anglicans, who dominated
Taita business and politics; even today, the wealthiest Taita families are
mostly Anglican, and the wealthiest Catholic families are descended
from people who converted to Catholicism early on. The efflorescence
of Pentecostal churches in the 1980s and 1990s coincided, historically,
with the decline of wage labour and the waning authority and legiti-
macy of Anglican and Catholic politicians. While in the beginning there
were a few discrete Pentecostal churches with ties to America, there
have been so many break-away churches and independent prophets
over the years that the earlier affiliations are no longer very relevant,
as Pentecostalism long ago took on an African life of its own (however,
the most well-known Pentecostal church in Taita is the Full Gospel).

Taita people (Wataita) live throughout Kenya, and are especially
prominent in the coastal city of Mombasa, but the Taita Hills in
southeastern Kenya, near the Tanzanian border, are home to around
300,000 people. This now deforested former rainforest area is com-
prised of a group of steep hills enclosed within Tsavo National Park,
Kenya’s largest game park, and home to several international tourist
hotels. Prior to colonialism, Tsavo was used by Wataita and other African
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peoples as hunting and grazing land, and today the park would be Taita’s
‘natural’ space for expansion and growth. But, instead of being a boon
to them, the boundaries of Tsavo are like the walls of a prison, and
Wataita often complain that they are incarcerated in the park, which
takes up over 60 per cent of the district’s land. Not only do Taita people
receive no revenue from the funds generated by park entrance fees and
tourist hotels, but they are routinely tortured and/or shot for poaching
if found within the boundaries of the park. This incarceration of Taita
people goes a long way towards explaining Taita understandings and
implementations of ‘development’; these usually entail expanding or
moving beyond the Taita Hills, while continuing to maintain land rights
and social connections there (Smith 2008). Negotiating this situation –
becoming free from dependence on Taita without becoming ‘lost’, as
Wataita put it, in the city or elsewhere – is central to what ‘development’
has come to mean.

To cope with this ‘modern’ (colonial and post-colonial) Taita situ-
ation, Taita men have long tried to access the job opportunities that
were available to them in urban Mombasa, about 100 miles to the east.
Throughout most of the twentieth century, Wataita were in a privi-
leged situation with respect to other coastal people because they had
higher levels of education, and their future ethnic competitors (such
as the Kikuyu) were living in the African Reserves in Central Kenya
and were focusing their activities on Nairobi. Throughout the colonial
period and after, schools in Taita were mission schools, so being edu-
cated was synonymous with conversion to Christianity (Bravman 1998).
Beginning in the early twentieth century, mission families lived in
square-housed villages that were separated from non-Christian villages,
and were organised in straight lines rather than in round houses organ-
ised in concentric circles (Harris 1978, see also Comaroff & Comaroff
1992). The most loyal followers were buried on church property, while
non-Christians were buried at home and their heads exhumed and
placed in a small cave with the skulls of other members of a small lineage
(Harris 1978). From the beginning then, Christianity sought to create a
break with the past (Meyer 1998), and in the process connected Wataita
to a world marked as foreign – specifically, the Swahili dominated urban
centres on the coast.

The most successful families in Taita were those who were able to
parlay their religious belonging and education into employment in
Mombasa, and these ‘developed’ Wataita were almost always heavily
involved in their church councils back home, and often tried to raise at
least one son to be a priest or minister. In the large Catholic community
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where I did most of my research in the 1990s (really a collection of
several villages), the wives of men with well-paying jobs were all heav-
ily involved in church prayer groups that were organised along village
lines, each named after a particular saint. These groups raised money for
the church and for development projects that were carried out under the
auspices of the church. For most of the twentieth century, health care
was also associated with the church, with large churches having their
own clinics, in which nurses often incorporated religious elements into
the healing (such as the use of rosaries, which many Catholic Wataita
considered at least as effective as medicine).

As the mainline churches grew in influence over the course of the
twentieth century, almost everyone became Christian, and the wealthi-
est families continued to secure for themselves positions of prominence
in the church council. During the post-colonial period they parlayed
these positions of influence into other state-driven development com-
mittees, becoming chairmen, treasurers and secretaries of the various
councils that defined civic life. Typically, men secured these civic posi-
tions, which had status and could be remunerative, upon retirement
from their employment in salaried positions (often the civil service or
police, and sometimes the coastal tourist industry). Those who were
not able to muster the cultural capital or social ties needed to acquire
prominent positions in the churches became ritual specialists in the
‘other’ church that never really went away, despite the best efforts of
Catholic priests and Anglican ministers: these were the ‘traditional’ or
non-Christian ritual specialists (who actually usually saw themselves as
Christians), who continued to perform healing, rainmaking and protec-
tive rituals that Taita people sought out. People contributed to these
rites on the side, and they came to be seen as underground ‘devel-
opment projects’ in that, through rain or protection from outsiders,
they brought prosperity and security to people in the hills; however,
they were shunned by ‘developed’ Christians who forged more familiar
practices of ‘development’ by connecting to the city.

So, throughout the colonial period there was an alternative narra-
tive, and set of institutions, that ran counter to the church, and which
drew their authority from an imagined autochthonous source. For its
part, the state (or actual state officials) courted and encouraged both
the ‘Christians’ and the ‘traditionalists’, sometimes requiring that peo-
ple contribute to a community rainmaking fund (and often taking a
cut in the process), while also contributing to the church, speaking at
church functions and attending church frequently. Despite this appar-
ent eclecticism, those in positions of power drew explicit boundaries
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between Christian and non-Christian ways, and both became widely
viewed, and acted upon, as alternative forms of power. Thus, there
soon developed a critical counter-narrative about the churches, which
held that they weakened traditional Taita power (Smith 2008). During
my fieldwork, even prominent Catholics told stories about how past
generations of Taita fathers had been seduced, through gifts of luxury
goods, into sending their kids to church and school; moreover, edu-
cation caused students to lose the ability to perform ‘traditional’ Taita
rites, such as fighi renewal.1 For example, Wataita told stories about how
they once had magic that rendered entire villages invisible, and this
made colonial governance and taxation impossible; but when people
converted to Christianity (usually after being offered foreign commodi-
ties such as sugar as ‘gifts’) they suddenly lost this knowledge, and future
generations became vulnerable to state control.

Wataita continue to cast the struggle between ‘traditional’ and ‘mod-
ern’ Taita beliefs and practices in terms of education: they say that
schooling and Christianity literally destroyed particular Taita beliefs
and practices that had formerly allowed Wataita to enclave themselves
from disempowering exogenous forces, like the state and foreign mar-
kets. Nevertheless, it is more productive to see these concepts (the
non-Christian and the Christian, the ‘traditional’ and the ‘modern’) as
developing in tandem: schooling and conversion to Christianity pre-
pared Wataita for urban labour markets and opened them up to outside
influences, but most were never able to survive completely outside of
Taita. Fighi and rainmaking rites, and the seniors who presided over
them, protected Taita values and space, while making agricultural land
productive in the context of Taita’s new incarceration in the park. On a
more abstract level, Wataia tried to generate development by manag-
ing their relationship to what they themselves had come to see as ‘the
present’ and ‘the past’.

So, in sum, during the colonial period an idealised and rarely fully
realised system developed that was not only a labour system, but a politi-
cised moral value system and worldview, in which the ‘traditional’ and
the ‘modern’ were at once antagonistic and complementary. Christians
sometimes railed against the continued practice of non-Christian rites
and practices, but many Wataita moved back and forth between them,
partly because each was socially and epistemologically inadequate when
taken on its own: for one, most Wataita could not afford to live in
the city, and were compelled to live in the countryside and to come
to terms with people and places that were historically loaded. They
could not simply ignore long-standing grudges and resentments that
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played out within families and villages, but were compelled to deal
with them, and non-Christian ritual and religious practices offered
avenues for this, including divination and reconciliation rituals, which
the church saw as satanic, partly because they undermined its author-
ity and control. But, in the 1980s and 1990s, a series of structural
transformations changed this tenuous but articulating economic and
cultural system, and threw into question its key concepts and con-
stituent parts. In response, Wataita developed critical, even conspirato-
rial, theories about the tragedy that had befallen modernity’s vehicles
(schools, churches, roads), and some sought to engage directly with
‘the past’ (ancestors, traditional ritual, forest spaces), which they viewed
as a scarce resource that had been neglected by mainline Christians
(Appadurai 1981).

Neoliberalism in Kenya

In the 1990s Kenyan society was changing fundamentally, and this
transformation would impact not only the national economy and polit-
ical system but also on the worldly ambitions and social and religious
worldviews of many Kenyans, Wataita included. What happened, in
brief, is that the established avenues for achieving what Kenyans had
come to call ‘development’ (or maendeleo, in Swahili) were disappear-
ing, and this is partly because international lending institutions pushed
their belief in the infallibility of the free market, and their suspicion
of state institutions, onto a country whose primary employer had long
been the state. In 1993, the Kenyan Minister of Finance initiated what
was perhaps the most rapid and total deregulation of an African econ-
omy ever seen: Kenya eliminated import licensing and price controls,
floated the Kenyan shilling, removed restrictions on the repatriation
of profits, dramatically cut public spending and reduced the number
of civil servants, and began privatising a broad range of companies.
School fees skyrocketed and teachers went months without pay, as pub-
lic funding disappeared at the same time as education had ceased to
prepare students for employment opportunities. Then, in 1997, the year
I began conducting fieldwork in Taita, the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) withheld a US$220 million aid package, citing widespread corrup-
tion at all levels of government (Barkan & Ng’ethe 1998). Aid was not
resumed until 2000, and was again withheld the following year, appar-
ently because of delays in privatising the Kenyan telecommunications
and power companies. During this time, the period of my dissertation
fieldwork, the capital city of Nairobi was literally plunged into darkness,
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as electricity went out, roads turned into quagmires and the nation’s
dependence on foreigners became increasingly obvious and humiliating
to all Kenyans.

As a result, all of the practices and institutions that Kenyans had
equated with development since colonial times – the necessity of
schooling as a sine qua non for acquiring employment; conversion to
established forms of Christianity historically associated with ‘literacy’;
migration away from one’s rural home in search of work in the city;
formal sector employment; and ‘development’ patronage from powerful
politicians – came to be seen as dysfunctional, even dangerous, by many
Kenyans. Instead they came to view these institutions, places and power
brokers (schools, the state, politicians, the city) as sources of witchcraft
(the occult destruction of others for selfish ends), or as having been sab-
otaged by witchcraft or devil worship. In response, they imagined and
set about forging new modes of self-making and social transformation,
often seeking recourse in the revolutionary potential of divine power –
hence the rapid spread of Pentecostalism throughout the region during
this period.

Both Pentecostalism and NGOs responded to the vacuum left by a
retreating state, while also responding positively to the new condi-
tions by creating energy directed at innovation, the production of a
new world and the overhaul of dead or dying institutions. They also
sought to reform individual behaviours, while connecting people with
shifting and mobile sources of value, both transcendental and mate-
rial. Pentecostal churches have been broadly appealing to many social
groups, and there are different Pentecostal churches for different social
groups (some appealing to the wealthy, who tend to be the descendents
of the first generation of converts to either Anglicanism of Catholicism
for example, while others appeal more to the poor). And Pentecostal
ideology – for example, the idea of being saved, and of publicly con-
fessing one’s former sins – has been appropriated by the Anglicans and
Catholics who hope that these reforms can stave off the Pentecostal
revolution and the exodus of converts. So, while it is probably the
case that approximately a quarter of Taita’s population belong to a
Pentecostal church, everyone has been affected by the ideologies and
practices associated with Pentecostalism. In this way, the Pentecostal
experience is general and bottom up, and cannot be equated with spe-
cific institutions or churches, especially when we take into account the
home-based prophets, whom people visit even when they continue to
attend Catholic and Anglican churches.
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Pentecostalism’s revolutionary dialectics

Pentecostal churches overflow their material limits, constituting a loud,
undulating movement of people, colours and noise – a fusion of sounds
and scents designed to create a new kind of experience, and a new
kind of person. ‘I was a new man. The old nature had passed away,’
a saved Pentecostal Kenyan friend of mine once put it to me, describing
his experience of becoming ‘born again’. Everything that takes place in
the church is oriented towards putting people in contact with a divine
power that has the capacity to transform reality forever, and so obliter-
ate the past – in particular, peoples’ subjective states and, through them,
the nature of shared political and social reality. As a Taita woman once
put it to me, ‘When everyone is saved there will be no corruption in
Kenya, because people will only desire that which is good for everyone,
not simply what is good for themselves. The politicians are ruled by
things of this earth, and the devil is in charge of things on this earth,
but God rules things in heaven.’

Pentecostal prayers forge a direct line of communication with God
and, in the process, function by creating, for individuals, a bound-
ary separating the present and a prospective miraculous future from
a demonic past that is both personal (one’s own troubled past) and
social (the past constituted by social relationships and entanglements
that are historical, and which drag entire communities down). This
‘breaking with the past’ (Meyer 1998, see also Marshall 2009) is accom-
plished, first, through public confession and testimonials, in which
people describe the sins they committed and then collectively express
grief for their violation of God’s will. No matter what they admit to
having done, including murder (to which people sometimes do admit),
they are forgiven, due in part to the overriding claim that the past,
and the person who committed those acts, is in fact dead, and so is
irrelevant. Those actions belong to another person, and blaming the
convert for them would be like blaming a complete stranger. When con-
verts become saved before the witnesses in a church, they are remade,
and unencumbered by the desires that dragged them down in the past;
when they leave the church, though, they will be forever haunted by
demons, who are angered by the convert’s decision to abandon them,
diminishing their demonic power on earth.

The Pentecostal approach to the past is generalised and becomes
instrumentalised in everyday Pentecostal practice: first, the people
one has known in the past are potentially dangerous, having the
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capacity to draw one away from the new, individuated subjectivity cre-
ated through Pentecostal prayer. This prayer protects people from these
proximal, historical relationships in a very real, material sense, in that
saved people do not, by definition, drink, and in Kenya beer consump-
tion is an important, if financially depleting, social rite, at least for
men. Prayer also protects people from the contemporary consequences
of the past actions and emotions of others: witchcraft. Because the his-
torical past is demonic in and for itself, Taita Pentecostals will often,
after becoming saved, visit the forests, where ancestral spirits that have
sovereignty over protective herbs and medicines reside, and exorcise
them so as to break Taita people’s dependence on their demonic past.
Taita who are not saved complain about this, and sometimes seek out
defensive remedies to protect autochthonous Taita power, by visiting
communities that have not been heavily influenced by Pentecostalism.

In addition to this ritualised ‘breaking with the past’, the second
major Pentecostal ritual technique that places saved people in a new
experiential reality is what Achille Mbembe refers to as the language of
the ‘divine sovereign’: the ‘gift’ of speaking in tongues (Mbembe 2002).
The language of the divine is quite literally a gift, in the sense that
it is usually conferred onto saved congregants by master virtuosos in
a public ceremony. Typically, this spiritual patron hails from another,
far-away country (say, e.g. Nigeria) and his or her upwardly mobile for-
eignness (hailing from a country that Kenyans perceive as being more
‘developed’) is the social foundation upon which his or her xenoglossic
knowledge depends. ‘Learning’ xenoglossia, though, is not like learn-
ing another language, in that the speaker does not actually know the
language s/he is speaking, and is not aware of what s/he is communi-
cating: one knows only that it is a language that human beings do not
know. The function of this language that one speaks without knowing
is to transform the state of the soul by strengthening one’s relation-
ship to God, expurgating sin and deflecting demonic influences from
the spirit world and from the immediate social environment (e.g. other
peoples’ witchcraft). What comes out of people’s mouths during these
moments is dramatic, ecstatic and angry, and the speakers complain of
suffering from headaches and great fatigue, which they usually interpret
as demons trying to keep them from speaking in this language.

These are some of the revolutionary, socially levelling dimensions
of Pentecostalism, then: that it tries to create a new reality by ‘break-
ing with the past’ and ritually producing direct communication with
God, both through prayers and xenoglossia (which, though it has an
ambiguous status as communication, is supposed to confer the power
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of God on parishioners). In the process, Pentecostalism also elevates
certain categories of people, such as youth and women, to new posi-
tions of influence. Salvation is a great equaliser, in that all saved are
equally saved and some are recognised as having great power, which
can be translated into social and financial influence (though this is
not supposed to be the object). These adepts become ‘prayer warriors’
engaged in the act of praying for others in exchange for tithes paid to the
church to which the congregant or parishioner belongs, as well as other
gifts and business opportunities along the way. Often the most hum-
ble of people, including women and youth, become the most powerful
prayer warriors, and are able to parlay this social and spiritual power
into founding their own church.

Another democratising feature of Pentecostalism is the ritual of public
prayer itself, which is a huge outpouring of emotions (anger, grief, love)
and an extremely physical and aural experience that engulfs people in
classic collective effervescence. Finally, on an explicitly ‘political’ level,
Pentecostalism undermines the authority of the mainline churches,
which have been one of the principal career-building sites for state
politicians. Politicians have long donated to churches of historical depth
in a specific community – in Taita, the Catholic and Anglican churches –
using these churches as platforms to deliver campaign speeches, while
contributing to development projects through the church.

On the other hand, the populist, ecstatic and open atmosphere cre-
ated in Pentecostal churches is orchestrated by spiritual patrons whose
churches receive tithes from parishioners – though parishioners may
eventually break off and form their own churches, if they can acquire
a suitable following. Their tenure in the church, if successful, can pro-
vide these converts with spiritual skills (the ability to pray for others,
to communicate directly with God, to serve as a medium of God, to see
demons and to speak in tongues) that stand them in good stead later on,
when they start their own churches. Their time in the church is marked
by a process of becoming disciplined by a capricious force (God) that
commands the newly saved person to do things that he or she is not
expected to understand. For example, there is often a period in which
the parishioners become disciples of a particular spiritual patron, and
are expected to perform various tasks for him or her in exchange for
spiritual and material rewards in an unspecified future.

During my fieldwork in Taita, I used to spend time in the home of a
Pentecostal preacher named Eloji. Eloji was born out of wedlock and his
father had refused to accept him as his son, and by all accounts treated
him badly. Eloji was barely educated, spoke no English and, prior to
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becoming a preacher, was penniless; he did not have his own church,
and drew his legitimacy from the prophecies he gave in his home, news
of which spread by word of mouth. Eloji was renowned throughout the
area for his special and direct relationship to God, and people would
come to Eloji at his house for miracle-inducing prayers and to hear God
speak through him directly. During these times, God, speaking through
Eloji, claimed that he was Elijah, God’s true servant, and that he was
completely immune to all disease. Believers claimed that Eloji cured the
sick, created business opportunities, enabled people to marry or give
birth, transformed simple foods into exotic and expensive ones (includ-
ing McDonalds burgers) and transformed physical terrain so that he
might create a space to commune with God in secret (inside a boulder or
a tree, e.g. which would become an expansive cathedral for the time that
Eloji inhabited it). Eloji received money from these prayers in the form
of tithes, which he explained were gifts he received in exchange for the
greater gift that God had given, or would give, the person for whom he
was praying (a job or a business opportunity or a child). If the recipient
of prayers did not receive the gift that was expected from prayer, God
would inform that person, through Eloji, that s/he had done something
wrong: had not waited long enough, or had not paid the tithe in time
or had backslided in some way.

Around Eloji there was always a core group of people who would travel
with him, from time to time, to pray at different places. The idea here
was that there were certain locations where prayer was more effective,
and that these changed on a constant basis. Accessing these opportu-
nities as they came up was essential if the prayer warriors, and the
people for whom they prayed, were to be successful in their spiritual
and worldly endeavours. ‘We have to be available to access God’s power,’
Eloji used to say. ‘We do not know where God wants us, and we cannot
decide for Him. We must be flexible.’

Clearly, Pentecostalism is paradoxical, and this is part of what makes
it so generative and dynamic: it is expressive and performative, yet disci-
plinary; it is democratic yet disempowering; it is oriented towards creat-
ing transparency, yet it proliferates new forms of secrecy. Pentecostalism
creates the future anew, yet it draws on cultural elements inherited from
the past, such as gift exchange and notions of patron-clientage, without
overtly acknowledging that it is doing so. It would be wrong to reduce
all of this to something economic or political, but there is an elective
affinity between Pentecostalism and some of the larger social trans-
formations taking place on the continent, and in Kenya specifically.
Although there are many sociological differences between the mainline
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churches and the Pentecostals (somewhat more youth and women in
the latter than in the former, in particular), the most notable differ-
ence in the social composition of these churches is the types of work
in which their members are engaged, or have been engaged in the past.
In particular, mainline churchgoers tend to be people who have had for-
mal employment of some kind for most of their lives, or who hail from
families that have depended on male migrant labourers. In contrast,
Pentecostals tend to be entrepreneurs, though not necessarily success-
ful ones. As one, admittedly biased, young Pentecostal man put it, in
English:

Saved people are looking for something new, a miracle. They are
experimental, and they are not so focused on trying to find work
somewhere in Mombasa. We know that development can happen
wherever we are.

In Taita in the 1990s, state retreat and the rapid proliferation of new
churches and NGOs had caused development to become the object of
public discussion, with different groups of people arguing about how
best to achieve ‘it’, and who should be in control of it. The figure
of the state was increasingly absent, or derided, in these conversa-
tions: politicians’ promises were seen as empty, and their focus on land
and jobs (particularly, on pushing for access to Tsavo National Park)
were seen as dead horses. Pentecostals in particular saw the Catholic
Church as having a stranglehold on the community, and they associ-
ated it with a backward past, and with slavishness in the face of state
and other forms of authority. For example, in a conversation after a
state-sanctioned assembly (called a baraza), in which an employee of
the NGO Plan International (discussed later) had lambasted the public
because of its submissive attitude before the state, some young men,
all of whom were Pentecostals, discussed their efforts to form a youth
group to get funding from Plan or another international NGO. They
immediately hit a snag when they tried to hold a meeting at the local
social hall, which was governed by the Catholic Church council: the
council had asked them to pay a fee, and the youth refused, claiming
that the social hall had been constructed with funds from Plan and they
were the now grown-up child targets of Plan’s development interven-
tions in the community (two of these young men had been Plan ‘foster
children’, or the siblings of foster children, a concept discussed later).
One young man echoed the NGO employee’s comments about flexi-
ble entrepreneurialism (she had claimed that Wataita needed to stop
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depending on politicians and formal employment, and to seek business
opportunities and new emerging markets). This idea of flexible readiness
in the face of capricious opportunities articulated easily with Pentecostal
ideas about direct communication with God and mobile flexibility in
response to His commands. As he put it:

We have to finally recognise that there is no particular place where
we have to be to get development. We have the capacity in ourselves,
wherever we are.

Another person responded by talking about how Taita’s backward-
ness had kept them in thrall to the Catholic Church and a clique
of elite witches. He used the example of a corrupt priest who had
allegedly used the community as leverage to acquire funding from an
international NGO:

This priest has been telling people that if they read the Bible they’ll
go insane . . . Two years ago he hired a secretary to draft letters and
keep accounts. He warned her when he hired her that, if she told
anyone what she saw, he would destroy her with the power of God.
You know what he did? He was writing proposals for funding from
America, and he got lots of money, but he just kept all that money
for himself! This secretary, she helped him write false reports back to
the NGO! She knew what she was doing was wrong, but she feared
the priest would curse her and she would die. That priest became very
rich, and then he left us.

Both NGOs and Pentecostals invoked the figure of new beginnings and
tried to discipline people in such a way as to be transformed and in turn
go out and transform the world. But there were significant differences
as well, and these were not necessarily what one would expect them
to be – for example, that NGOs tended to be secular (although some
were not), while Pentecostals were focused on the other-worldly. The
main difference was concerned with their attitude towards the imagined
past, which set into motion unpredictable and surprising events and
accommodations.

The spirit of NGOs

When I use the category NGO here, I am employing the term that was
in use during my fieldwork in the late 1990s; at this time, it referred
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to a range of different organisations, some small and others large, some
local and others international, some faith-based and others secular, all
of which promised to bring ‘development’ to Taita: either through a
project, through a rotating credit union or by educating people about
their civic and political rights and responsibilities. At least one NGO,
the Danish International Aid Organisation, Danida, was not techni-
cally an NGO, and they left some years ago. Plan International, Aphia,
World Vision, Global Education Program, Compassion International
and Action Aid have worked in Taita, though Plan left Taita around
2002 and had a more exhaustive and transformative presence than any
of the other organisations combined. The smaller NGOs were registered
with the government, and could apply for funding from state and inter-
national sources. These days, the rules regarding NGOs have changed,
and what were in the 1990s called NGOs are now called community-
based organisations (CBOs); these CBOs may have several members and
be organised on the basis of gender, generation or territory (faith-based
CBOs are called FBOs); they apply for money that comes from the World
Bank and other international sources, usually through the Kenyan gov-
ernment. According to a civil servant at the District Development Office
in Taita in 2010, there are currently about 400 registered CBOs in Taita,
50 registered FBOs and perhaps an additional 700 unregistered CBOs.
In addition, there are four or five Kenyan NGOs that apply for money
directly from international foundations and organisations.

It is risky to make bald assertions about how Pentecostals differ from
or are similar to NGOs, largely because there are so many different
kinds of NGOs. Those that are more directly involved in community
life, and in disciplining members with respect to business or agricul-
tural practices, share more sympathy with Pentecostalism’s emphasis on
re-hauling the person through a different kind of conversion – to thrifti-
ness, transparent books and accounts keeping, and business and lending
practices that are unsullied by past relationships (such as those based
on kinship, which are also a bane for the Pentecostals). Obviously, the
faith-based NGOs overlap more explicitly with Pentecostal NGOs, and
this becomes obvious in their policies towards things they consider to
be of the past, such as ‘traditional’ healing. But there are many other
subtle affinities.

On the surface, the NGOs I knew in Taita had very little to do with
Pentecostalism and, aside from a few faith-based NGOs, were predom-
inantly secular in language and orientation. The name of the largest
NGO in the area where I conducted research was Plan International, and
its name evoked secular rationalism, and had no trace of the ecstatic or
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transcendental about it. However, NGOs like Plan share very explicitly
in some of the features of Pentecostalism in that they are trying to
directly overhaul society to generate ‘development’, which tends to
be conceived as a problem that is not primarily economic, but social
and spiritual (Bornstein 2005). Moreover, NGOs endeavour to connect
directly with sources of power and patronage, often bypassing or claim-
ing to bypass abusive state authorities, which are depicted as being
old and corrupt in the same way that mainline religions (which are
closely associated with state authorities, since state elites have long
hailed from these churches and use them to extend their influence) are
for Pentecostals. Connecting directly with exogenous power requires the
disciplining of people’s practices, so that they become more cognisant
of, and responsive to, local and regional markets, and learn how to ori-
ent their productive activities for these markets, which are depicted as
shifting and capricious (much in the way that the Pentecostals see prayer
as mobile work that requires adaptability and secret knowledge). Like
the Pentecostal churches, NGOs tend to cast themselves as socially rev-
olutionary, and many of them (especially the international ones) make
a point of hiring and providing assistance to socially disadvantaged
groups, especially women and youth (see also Elyachar 2005, Karim
2011). If Pentecostal churches impose discipline through the institution
of the tithe, NGOs do so through defined contributions, as people are
usually expected to donate a certain amount of money to an NGO devel-
opment project, be it a micro-finance operation or a project to build
schools or water taps.

NGO personnel tend to depict development as the product of personal
virtue and the development of certain skills. On the surface this seems
very different from the Pentecostals’ emphasis on ritual and xenoglossia,
but in practice the differences are not actually so great, as NGOs often
claim that knowledge of English and bureaucratic procedures will mag-
ically bring development in the form of assistance from abroad. People
say that NGOs have to be seduced and attracted, and the proposals that
youth groups write for NGO support are often described, sometimes in
jest, as a kind of prayer that has to be crafted in exactly the right way.
In Taita, the youth and women’s groups that sought assistance from
NGOs inhabited an idea of the person, and of social action, that fit well
with Pentecostalism and the neoliberal ideology promoted by NGOs,
as well as the decline of the state. They were mostly youth groups, and
they were in a perpetual incipient stage: their members spoke in a charis-
matic way, redolent of the Pentecostal church, and bandied about ideas
ranging from writing a Taita dictionary, to cultivating African violets
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(another now virtually non-existent resource that is indigenous to the
Taita Hills), to developing small-scale tourism, to selling bootlegged
videos, to using the Internet to promote awareness about conditions in
the hills to the world community. These groups combined a neoliberal
concern with law, order and office – uprooted from the state, but in some
ways containing the state within itself – with at least a tacit interest in
imagined traditional forms of solidarity.

In sum, then, Pentecostal churches and NGOs tend to share a
few important things in common. For one, they hold a vanguardist
approach to the past, from which they seek to break (cf. Meyer 1998).
Second, they view ‘development’ as at once a moral and economic issue,
and work to change people’s dispositions so that they are in a better
position to access wealth (Bornstein 2005). Third, they attempt to cir-
cumvent older institutions and authorities, so as to access power and
wealth directly, and this is one of the main ways in which they break
with the past (whether by establishing a direct communication with
God or by accessing international patrons outside the state). Fourth,
they are socially more democratic than older institutions, like the state
or the Catholic Church. Fifth, they aim to fulfil specific needs and are
intimately involved with their targets; thus, Pentecostal preachers speak
directly with congregants about what kind of mobile phone God thinks
they should buy, and NGO representatives are also involved in fulfilling
basic needs, and often get to know individual families directly. Sixth,
they share an ideology of mobility, advising members to be aware of
changes taking place in the market or in the world as a whole, so as to be
able to access something of value (whether it be God’s grace or the grace
of the market). Finally, because they often take people’s money (a per-
centage fee), and can come and go quickly and without accountability,
Pentecostal churches and NGOs are often seen as risky or untrustworthy
‘businesses’.

One of the main differences between many NGOs and Pentecostals
was that, despite their shared revolutionary, vanguardist stance in rela-
tionship to the past, secular NGOs usually directed their scorn on
a more recent set of past institutions and relationships (such as the
state and the politics of state patronage), but they often tried to revi-
talise a more distant past, by recreating what they imagined to be
pre-colonial political systems based on a mixture of gerontocracy and
electoral democracy. Some NGOs tried to harness and secularise the
power of the autochthonous past. Those NGOs often ran into oppo-
sition from churches, especially Pentecostal ones, which had quite
different ideas about the traditional past. For example, when I was
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conducting fieldwork among Luo people in western Kenya in 2003,
I spent time with a group of people who had organised an NGO around
a python that many believed to be a returned ancestress named Omieri
(Smith 2006). The NGO, which was comprised of unemployed, edu-
cated, former Luo elites (one had a degree in cultural anthropology), was
named after two intersecting nearby rivers, and its personnel’s stated
mission was to use local resources and history to generate sustainable
development for the people of Nyakach, a very poor and isolated dis-
trict. Their major proposed development project was to acquire funding
from the international community and the state to build a snake park to
house Omieri and other animals, and to protect this resource from the
Kenya Wildlife Service, which had transported the previous incarnations
of Omieri to Nairobi, where one had died in the National Museum.

This vernacular, autochthonous development project was directed
against a large, state-driven dam project, which promised to add elec-
tricity to the national grid (but not the village in which Omieri had
appeared), while drying up the local river beds and potentially deci-
mating local wildlife and ecology. While the NGO’s outlook was clearly
modernist in its approach to wildlife – a fact which upset many peo-
ple in Wasare, who felt that Omieri’s visitation was not something that
should be controlled through secular means – their efforts were depicted
as atavistic in the national and international press. When the Luo
Pentecostal community, as well as the Anglican Church, heard about
this community that was treating a python like a person, they publicly
threatened to burn it alive. They claimed that Wasare’s people were wor-
shipping an incarnation of the devil, and that the village’s historical past
was itself satanic.

In what follows I use the example of Plan International to show
how religious organisations and NGOs interact to produce events and
transformations that are often surprising and unanticipated. Despite the
similarities of NGOs and Pentecostals, in practice their different orien-
tations to the past can help to produce some profound conflicts. Thus,
in the case below, an NGO dedicated to child sponsorship ended up
giving power to an established, but broke, local Catholic elite, provok-
ing a challenge from Pentecostal youth, who tried to acquire control by
appealing to the NGO’s secularism.

Saving children: Plan International, decentralised
planning and religious conflict in Taita

There were a host of different NGOs, both local and international, at
work in Taita during the 1990s, just as there was a whole world of new,
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Pentecostal-style churches. Some of these NGOs were explicitly religious
and some were not. Some were human rights organisations aimed at
promoting an awareness of the constitution and constitutional reform,
while teaching people about the limits of state authority and defining
corruption for the populace. Others were ‘developmental’ and focused
on small projects, especially rotating credit unions. Both NGOs and
churches proliferated in the context of state decline conditioned in large
part by structural adjustment programmes and related state-downsizing.
Many of these NGOs were actually providing some of the basic services
that the state was no longer capable of providing in the post-structural
adjustment period – especially help with school and medical fees. And,
to be sure, many churches followed suit. But not all NGOs had a positive
impact. Some more closely resembled the Music Man than a coher-
ent articulating system of institutions promoting a particular vision of
development in collaboration with, or in opposition to, the state: they
set up shop, collected money from people and disappeared, their owner-
managers using some of their profits to pay off state officials and police
so they could continue their business, sometimes living in the same area
in which they had ‘stolen’ from people (this happened quite a bit with
NGOs that would now be called CBOs). But Plan International stayed
in Taita for well over a decade, invested heavily in the community and
established strong connections with state actors and local citizens. In the
end, the organisation significantly reshaped the political and patronage
structure of Taita society. In addition to confronting the state apparatus
and its patronage system of chiefs and politicians, Plan competed and
collaborated with the Catholic Church, one of the major conduits of
development in the region.

Plan was originally founded in 1937 to assist child victims of the
Spanish Civil War. The very name of the organisation bespeaks its sec-
ular, rationalist orientation, and this is compounded by the fact that
Plan continues to orient its activities around children. The reason for
this, as related to me by Plan officials and Taita people who partici-
pated in Plan projects, is complex. On the one hand, the organisation
wanted to assist youth because they are ‘the future’, but on a deeper
level, Plan workers hoped that, by framing ‘development’ around the
figure of the child, they would sidestep some of the problems that had
plagued ‘development’ in Taita up to that point: mainly the concept’s
connection to certain institutional actors (state officials, politicians, the
church, established adult men with jobs) that had come to be perceived
by NGO officials, and by many Taita people – especially youth – as
corrupt and backward. Organising development around the child also
meant locating it centrally within the household, and implied, for many
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Wataita, a shift from thinking about development as a male-generated
activity to thinking about development as female-generated – as matri-
centric rather than patriarchal. As one man put it to me, ‘If we’re talking
about development beginning with children, what we’re really talking
about is women, because women give birth to children and raise them.’

Plan sent its employees to households throughout the Taita Hills,
enrolling people in their ‘foster programme’ by convincing them to
agree to offer their child for sponsorship by a host family in Europe or
the US. The contract was cemented through photographs, which were
taken of the children, and then distributed to the sponsoring families
abroad. While the funds were intended for the communities in which
the child lived, most Wataita interpreted sponsorship as an individu-
alised affair (the sponsoring family would, it was widely thought, receive
funds from Plan in exchange for the photos which they had received,
and would in turn presumably be selling for profit). Plan’s focus on
children was widely seen as a positive intervention, but it was also some-
times seen as potentially dangerous, especially in the beginning, when
the community was not directly involved in the process. Presumably,
Plan employees were selling the photos of children and getting rich in
the process (as one man put it to me, ‘Plan employees are so fat from
selling pictures of our children that their bellies hang to the ground!’),
and Taita families were not seeing any of the profits from what Wataita
sometimes depicted as something like a global child pornography ring.
Moreover, what was to keep US and European sponsors of the foster
programme from coming to Taita and claiming the children they had
‘adopted’? Rumours circulated that Plan was a satanic organisation –
actually, a local branch of the international Satanic church – aimed at
expropriating Taita’s future by taking away its children. Interestingly,
these rumours were promulgated primarily by Pentecostal churches.

The rumours helped to influence and ultimately change the way Plan
operated in Taita, spurring on the process of decentralisation which
would ultimately put power into the hands of established Catholic
families. In the beginning, Plan employees were directly involved in
planning and implementing projects, all of which were focused on
households and designed to benefit individual homes. They built gra-
naries, water tanks and pit latrines for families that enrolled in the foster
programme, in exchange for 10 per cent of the projected anticipated
cost from individual households. But Plan was most popular for help-
ing foster families pay for their children’s school fees. Over time, there
were complaints from the community, and apparently also from higher-
ups at the Plan Office in Nairobi, that funds were being misappropriated
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(people who had no children in the foster programme received projects).
And individuals who had given their photographs were not receiv-
ing the money that they had originally anticipated from the sponsors.
At this point, Plan institutionalised a system of ‘planning units’ com-
prised of elected Taita people. The planning units would decide which
households would receive projects from Plan, while Plan officials contin-
ued the work of transferring letters back and forth between sponsoring
families in the US and Europe and recipient families in Taita. Plan also
began to gradually focus on public projects, especially tap water and
community livestock projects.

One of the immediate effects of Plan’s work is that, as it continued
and eventually became more focused on public projects, as opposed
to household ones, it came to visibly displace the state, although
state institutions (such as the Ministry of Water and the Ministry of
Development) collaborated with Plan. State employees also used the
opportunities provided by Plan projects to make money for them-
selves as contractors (according to them, the law required that Plan
involve them in project planning procedures, such as creating impact
assessments and conducting surveying work prior to laying down water
pipes). This partial displacement of the state became visible for everyone
when Plan built an office for itself adjoining the chief’s office in Mgange.
Many Wataita pointed out that this juxtaposition of Plan alongside the
state – and its physical eclipsing of the state – brought home to people
just how useless the state had become: while the chief was in one office
presiding over disputes and receiving bribes, Plan’s employees were in
an adjacent room working out actual development projects that mat-
tered to people. More importantly, Plan had resources to give: cows,
water pipes, money for school fees. All of this flowed through the plan-
ning units, and into the community, even if there was a great deal of
disagreement and resentment concerning who was benefiting and at
whose expense. While they collaborated, state officials complained that
Plan was ‘changing the power base of the society’, by taking power away
from politicians and chiefs (even though politicians invariably claimed
that it was they who had courted the NGOs, including Plan, and brought
them to Taita; sometimes these politicians even claimed that they were
the actual sponsors of the projects, rather than the NGOs).

In state-sanctioned public meetings called barazas, Plan
representatives – and sometimes representatives from other NGOs –
took the floor, and often used the opportunity to chastise the public
for their obsequiousness in the face of politicians. Women represen-
tatives played on local and national gender dynamics, and accused
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Taita women of pandering to local politicians and becoming their
‘prostitutes’ when they sold their votes and loyalty in exchange for the
cooking implements and foodstuffs that politicians gave to them dur-
ing election campaigns. These NGO representatives repeatedly mocked
the paternalistic form of the baraza, including the structure of chief-
orchestrated call, response and applause/ululation, often upstaging the
authority of chiefs. And they urged women and youth to get involved
in small businesses, and to open themselves up to new opportunities
and new locations for doing business, rather than depending on politi-
cians and wage labour in urban centres. And, of course, they spoke out
against the evils of witchcraft, arguing repeatedly that jealousy of one’s
neighbour – which sometimes culminated in witchcraft accusations or
actual witchcraft attacks – kept Wataita from collaborating in business
ventures and investing in income-generating opportunities (for fear of
inspiring the wrath of witches), and so inhibited the generation of a
locally sustainable development.

The progressive, at times almost revolutionary, cadence of NGO
rhetoric, and their attempt to overhaul old, oppressive structures,
definitely dovetailed with Pentecostalism and appealed to actual
Pentecostals. But Pentecostals complained that, despite the best efforts
of NGOs, the elite Catholic ‘witches’ who sat on the church councils
continued to commandeer local development projects for their own
benefit through the planning units, while resisting any efforts by the
public to know what they were doing. Ironically, when Plan opened
their process to locally elected officials two things occurred: On the one
hand, local concern that Plan was a potentially dangerous organisation
intent on taking away Taita’s children, perhaps in keeping with some
global satanic plot, dissipated completely. On the other hand, instead
of democratising and levelling Taita society, as Plan seemed to want to
do (and as the Pentecostals wanted Plan to want to do), Plan ended up
handing over control to established local elites: senior men with strong
links to the Catholic Church. Now, it is true that these planning unit
representatives were voted into positions of authority by the commu-
nity, but they also used their connections in the Catholic Church, and
Plan representatives had made statements in public which suggested
that they wanted to work with recognised local leaders – in this par-
ticular community, that meant people with long-standing connections
to the church.

Plan had tried to create something new by revitalising something they
imagined to be old (an imagined indigenous political system based on
councils of elders that had existed prior to the incursion of the colonial
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state, supplemented by electoral democracy), but from the perspective
of many youth all they had done was to recapitulate the power of the
Catholic Church in everyday life. Many Wataita in the area began to
complain that the planning units were corrupt – specifically that people
had used their position in the planning units to get resources for them-
selves, and to use these resources to extend their own kin networks and
to repay debts accrued through bridewealth and other exchanges. For
example, in one instance, Plan gave cows to the committee, who ended
up distributing these cows to themselves and their close kin; when the
cows quickly died, they received more cows from Plan and distributed
them in the same way.

Some young men from the neighbourhood, all of whom were
Pentecostal, began visiting the local Plan representative in her house
and complaining about corruption in the planning units. Doris, the
Kenyan Plan representative, had much to complain about herself, since
she was spending all of her time writing letters back to the sponsor fam-
ilies in the US, and in the process was being blamed by many people
for allegedly stealing the gifts that everyone imagined the Americans
and Europeans were sending from abroad. ‘There are no gifts! Every-
thing gets filtered through the main Plan office in Nairobi. There are
just letters, only!’ Doris insisted, exasperated. She explained that the
planning units were supposed to be writing the letters anyway, but the
old men were not skilled sufficiently in English to the point of being
able to translate them.

Gradually, a plan was hatched between Doris and the local Pentecostal
youth who, everyone agreed, would be in a better position to serve as
secretaries for the planning units. At the same time, the Plan office in
Nairobi had started a new project designed to bring water to all homes
in Mgange, and to ensure that the water from the spring at Ndolwa did
not stop at the central tap in the market, but flowed downstream, below
the market, where people lived. This was widely seen as a democratising
effort that would displace power from senior, Catholic elites who were
also the town’s shop owners; these shop owners had allegedly entered
into an arrangement with the chief, whose office was nearby, to stop
the flow of water through taps downstream and to use it instead for
their bar, butchery and matatu-washing businesses.

Doris called for new elections, in which certain male Pentecostal
youth were elected to make changes in the planning units, and these
youth began attending meetings alongside their Catholic seniors. The
seniors had welcomed their involvement originally, partly because they
believed that these youth were going to help in keeping minutes and
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eventually in translating the letters between sponsor and target fami-
lies. But it became clear during the first meeting that the youth saw their
mandate as having to do with books and accounts keeping; and it is true
that Doris had mentioned book-keeping during the baraza in which it
was announced that the seniors would be getting help from Taita youth,
who happened also to be Pentecostal. Straight away, the young men and
one young woman demanded to look at the old men’s books, because
they believed that the latter had been skimming some of the money that
had been contributed by the community for the water project and other
large projects. The seniors seemed offended and refused, and over the
course of several months Pentecostal youth argued with Catholic seniors
in these meetings, the latter refusing to show the youth their books or
producing random scraps of paper that did not make any sense to any-
one. The Pentecostals called them illiterate and old-fashioned, and the
seniors reminded the youth of their relationship to the Catholic Church
and of the long history of the Catholic Church in the development of
Taita. The church had turned a once savage and backward place into a
land of light and education. In turn, the youth responded with a secu-
lar argument redolent of Plan’s mission statement, but delivered in the
revolutionary spirit of Pentecostalism: They claimed that development
was for the living, for everyday, not just for church days, and that it was
meant to be for everyone, regardless of their relationship to God.

The youths’ focus on accounting was not only about ascertaining
what the seniors had done with the money they collected from the com-
munity. It was, more fundamentally, about reforming people’s habits
and way of thinking by making them committed to transparency, legi-
bility and accountability through literacy. In this way, the Pentecostal
youth saw their actions as revolutionary, and as a recapitulation of
the original promise of missionisation dating back to the early twen-
tieth century, with its focus on literacy and universalism. But in the
end, these meetings did not go very far. Seniors and youth reached an
impasse and the youth abandoned the meeting, and the planning units,
to their seniors. Plan soon left the community, and the planning units
were renamed Community-Based Organisations, and continued extend-
ing and maintaining the water pipes and initiating other development
projects with the 10 per cent they had collected from households over
the years (cf. Jones, this volume). The youth formed their own organi-
sation, and wrote business proposals to NGOs for funding in the hope
of upstaging or marginalising their seniors by securing a more power-
ful foreign donor, in much the same way as they sought out a more
direct connection to divine power in their Pentecostal practice. The



James H. Smith 157

Pentecostal youth had tried to save the NGO Plan International (and
themselves), but Plan’s decentralisation programme had augmented the
political power of the Catholics. Now religious politics, and the gen-
erational politics of the household, were playing out visibly in public
life, with each constituent group seeking a direct connection to foreign
patrons (INGOs).

Conclusion

In this chapter, I began by showing how the project of development in
Taita, dating back to the colonial period, has always been perceived as a
religious affair, and that state actors and patrons have always also been
religious actors. At the same time, an idea of autochthonous develop-
ment emerged in a dialectic with Christian understandings, and was at
once antagonistic and complementary, always linked to an urban wage
labour migration system that was partially necessitated by Wataita’s
enforced incarceration in the hills. In the 1990s, structural adjustment
programmes and neoliberal transformations threw modernity’s vehicles
and ‘development as usual’ into question, since people could not con-
tinue to survive and succeed in the ways to which they had become
accustomed. These changes also revitalised discussion and thought con-
cerning the value of the autochthonous, or pre-colonial, past: Was it
truly satanic as Christians had long claimed, or was it of value, as actual
Christian practice had often affirmed?

Pentecostalism and NGOs rapidly took off in this context of state
transformation and retreat, providing both material services and a
moral imperative to start anew, while simultaneously working to reform
and discipline individual subjectivities and, through them, society.
Pentecostal churches and NGOs share a great deal in common, both
structurally and culturally, as described above. Where they differ is not
necessarily in their attitude towards the divine (their secularism or their
religiosity, for example), but in their attitude towards imaginary past
places, activities and beliefs. If Pentecostals demonised the past, NGOs
often developed a complex, collaborative relationship with their idea
of the past – trying to resurrect it while also managing it, in the pro-
cess trying to make it secular and democratic. And, when NGOs and
Pentecostal churches collaborated or came into conflict, the content of
the disagreement often concerned their respective attitudes towards an
imagined past.

In addition, Pentecostal churches and NGOs became staging plat-
forms for larger social conflicts that were fuelled, in part, by the
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economic and political transformations taking place in Taita and
Kenyan society. Seniors and youth, as well as men and women, debated
and came into conflict through these institutions, each trying to secure
funding and positions of authority by connecting to international
patrons (a secularised divine power redolent of Pentecostal practice),
while articulating their claims in religious idioms. In this way, the poli-
tics of the domestic sphere became public politics at the same time as the
language of public politics infiltrated domestic relationships in peoples’
homes.

Note

1. Fighi are medicinal shrines that protect Taita neighbourhoods, and Taita
as a whole, from malicious foreign people and influences, especially those
forces that threaten patriarchal power (such as Masaai cattle raiders, Kikuyu
businessmen and non-Taita politicians).
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7
Development and the Rural
Entrepreneur: Pentecostals, NGOs
and the Market in the Gamo
Highlands, Ethiopia
Dena Freeman

Introduction

Since the late 1980s structural adjustment programmes and neoliberal
economic policies have been implemented across Africa, largely at the
behest of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF).
These policies include financial liberalisation, export-oriented industrial
policy, the promotion of private sector development and a major cut-
ting back in state spending (Bond & Dor 2003: 1). The neoliberal project
in Ethiopia began in 1992, after the fall of the Marxist government of
the Derg (1974–1991) and with the new government of the Ethiopian
Peoples Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) privatising the econ-
omy, devaluing the currency and abolishing state monopolies and price
controls (Demissie 2008). With major cuts in state spending, particularly
in social welfare, there has been a huge growth in third sector organisa-
tions which have expanded to fill this gap. Most of these organisations
fall into one of two groups: secular development non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) and Pentecostal churches.1

While at first blush development NGOs and Pentecostal churches
may seem like very different kinds of organisation, on closer inspec-
tion it emerges that they have much in common. Both have come to
the fore in the same neoliberal context and both work to improve social
welfare. They are also both agents of change, bringing new ideas, out-
looks and social models, as they work to transform Ethiopian society.
The ideas and outlooks that they bring are in fact remarkably similar,
and fit so well with the prevailing neoliberal context that it is possible
to see both of them as (possibly unwitting) agents of the neoliberal
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agenda (Comaroff & Comaroff 2001, Hearn 2007, Klees 2002, Manji &
O’Coill 2002). Both of them have a part of play in the conversion to
capitalism that the neoliberal agenda requires (cf. Hefner 1993).

Thus in contemporary Ethiopia, particularly in rural communities in
the South and the West, Pentecostal churches and development NGOs
are the new agents of social transformation. The aim of this chapter is to
compare and contrast the workings and the impact of these two types of
organisation, both global in their connections and salvationist in their
vision, as they work to change selves and societies in rural Ethiopia. The
first section sets out Ethiopia’s new neoliberal approach to development
and the ideology of transformation that underpins these policies and
the work of many of the NGOs. The second section offers a brief his-
tory of Pentecostalism in Ethiopia and discusses the seemingly rather
different ideology of transformation that underpins the Pentecostalist
project. The final section then provides a detailed ethnographic analysis
of what happens when a development NGO and a Pentecostal church
both begin to work in a previously rather traditional village in southern
Ethiopia. As will become clear throughout, this chapter is also concerned
with the longstanding debate between Marxist and Weberian theories
of change, and the relative importance of economic (‘base’) factors and
religious (‘superstructure’) factors in driving social transformation from
pre-capitalist to capitalist social forms.

Secular development actors: NGOs and the state

The EPRDF set out its vision of development in its Sustainable Devel-
opment and Poverty Reduction Program of 2002. Their aim is to
bring about economic growth and poverty reduction in a context of
macroeconomic stability. The programme clearly commits itself to the
neoliberal economic vision of building a free market economy and
aiming for significant growth in gross domestic product (GDP). The
Government of Ethiopia aims to do this through an approach called
Agricultural Development Led Industrialisation (ADLI), which seeks to
bring ‘development’ out to rural agricultural areas, rather than focus-
ing on manufacturing and industry and thus keeping ‘development’ in
towns. The overriding focus is on the commercialisation of agriculture,
strengthening the private sector and achieving rapid growth in market
exports. The programme sets out two possible futures for today’s primar-
ily subsistence farmers – they either become workers in large commercial
farms and plantations, or they become small-scale entrepreneurs grow-
ing cash crops for the local or export market (FDRE 2002). Put another
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way, they will be pushed into a capitalist mode of production and must
be transformed into either proletariat or entrepreneurs.

NGOs are an integral part of this development programme. Since the
1990s the numbers of both national and international NGOs in Ethiopia
has skyrocketed. Until then the size and strength of the NGO sector in
Ethiopia was small compared with that in other African countries and
consisted only of some 50–60 NGOs, most of them international, mainly
carrying out relief and humanitarian work after the famines of 1973 and
1984 (Clark 2000: 4). With the change of government in the early 1990s,
international NGOs flooded in and there was also a huge growth in local
NGOs. By 2000 there were 368 NGOs registered in the country (122 of
them international) and by 2007 this had grown to nearly 2000 (234
international) (Rahmato et al. 2008: 12).

Most NGOs work in rural areas and until recently many of them have
focused on the provision of basic services, such as schools, clinics and
potable water. However since the early 2000s there has been a noticeable
shift towards projects focusing on market-driven economic develop-
ment, in line with the ADLI approach. The vanguard area for today’s
pioneering NGOs is projects engaged in private sector development,
value chain development and pro-poor market development. The focus
is overwhelmingly on production for the market and the transformation
of Ethiopian smallholders into rural entrepreneurs. This neoliberal ide-
ology is prevalent across the vast majority of international development
NGOs working in Ethiopia today. Here are just a few examples:

FARM-Africa, a well-respected British NGO that has worked in Ethiopia
since 1988, has a number of projects that involve sending ‘business
mentors’ to work with rural communities so that they can turn tradi-
tional activities into income-generating enterprises and help ‘commu-
nities gear up to work as business partners to the private sector, and to
run their own enterprise initiatives’ (FARM-Africa et al. 2005: 27).

CARE, a large American NGO, is currently leading a consortium
of NGO partners to implement a high-profile USAID-funded project
called Linking Poor Rural Households to Micro-finance and Markets in
Ethiopia. As the name suggests, the major aim of this project is to turn
smallholder farmers into rural entrepreneurs by providing them with
access to credit so that they can buy agricultural inputs and grow cash
crops, and then link them up to private sector businesses who will buy,
and usually export, their product (Burns et al. 2010).

SNV, The Netherlands Development Cooperation, has recently com-
pleted a five-year programme called Business Organisations and their
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Access to Markets (BOAM). This programme ‘aims to contribute
to sustainable poverty reduction in rural Ethiopia through value
chain development . . . by developing business services to farmers and
entrepreneurs along the whole value chain’ (www.business-ethiopia.
com). The head of the BOAM programme, a Dutchman with an
MBA and a background in business development and financial adminis-
tration, explained to me how the value chain approach marked a radical
shift in development interventions:

It’s a different model of development. We used to focus on push-
side, on production. Demand-side is new. What we did before was
not sustainable. We increased production, but not based on market
demands. We want farmers to be pulled into value chains by the
opportunities provided by the market. That’s the new change coming
up in development thinking. And value chains are a tool to achieve
that.

All of these NGOs, and many others like them, are intent on transform-
ing smallholder farmers into entrepreneurs. They clearly believe that the
way to do this is by changing economic structures – facilitating access
to agricultural inputs, brokering market linkages, providing access to
credit and so on. There is no thought given to the social and personal
transformation that must take place for a smallholder farmer, entangled
in close-knit family and community relations, redistributive economic
systems and traditional politico-ritual structures, to emerge as an indi-
vidualist, strategic, profit-maximising agent. As we will see below, it is
the Pentecostal churches that often bring about this kind of personal
transformation.

Converting to capitalism: Pentecostal churches
in Ethiopia

Ethiopia’s encounter with Christianity has been very different from that
of most other countries in Africa. Orthodox Christianity came to the
northern highlands in the fourth century and has been the official
religion of the Abyssinian Empire since that time. When the north-
ern Abyssinians conquered the people in the South and formed the
Ethiopian state in the closing years of the nineteenth century, Ethiopian
Orthodox Christianity became the state religion and was introduced
to the largely animist peoples of the South and West (while the East
was predominantly Muslim). Many people took on some of the new
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Orthodox practices and combined them with their traditional animist
beliefs in a syncretic mixture which left the animist practices very little
changed (Eshete 2009, Freeman 2002a: 34)

Having escaped colonialism, Ethiopians were never subjected to the
‘civilising missions’ of European colonial powers. Foreign missionaries
have been working in Ethiopia only since the 1930s, and they have
always been treated with suspicion by those in power. Their activi-
ties have been somewhat constrained and their work limited to certain
geographical locations.

Nonetheless, foreign Christianity, particularly various denominations
of Protestant Christianity, was taken up by a minority of people in Addis
Abeba and in many towns of southern and western Ethiopia over the
course of the twentieth century. The mission churches of the 1930s
were taken over by home-grown Ethiopian evangelists in the 1950s and
1960s and many were transformed into locally run Ethiopian churches.
The two largest Protestant churches are the Kale Heywet Church, which
emerged from the fundamentalist Sudan Interior Mission (SIM), and the
Ethiopian Evangelical Church of Mekane Yesus, which has its origins in
the Lutheran Swedish Evangelical Mission (Donham 1999, Eshete 2009,
Fargher 1996).

Pentecostal missionaries first arrived in Addis Abeba in the 1950s,
and during the 1960s a charismatic revival took place that soon spread
throughout most of the existing Protestant churches and led to the
formation of several new, indigenous Pentecostal churches (Eshete
2009, Haustein 2009). The first and largest of these new Pentecostal
churches was the Mulu Wengel Church. Despite their more conser-
vative origins, all of the other Protestant churches eventually became
charismatic by the 1980s, and today’s believers consider them to be
basically the same and move between them with surprising speed. The
Pentecostal and charismatic churches of today have adapted the Protes-
tant Christian message to the Ethiopian context, enlivened it with spirit-
filled ecstatic devotions and preach a mild version of the Prosperity
Gospel.

These churches strive to bring about a total and totalising transfor-
mation of their members. Their starting point is the ‘spiritual transfor-
mation of the whole person’, or as we might see it, the transformation
of the self. Not only do they take on Jesus Christ as their saviour, they
learn to see themselves in a whole different way, as people who will
go to heaven or hell, who can be infused with the Holy Spirit if they
will only open their hearts, and as people who can make choices about
their actions, their relationships and their future. They are encouraged
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to make a break with the past, to start over, to become reborn (cf. Meyer
1998). Having made such a break, they are then encouraged to build
a new life, in a new way. Spiritual transformation is thus just the first
step in a broader process widely known as ‘transformational develop-
ment’, through which believers are encouraged to build new relations,
new communities and new economies.

The concept of transformational development, or ‘holistic ministry’,
has spread widely through the Protestant and Pentecostal world and
puts an emphasis on ‘serving the whole person’ and addressing what
are perceived as social, physical and spiritual needs. One key text states
it thus:

I use the term transformational development to reflect the concern
for seeking positive change in the whole of human life, materi-
ally, socially and spiritually. The adjective transformational is used to
remind us that human progress is not inevitable, it takes work . . . True
human development involves choices . . . This requires that we say
no to some things in order to say yes to what really matters.
Transformation implies changing our choices.

(Myers 1999: 3, italics in original)

This concept of transformational development is used in all the Protes-
tant and Pentecostal organisations that I spoke with in Ethiopia. It is
about development as much as it is about spiritual growth. In fact it is
an ideology of development that is radically different from that used by
secular development organisations, starting from the spiritual and then
moving out to the social and the material. The head of SIM, an American
man who had been living in Addis Abeba for the past eight years, went
as far as to say:

The Christian approach, transformational development, is an anti-
materialist approach to development. It is a repudiation of Marx, who
saw human beings as material beings only . . . We start with spiritual
development and then social and physical development follow.

The Pentecostal transformation of the self is thus closely related to an
ongoing process of social and economic transformation. It is not limited
to a supposedly private sphere of ‘religion’, but encompasses and influ-
ences attitudes to all areas of life (cf. Comaroff, this volume). In fact, by
starting with the self, rather than with economic practices as the NGOs
do, the Pentecostal project of transformation goes straight to the heart
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of farmers and their communities, and offers to transform them from
the inside out.

So we can see that the development NGOs and the Pentecostal
churches have very different ideologies of transformation. While the
former focus on material and economic matters, such as agricultural
techniques, access to credit and market linkages, the latter focus on
changing consciousness, bringing new ideas and attitudes to transform
subjectivities so that people will make new choices, choose new activi-
ties and form new relations. It is rather as if each had taken opposing
sides in the theoretical debate between Marxian and Weberian theories
of change, with the NGOs siding with Marx and the Pentecostals with
Weber.

It also appears, surely, that between them they offer the two sides of
the transformation coin. Either type of organisation on their own will
not be able to bring about a major social transformation. Indeed the
anthropological literature is full of examples of development projects
that did not work because the proposed changes clashed with local peo-
ple’s ideas, values and social forms. Likewise it includes many examples
of peoples that converted to Pentecostal Christianity, but continued
to live as subsistence farmers in broadly traditional communities. The
scenario that the rest of this chapter explores is what happens when
development NGOs and Pentecostal churches work in the same commu-
nity? When both sides of the transformation coin are offered, what kind
of social transformation takes place? We will explore these questions in
the village of Masho, in the Gamo Highlands of southwest Ethiopia,
where this conjunction of agents of transformation occurred in the early
years of the twenty first century.

Religion and development in the Gamo Highlands

The Gamo Highlands are a relatively remote part of southern Ethiopia.
While the major roads and towns are located in the lowlands, Gamo
communities live high up in the mountains. Up until very recently road
access to Chencha, the largest town, was difficult, and even now the vast
majority of Gamo communities can only be reached by foot. Because
of this lack of accessibility, the Gamo Highlands were not targeted by
development NGOs until the late 1990s and development activities have
spread out from Chencha town only slowly since then.

People in the Gamo Highlands cultivate barley and wheat, along with
potatoes, cabbage and enset (the so-called false banana plant), and most
households keep one or two head of cattle and use the manure for
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fertiliser. Until 1998 theirs was predominantly a subsistence economy,
and during the twentieth century it was going through a process of
agricultural decline as the population increased, landholdings decreased
and the soil became increasingly degraded. Subsisting from agriculture
was becoming more and more difficult. Some men were also engaged
in weaving, sometimes migrating to towns and cities and sometimes
staying at home.

Market exchange is most certainly not new to the highlands and net-
works of markets have dotted the area for many decades, while trade
routes have connected southern Ethiopia to the Gulf of Aden port of
Zeila and onto the countries of the Mediterranean and Arabia since at
least the first century AD (Abir 1970: 119, Bahru 1991: 8). During the
twentieth century the local markets have thrived on a lively trade in
agricultural crops from different altitudes. These days you can also find
notepads, pens, padlocks and clothes in these markets, but there are
relatively few other consumer items. Most villages have a central mar-
ketplace with markets held once or twice per week. Large markets may
be attended by some 500 people, while even small markets are likely to
get 100–200 visitors.

Men have been involved in production for the market since the early
to mid part of the twentieth century, when people from this area took
up weaving and became some of the most accomplished weavers in
the country, producing the white cloth shawls that are Ethiopian tra-
ditional dress. The first community to take up weaving was Dorze, and
the technique spread to Masho only in the 1950s or 1960s. Around
this time people also started small-scale trading, carrying small items
from the local towns for sale in the rural markets. However, both petty
trading and weaving are labour intensive and time-consuming, and nei-
ther generate very much profit. A very few people have been able to
generate enough wealth to accumulate capital and invest in further busi-
ness operations from such activities. And these people have long since
removed themselves from their village and relocated to Addis Abeba or
other towns. Even in the mid-1990s there were very few opportunities
for wage labour and most families depended on agriculture, or a mixture
of agriculture and weaving, and struggled to get beyond a subsistence
level. Thus while people have been involved in production for the mar-
ket for at least 50 years, they have not been engaged in a local capitalist
economic system, as no one has been able to accumulate capital and
invest in future business activities in the village. As in many other parts
of the world, market exchange has been able to exist at the edges of an
essentially pre-capitalist economy (Humphrey & Hugh-Jones 1992).
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Since Ethiopia was never colonised, the people of the Gamo
Highlands never had to contend with European colonial capitalism.
They were never forced into wage labour or cash crop production,
they were never resettled or the subjects of colonial economic devel-
opment planning, and although reduced to clientage status by northern
Ethiopian conquerors during the early twentieth century, and organ-
ised into cooperatives by the Marxist government of the Derg during
the 1970s, they never lost control of their subsistence production. The
history of their encounter with market capitalism, and as we shall see
later, with Christianity, is thus significantly different from that of many
small-scale farmers elsewhere in Africa.

The traditional Gamo moral economy is essentially a form of ‘redis-
tributive feasting’ whereby men, along with their wives or mothers,
seek to amass surplus wealth in order to take prestigious titles, such as
halak’a, by sponsoring huge feasts at which the community and, more
particularly, the elders, eat (Freeman 2000, 2002a, Halperin & Olmstead
1976, Sperber 1973). Through these halak’a initiations, wealth is circu-
lated and redistributed in particular ways throughout the community
to ensure that fertility, wellbeing and ongoing wealth is bestowed by
the spirits. At the same time it ensures that no one is able to accumu-
late too much wealth, as those with a surplus are always encouraged
to become halak’a or take one of the even more senior titles. This type
of moral economy, where surplus wealth is used to build relationships
and buy status, is common throughout southern Ethiopia and has been
aptly described as one based on ‘production for connectedness’ (Hamer
2002: 613).

While the initiatory system has changed and evolved over the past
few hundred years (Freeman 2002a), and was significantly disrupted
during the time of the Marxist government between 1974 and 1991
when people were initiated in small, secret ceremonies, at no time dur-
ing the twentieth century have Gamo men not become initiated. The
highlands have thus witnessed a high degree of continuity in both
subsistence production and moral and ritual life during the twentieth
century. The moral and economic system has incrementally evolved
and adapted to new circumstances as, for example, landholdings have
become smaller and younger men began to access wealth through weav-
ing. Nevertheless, at no point have the changes been so great that
subsistence production was radically changed or the initiations ceased
to function. In the mid-1990s, when I was conducting my first period
of fieldwork, people were throwing feasts and becoming halak’a in
great numbers (Freeman 2002a, 2002b). This, then, is the background
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context in which to consider the arrival of the Pentecostal church and
an international development NGO.

The Pentecostal transformation of self in Masho

The SIM mission, and later the Kale Heywet Church, first set up in
Chencha in the 1950s. While initially treated with severe hostility, they
succeeded in making a few converts in Chencha town. Their efforts to
find followers in the surrounding rural areas were, however, far less suc-
cessful. Nonetheless, by the early 1970s they had managed to create
a small group of some seven or eight believers in Masho who would
hold prayer meetings in people’s homes. For reasons that do not concern
us here, this small group soon switched allegiance and sought support
from the Mulu Wengel Church, which some of them had encountered
while working in regional towns as weavers. However, throughout the
1970s, 1980s and 1990s, this fledgling church grew only extremely
slowly. During my first period of fieldwork between 1995 and 1997,
the Pentecostals were only a small minority in Masho, accounting for
about 10 per cent of the community. For the most part, people were
uninterested in this ‘foreign’ religion and its strange practices.

Most of the earliest people to convert were in some way marginal to
mainstream community life. Many of the initial converts were people
who were among the first to get involved in weaving and trading in the
1960s. Very much a minority occupation at this time, these weavers and
traders were some of the first to leave the highlands and live for periods
of time in local and regional towns, and many of them became exposed
to Pentecostalism there and brought their ideas back with them. Others
were outsiders in Masho, people who had settled there from other Gamo
communities, while others were young men whose fathers had died and
who suddenly found themselves bearing the responsibility of family
productive and ritual matters. Others still were members of the despised
outcaste group of blacksmiths and tanners (Freeman 2003).

The few people that did convert during this early period removed
themselves from many traditional practices, particularly the halak’a
initiations, and many of them underwent a profound personal trans-
formation. Let me give the example of Wendu,2 who was one of the
early Pentecostals, joining the fledgling church in the mid-1970s at the
age of about 18. Before joining, Wendu grew up in a traditional house-
hold and farmed the land with other household men. He did not go to
school and describes himself at that time as ‘a real farmer’. His cousin
had joined the Mulu Wengel Church while weaving in Wolaita, a town
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some 100 km to the north, and on his return to Masho he tried hard
to convert Wendu. But Wendu was totally uninterested and ridiculed
his stories of a God that lived in the sky and could make your life better.
Then one night he had a frightening dream in which he saw a big, white
man floating in the air with a book in his hand. The man said, ‘should
I kill you? Or will you believe?’ Terrified, Wendu said that he would
believe, and the next day he made his first visit to the little church.

Once he had recovered his composure, Wendu realised that he liked
what he was hearing at the church. He recounts:

They told me not to lie, to work hard, to get involved in trade, not to
wear dirty clothes, not to drink araki. I liked these ideas.

Almost immediately the church elders encouraged him to go to school
so that he would be able to read the Bible. And so, at about 18, Wendu
started to go to the newly opened local school. His family refused to
provide him with school books and the other necessities, so, at the sug-
gestion of the preacher, Wendu started to weave local mats and hats and
sell them in the market in order to put himself through school. With the
encouragement of the church elders he felt a new sense of purpose and
started working and studying with diligence. As well as secular educa-
tion and literacy skills, the early converts became immersed in hours of
religious education and Bible study. The preacher set up study groups
and, week by week, introduced them to core Pentecostal Christian con-
cepts, slowly building up a different view of the world, a different kind
of morality and a different vision of community. Wendu, along with
the other students, learned new spiritual concepts such as the Holy
Spirit, sin and hell and also learned new values such as individualism,
entrepreneurship and productivity. Through these small group sessions,
full of radical ideas and powerful group bonding, Wendu learned a
new way of looking at the world. The process changed him in quite
fundamental ways. He says:

When I first started going to church and learning, my thinking began
to change. Before I didn’t really think very much. As I started to learn,
my thinking became wider . . . It changed me. I thought more about
my life, about what I want, about what is good and what is bad, about
how to live. Before I just lived. I didn’t think about it very much.

From that time onwards he shunned all traditional practices, refused to
become halak’a, stopped drinking alcohol and refused to eat meat from
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animals that had been slaughtered in offerings to the spirits. During
traditional mourning ceremonies, Wendu would sit on the side with
the few other Pentecostals and refuse to join other community mem-
bers who marched round the mourning field brandishing spears and
chanting war songs. While partaking in communal work groups, Wendu
would sit separately with the Pentecostals at breaks and refuse to drink
the traditional beer, instead being served milk (Freeman 2002a: 57–59).
These acts of separation and the refusal to follow the tradition often led
him into conflict with his father, Shano. Time and time again Shano, as
well as other community members, tried to convince him to leave the
church, but Wendu never budged.

After six years Wendu had to leave school and return to farming due to
family events, but he was now one of the few literate people in Masho.
This put him in high demand in other areas, as he was frequently asked
by community members to write letters and read documents for them.
It also paved the way for his entry into local politics, as he was soon
chosen first as secretary and then as chairman of the local Peasant
Association.

Through his education, Bible study and growing experience in local
politics, Wendu’s world began to open up in new directions. He started
attending church programmes and conferences in nearby areas beyond
the Gamo Highlands, such as in Wolaita and Sidama. In these confer-
ences he came into contact with people from all over Ethiopia and with
new ideas and ways of living. The church teachers and elders encouraged
him to be open to new things and to try to find ways to be self-sufficient
and not dependent on his father. He told me:

In the past if you were poor you looked to rich people to help you.
If you were young, you looked to your father to help you. There was
no other way. The church elders showed me that there was another
way, that there were different possibilities. They showed me that by
weaving, by trading, by making things to sell in the market, it was
possible to find your own way, to be independent.

He began to develop a very entrepreneurial attitude and in the late 1980s
he attempted to set up a bakery in Masho’s marketplace. He wanted to
bake white bread like he had seen in Chencha town and which people
preferred to the rough brown bread that was then available in Masho. He
spent over two years going from one government office to the next, try-
ing to fill in all the forms and get permission and credit for this business
endeavour. However, the Marxist regime at the time did not encourage
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entrepreneurial activity and he faced obstacle after obstacle. After two
years of trying to get the necessary permissions and loans he eventually
gave up and returned to farming.

For many years Wendu was thus rather frustrated. He had been trans-
formed by his engagement with the church and fervently sought to
better his life, but try as he might, he saw no way to do so. In the
early 1990s a development NGO in Wolaita asked the local government
in Chencha to select four men from the district (woreda) to attend a
training course on timber craft skills. With his skills, enthusiasm and
connections, Wendu managed to get himself selected as one of the four,
and he went to Wolaita for six months’ training. He learnt well and
when he came back he opened a workshop and started producing flat
planks of timber and then making them into chairs, tables and beds.
I gratefully bought a bed from him when I arrived in the field in 1995,
but during my two-year stay there I saw him struggle to find a market
for his products: few people at that time could afford to buy new-style
furniture. He did not have the means to move to Chencha, where there
would be a better market, and it was difficult for him to compete with
town craftsmen if he had to pay people to carry his finished products to
town. For a few years he managed to earn enough income to pay some-
one else to farm the family land in his place and to make a small surplus
that he managed to keep out of traditional exchange rituals and away
from his father. He was one of the first people to own a radio, and unlike
many others at the time, he always wore shoes. He started to send one
of his older children to school, but the rest remained at home, helping
with farming and herding the family cattle. For the most part his lim-
ited wealth did not make any serious difference to his life, and after a
few years the market for his products dried up completely and he again
returned to farming.

This was the situation of many of the Pentecostals at that time –
young men with new worldviews and enough education to be literate
in Amharic, who often took leadership positions in local Peasant Associ-
ations and other government-initiated schemes, but who, for the most
part, continued to work as subsistence farmers or weavers and strug-
gled to free themselves from the control of their traditional fathers.
The Pentecostal church changed selves but it did not change the pre-
vailing economic or structural situation. As such it created a group of
transformed young people, who then found that they had to fit back
into the local society and live, more or less, as they had before because
there was nowhere else to go and nothing else to do. In this instance,
changing ideas, values and subjectivities did not lead to major social
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transformation or to the development of a more capitalist economic
system, but rather to transformed desires and increasing frustration at
the inability to satisfy them.

The development NGO and the expansion of the market

This all changed after the neoliberal turn in the 1990s, and in partic-
ular in 1998 when World Vision, an international development NGO,3

opened up an office in Chencha town and selected Masho as one of its
target communities. In line with ADLI and the new government’s view
of the entrepreneurial farmer, World Vision looked for a cash crop that
they could develop in the Gamo Highlands.

They found the apple. As it happens, apples were first brought to
the area by SIM missionaries in the 1950s. Local people had never seen
apples before and had no interest in eating them. After the missionar-
ies left the area the trees stood there for about 40 years, largely ignored
by everyone, until the early 1990s when Caleb, the son of one of the
early church leaders and a development worker for the church, had the
idea of developing apples as a cash crop and selling the fruit to for-
eigners living in Addis Abeba. Caleb had just returned from studying
horticulture in the UK and was full of new ideas and initiatives. He
brought some new apple varieties from the UK and started a nursery to
produce apple seedlings. He experimented with different varieties and
propagation techniques and eventually decided on a few varieties that
would grow best in the local conditions. Over the next few years he
trained about 50 farmers, mainly Protestants who lived near the church
in Chencha, and provided them with apple seedlings.4 A few years later,
in 1997, when the trees started bearing fruit, he organised the few apple
farmers into a cooperative and began to try to find a market.

So when World Vision arrived in 1998, they did not have to look far
for a cash crop idea. They immediately saw the apple as the solution
to the area’s economic problems. They looked for people to train in
apple production and propagation techniques in their target communi-
ties, including Masho. Of course, the young Pentecostal men jumped at
the chance. I do not believe that the fact that World Vision is a Christian
NGO is relevant here. These young people were looking for new ideas,
new livelihoods and new ways of living and would thus have been open
to a project such as the apple project irrespective of which NGO brought
it. They were primed and ready and enthusiastic to try something that
seemed to offer a promising new type of market-driven livelihood. And
with their literacy skills and positions of influence in the local Peasant
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Association, they were able to get themselves selected as the first target
farmers. In the neighbourhood of Masho where I lived, for example,
six of the original seven farmers to receive apple seedlings from World
Vision were Pentecostals. Wendu, of course, was one of them.

The existence of this group of transformed young people was,
I believe, a significant factor in the subsequent success of the apple
development project. Without them it is quite possible that this project,
like many other development projects in Africa, would have failed. The
conservative mindset of the traditional peasant farmer is well known
and the anthropological literature is full of examples of development
projects that utterly failed to have any positive impact because local
people were not interested in exploring new techniques, taking risks or
changing the status quo. And yet here in Masho, because of the previous
work of the Pentecostal church, there existed a group of young, educated
men who were eager to learn new ideas and new techniques. Moreover,
their Pentecostal values of hard work, self-discipline and independence
fitted almost seamlessly with the capitalist values underlying the apple
project, where hard work, self-discipline and independence would be
crucial to succeeding as an apple entrepreneur. The early cohorts of
apple farmers learned quickly, worked hard and were soon propagating
apple seedlings in large numbers.

Starting in 1998, some seven years before the value chain revolution
would hit development thinking in Ethiopia, this project was typically
production focused. Other than a general notion of selling to foreign-
ers in Addis Abeba, there was no firm idea of how to market all the
apples that would soon be produced. But since apple seedlings take
some three to five years to grow into trees and bear fruit, it seemed that
there would be time to work this out. As it happened, the year when the
World Vision project started was more or less exactly the time when the
seedlings planted by the Kale Heywet project in Chencha were begin-
ning to bear fruit and news of the apple project was spreading around
the country. People came to Chencha to buy apples, and more surpris-
ingly to buy seedlings to take home and plant. Somehow, the notion
that the apple trade would be the next big thing in Ethiopia caught
on, and there was a huge interest to join in. Many NGOs working in
other parts of the country came to Chencha to buy large quantities of
seedlings. Thus for a few years, between approximately 2003 and 2009,
there was much more interest in the seedlings than the fruit, and since
the price was much higher, local farmers were quick to respond to this
surprising turn to affairs. Whereas the apples would sell at that time for
about 12 birr per kg (a little over US$1), one apple seedling would sell for
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nearly 50 birr (about US$5). Propagating and selling seedlings became a
way to get rich fast. So by the time the first few cohorts of farmers in
Masho were producing new seedlings, there was a growing and lucrative
market developing in the area. And selling 20 seedlings could earn you
around US$100 – an extremely large amount of money in this area.

Over the next few years those farmers who were in the early cohorts
of the World Vision project and were growing apple seedlings began to
make a lot of money. Most of these people, as I have discussed, were
long-term Pentecostals, those that were part of the 10 per cent minority
in the mid-1990s. The market was booming and apples seemed to offer
a very lucrative income. The most enterprising individuals, and those
with the most seedlings, made a lot of money very quickly. By provid-
ing new economic opportunities, the NGO project filled in the missing
gap for the Pentecostals and finally brought about a massive social
transformation in their lives.

The Pentecostal entrepreneurs did not need any further training to
start to behave like capitalists. They invested their profits into more
seedlings, infrastructure or equipment to start small businesses. Wendu
invested his profits in land and also built two small hotels, one in
Chencha and one in Masho market place. Alemayehu, another success-
ful apple entrepreneur, invested his profits into a grinding mill and now
runs a booming business, while Eyob invested his profits in a truck,
which generates him a nice rental income. These budding capitalists are
getting rich and investing in the future. But what about everyone else?

Conversion by market forces

After the first few years, when the wealth potential of the apple busi-
ness had become clear, traditional, non-Pentecostal men started to join
in too, receiving apple seedlings from World Vision and learning the
new propagation techniques. Even though World Vision disbursed fewer
seedlings per person as the years went on, and therefore these farmers
received less than their more entrepreneurial neighbours, they were still
able to earn considerable amounts of money in a relatively short period
of time. However, as soon as they generated a surplus they found that
kin and community started to demand a share of their wealth, most
particularly through demands for them to become halak’a.

In this situation, and seeing how their Pentecostal neighbours were
able to keep their own money and spend it as they pleased, many peo-
ple decided to join the church. The numbers are staggering. While only
10 per cent of Masho were Pentecostals in 1997, some 70 per cent were
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in 2007. The conversion was sudden and dramatic and coincided exactly
with the apple boom. This might sound like an overly utilitarian under-
standing of the attractions of Pentecostalism, but the timing cannot be
a coincidence. New, recent converts talk currently about the difference
between being Pentecostal and traditional in largely economic terms.
For example, Adane, a young man who converted to Pentecostalism in
2005, told me that:

Becoming halak’a is not good. It makes you poor. You have to spend
all you’re your money to become halak’a. People sell their land and
their cattle and then they have nothing. Look at Zito’s family, his
father sold their land to become halak’a and they all drank beer [at
the initiation feasts] and now they are poor. I prefer to go to the
church and use my money to grow up my children and live well.

Those, like Wendu, who have been in the church for many years talk
quite differently about their faith. And it is to be expected that as the
new recruits go through the process of Bible study and Pentecostal edu-
cation, many of them will also go through a deeper process of personal
transformation and come to understand their new faith at different lev-
els. For the time being though, many of them seem to understand the
material benefits that it brings and sense the consonance it has with
their new capitalist mode of production.

In the last few years even more people have joined the church. For
many it now appears as a way to get rich, and even those struggling in
the middle and lower echelons of the new Masho society are coming to
the church in the hope that it will change their lives and their fortunes.
As one very poor woman, Getenesh, explained to me when I asked her
why she had recently joined:

People say that they sing and get rich. I don’t really understand how.
Maybe God will help me if I sing too.

Capitalism, inequality and the development
of (proto-)class society

So the people and community of Masho have gone through a mas-
sive social, economic and spiritual transformation in the past ten
years. In 1997 most people were subsistence farmers or weavers and
followed the traditional way of life. In 2007 most people are cash
crop producers and Pentecostal Christians. Masho in 1997 was largely
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a traditional economy, while in 2007 it is increasingly a capitalist
economy, integrated into the national economy of Ethiopia.

These changes are palpably felt in day-to-day activities, and life in
Masho in 2007 has a very different feel to that in 1997. In the earlier
period people engaged in their daily activities at a relaxed pace and fre-
quently down-tooled and went to their neighbours to drink coffee –
a lengthy process also involving the consumption of roasted barley, the
burning of incense and the enjoyable exchange of gossip and jokes. Peo-
ple often worked together in traditional or new-style work groups and
visitors were always popping in and out of each other’s households to
borrow knives and axes, visit the sick or simply to sit and chat. By 2007
much of this behaviour had disappeared. Invitations for coffee were far
less frequent with people complaining that they were busy and did not
have time for such idle affairs. Inter-household visiting had also sig-
nificantly dropped and people told me that they were scared of being
accused of plotting to steal their neighbour’s apple seedlings, and thus
preferred to stay away. Levels of theft had indeed skyrocketed and many
households had built more sturdy fences and now kept guard dogs.
In these small ways, the fabric of the community was beginning to thin
and a new ethic of individualism could palpably be sensed in the flow
of daily life.

As the new apple elite gets rich, the degree of inequality in Masho is
also increasing rapidly. World Vision has given apple seedlings to some
60 per cent of Masho households since 1998. Those farmers that started
growing apples at the beginning typically received more seedlings from
the NGO and now, having been propagating them for years, have many
more seedlings and apple trees than the others. Those that joined the
apple business later can still do well, but those families that still do not
own any apple seedlings are largely watching the economic boom from
the sidelines. While their neighbours get rich, build houses with corru-
gated roofs, wear nice clothes and send their children to school, they
become relatively poorer, remain in their bamboo houses and ragged
clothes and cannot afford to send their children to school.

Some quantitative data from one neighbourhood of Masho will help
illustrate some of the changes. This neighbourhood consists of 64 house-
holds, 67 per cent of which are growing apples. Table 7.1 shows the
number of households that have many, some, few or no apple seedlings.

It is clear that a class structure is beginning to develop. The elite
22 per cent are predominantly the original target farmers from the
first two to three years, and they are predominantly the long-term
Pentecostals. They are investing their profits into land, infrastructure
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Table 7.1 Apple seedlings per household

No. of seedlings Households %

Many 14 22
Intermediate 6 9
Few 23 36
None 21 33

and new businesses. They are the new wealthy capitalist class who have
accumulated capital, invested it wisely and are building for the future.

The story for the rather larger lower class – those 69 per cent who
have few or no apple seedlings – looks less rosy. Those with no apple
seedlings at all are unable to partake in the economic boom, and are
being left behind. As prices rise but their income does not, they are
less and less able to buy from the market and many of them are falling
deeper into poverty. Some receive food aid from the government, while
others manage to struggle though. Many come to beg for food from the
apple elite or to ask for occasional paid work on their farms. At present
they are refraining from asking for ongoing employment with the apple
elite, as this still seems akin to slavery to them. But their transformation
into the future rural proletariat has surely begun.

Conclusion

This chapter has provided a detailed exposition of the recent processes
of transformation that have taken place in the village of Masho, since
a Pentecostal church and a development NGO began their activities.
It has shown the interconnected and recursive way that the transfor-
mations brought about by these two organisations interacted with each
other through people’s lives in order to bring about a very major social,
economic and spiritual transformation.

We have seen that for many people it was initially a change in mate-
rial conditions – the opportunities for weaving and travelling – that
led to the first conversions to Pentecostalism, as a Marxian approach
would suggest, and then that the profound personal transformations
brought about by the church led to the formation of a group of young,
literate, entrepreneurial men keen to explore new ideas and create
new lifestyles, but who at the time had no material way to do so.
We have seen that it was an NGO that finally provided new economic
opportunities and that these young Pentecostals became the first people
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to get involved with the project and experiment with new production
practices and new markets. The fact that these young Pentecostals
had previously freed themselves from the obligations of the traditional
redistributive economy, given up alcohol and taken on a Protestant
work ethic led many of them to be successful in the new apple busi-
ness and to accumulate capital and invest it in land, infrastructure or
new business enterprises, very much in line with the Weberian thesis.
We have also seen how, when traditional men joined in the apple busi-
ness, they overwhelmingly converted to Pentecostalism in order to be
able to retain their profits and not have to redistribute them around
the community. And we have seen a nascent class society developing,
with a fledgling capitalist entrepreneurial class and a poor proletariat
working-class-in-the-making.

Finally, we have seen how in order for major social transformation
to take place, the kind of transformation that is generally referred to
as ‘development’, there have to be changes in material and economic
conditions, in social relationships and in subjectivity, a position strik-
ingly close to the Christian theory of ‘transformational development’.
At present, however, there is not one type of organisation that enables
changes in all three realms. Development NGOs focus on material and
economic conditions, while Pentecostal churches focus on relationships
and subjectivity. Perhaps this is one of the reasons why development has
been so unsuccessful in Africa, and perhaps the increasing conjunction
of these two unlikely partners will lead to more success in the future.

Notes

1. This paper is based on 21 months’ field research in the Gamo Highlands of
Ethiopia between 1995 and 1997, plus subsequent visits in 2005, 2006, 2007,
2009 and 2011, as well as research with several international development
NGOs in Ethiopia between 2005 and 2011, and interviews with Pentecostal
Church leaders in Addis Abeba in 2009. I am truly grateful for the contin-
ued warmth and hospitality shown to me by the Masho community over the
years. The initial research was generously funded by the Leverhulme Trust,
the ESRC and a grant from the London School of Economics. Later periods
of fieldwork were funded by a Research Grant from the Hebrew University of
Jerusalem. I was a Visiting Fellow at the Institute of Ethiopian Studies at Addis
Abeba University (1995–1997 and 2005–2006) and I am most grateful for their
continued support for my research.

2. All names have been changed.
3. World Vision is a Christian NGO, but I do not think that its religious identity

is important in what happened in Masho. This is because (1) development
NGOs in Ethiopia are forbidden from evangelising; (2) many field staff of
secular NGOs are personally Pentecostal Christians; and (3) similar projects
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have been implemented by secular NGOs in other parts of Ethiopia, thus the
nature of the project does not derive from a particular Christian outlook.
For a detailed ethnography of World Vision’s work elsewhere in Africa, see
Bornstein (2005).

4. Apple trees are actually reproduced by grafting. However, for simplicity I will
refer throughout to young apple trees as seedlings, even though this is
technically incorrect.

References

Abir, M. 1970. Southern Ethiopia. In Gray, Richard and David Birmingham (Eds),
Pre-Colonial African Trade: Essays on Trade in Central and Eastern Africa before
1900. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Bahru Zewde. 1991. A History of Modern Ethiopia, 1855–1974. Oxford: James
Currey.

Bond, Patrick and George Dor. 2003. Neoliberalism and Poverty Reduction Strate-
gies in Africa. Discussion paper at the Regional Network for Equity in Health
in Southern Africa.

Bornstein, E. 2005. The Spirit of Development: Protestant NGOs, Morality, and
Economics in Zimbabwe. Palo Alto: Stanford University Press.

Burns, John, Solomon Bogale and Gezu Bekele. 2010. Linking Poor Rural
Households to Micro-finance and Markets in Ethiopia: Baseline and Mid-term
Assessment of the PSNP Plus Project in Doba. Addis Abeba: Tufts University.

Clark, Jeffrey. 2000. Civil Society, NGOs and Development in Ethiopia. Washington,
DC: The World Bank.

Comaroff, Jean and John Comaroff (Eds). 2001. Millenial Capitalism and the
Culture of Neoliberalism. Durham: Duke University Press.

Demissie, Fassil. 2008. Situated Neoliberalism and Urban Crisis in Addis Abeba,
Ethiopia. African Identities, 6: 505–527.

Donham, Donald. 1999. Marxist Modern: An Ethnographic History of the Ethiopian
Revolution. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Eshete, Tibebe. 2009. The Evangelical Movement in Ethiopia: Resistance and
Resilience. Waco: Baylor University Press.

Fargher, Brian. 1996. The Origins of the New Churches Movement in Southern
Ethiopia, 1927–1944. Leiden: Brill.

FARM-Africa and SOS Sahel Ethiopia. 2005. Bale Eco-Region Sustainable Manage-
ment Programme.

FDRE (Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia). 2002. Ethiopia: Sustainable
Development and Poverty Reduction Program. Ethiopia: Ministry of Finance
and Economic Development.

Freeman, Dena. 2003. Gamo. In Freeman, Dena and Alula Pankhurst (Eds),
Peripheral People: The Excluded Minorities of Ethiopia. London: Hurst.

Freeman, Dena. 2002a. Initiating Change in Highland Ethiopia: Causes and Conse-
quences of Cultural Transformation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Freeman, Dena. 2002b. From Warrior to Wife: Cultural Transformation in the
Gamo Highlands of Ethiopia. Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute (N.S.),
8: 34–44.

Freeman, Dena. 2000. The Generation of Difference: Initiations in Gamo, Sidamo
and Boran (Oromo). Northeast African Studies, 7(3): 35–57.



180 Development and the Rural Entrepreneur

Halperin, Rhoda and Judith Olmstead. 1976. To Catch a Feastgiver: Redistribution
among the Dorze of Ethiopia. Africa, 46: 146–166.

Hamer, John. 2002. The Religious Conversion Process among the Sidāma of
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8
Pentecostalism, Development
NGOs and Meaning in Eastern
Uganda
Ben Jones

Last year I returned to the village of Oledai, where I had conducted
fieldwork ten years ago. Oledai is located in Ngora sub-county in Kumi
district in eastern Uganda, in a region known as Teso. I went to visit
pastor George William Anguria, leader of the local Pentecostal congre-
gation for the past 15 years, whom I had interviewed during my earlier
stay, and we discussed the progress of his church. Ten years ago the
church was a grass-thatched structure that could hold about 200 peo-
ple. A decade on, the church now had brick walls, an iron roof and
the floor space was about four times that of the original. It was still
far from complete: The floor was unsealed and the walls were not plas-
tered, but it showed the durability of the church and the robustness of
Pentecostalism, a relatively new faith in Teso. The church had its range
of weekly activities. On Tuesdays there were fasting prayers for all church
members, the youth met on Wednesdays, the women on Fridays and
students on Saturdays. The Sunday service was preceded by a meeting of
‘prayer warriors’ and followed by choir practice. In addition, throughout
the week there were a number of ‘cell’ meetings held by smaller groups
of Pentecostals who lived close to each other. Pastor Anguria discussed
the problems faced by his congregation, but he also reflected on the
successes.1

Later on during the same visit to Teso I went to look at a develop-
ment project, the Katine Community Partnerships Programme (KCPP)
in the north of the region. The KCPP is an integrated rural develop-
ment project in Katine sub-county, about 40 miles north of Oledai. The
project, which ran from 2007 to 2011, is sponsored by the UK’s Guardian
newspaper and Barclays Bank and is implemented by the NGO AMREF
(African Medical Research Foundation). There are five strands to the
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project – health, water and sanitation, education, livelihoods and
empowerment – all of which involve new committees and community
management structures. My visit was towards the end of the second
year and I was interested to see how things were going. During a con-
versation with a parish councillor, we got on to the subject of the
village health teams. These were set up to ‘provide basic home-based
care and mobilise communities for health action’; AMREF was working
with them to make them active and improve their work. The council-
lor commented that these structures had been there for some time and
that another NGO had worked with village health teams in the past,
trying to do the same sorts of things. By the time AMREF had started
working with village health teams they were again inactive. It was a typ-
ical story of development work in the region. The community structures
supported by NGOs – such as village health teams – were active only for
as long as the NGO was active, but did not do much when the NGOs
were not around.

This chapter is a reflection on the above. Pentecostal churches manage
to persist in rural Teso, while the committees and community manage-
ment structures introduced by NGOs are more episodic and ephemeral.
The Pentecostal Assemblies of God (PAG) Church in Oledai has become
an integral, physical part of the village, a feature as fixed as the longer-
established Catholic and Anglican churches. The work of the KCPP
belongs to a history of projects, coming and going.

As in much of sub-Saharan Africa, Pentecostal churches have become
part of the human and physical infrastructure of villages in Teso only
in the past 20 years. The church in Oledai, established in 1994, deals
with a range of concerns, both spiritual and practical. Anguria and
his congregation belong to the dominant denomination in the region,
the Pentecostal Assemblies of God (PAG), which is a relatively conser-
vative branch of first-wave Pentecostalism. Those who become ‘born
again’ in the PAG emphasise personal transformation and becoming
a better person, to be achieved through leading a more religious life
and through demonstrating salvation in practical ways, such as help-
ing other members of the church. Individual church members in Oledai
speak of gifts of healing and new forms of sociality. The form of
Pentecostalism observed in Oledai, it should be noted, is in marked
contrast to those types that concern themselves with prosperity and
material wealth. In David Maxwell’s division of African Pentecostalism –
between the prosperity-focused Pentecostalism of African cities and the
healing-focused churches of rural areas – Oledai belongs very much to
the latter category (Maxwell 2006b).
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At the same time, the past 25 years has seen a big influx of interna-
tional NGOs into Teso. Uganda has been something of a ‘donor darling’,
receiving big inflows of bilateral development assistance. Donors such as
the UK’s Department for International Development and/or Denmark’s
DANIDA fund NGOs to carry out large-scale development work. Major
programmes such as the US$233 million World Bank-funded Northern
Uganda Social Action Fund (NUSAF) formed part of this shift towards
community-based approaches to development. In the language of the
World Bank, the fund ‘aims to empower communities in Northern
Uganda by enhancing their capacity to systematically identify, priori-
tise, and plan for their needs and implement sustainable development
initiatives’ (Manor 2007: 264).

Development projects are typically organised around ideas of sustain-
ability and economic and social development. The building of schools
and health centres, construction of boreholes and distribution of new
livestock are supported by new committees. The village health teams
mentioned earlier are an example of this, but the KCPP also worked with
11 other new committees or community management structures at the
village or parish level: Farmer Groups, Rural Innovation Groups, Mar-
keting Associations, Information Education Communication Working
Groups, Hygiene Working Groups, Operation and Maintenance Groups
(boreholes), Community Medicine Distributors, Water Source Com-
mittees, Livelihood Stakeholder Forums, Community Resource Centre
Management Committee and Katine Joint Farmers Association.

I list the groups like this because it gives some indication of the vol-
ume of the structures introduced by NGOs. The KCPP was only one
among many projects at work in Katine sub-county. (A report from 2008
noted four other NGOs working in the livelihoods sector alone.) The
logic is that once the funded part of the project comes to an end there
are enough community structures and committees in place to make
the project sustainable. Oledai, which was not the particular target of
a development project during my earlier research, had also been on
the receiving end of projects at certain moments over the previous two
decades – which I discuss later in the chapter.

In thinking about the development of the PAG church in Oledai, and
the more episodic or ephemeral work of NGOs, I make two observations.
The first concerns what it means to become ‘born again’ in the partic-
ular context of rural Teso. As Joel Robbins argues, Christian discourse
and practice is concerned with transformation and rupture (Robbins
2007). The Pentecostal belief of becoming ‘born again’ through baptism
in the Holy Spirit presents a particularly strong example of rupture, or
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what Birgit Meyer terms the Pentecostal preoccupation with ‘making a
complete break with the past’ (1998). ‘Born again’ Christians show their
inner conversion through outward signs, such as giving up alcohol or
refusing to join in ‘traditional’ practices. In this their work had a pro-
found meaning. And in Oledai this break with the past was particularly
meaningful because of the experience of a violent insurgency that lasted
from 1986 to 1993. The insurgency is remembered as a time of social,
spiritual and moral collapse. Established norms, relationships and obli-
gations were no longer possible, or were overturned by the actions of
rebels. Helping a neighbour was not possible at that time, and peo-
ple spoke of life retreating inwards. Rebels often attacked people from
within the community, particularly local ‘politicians’ – chiefs, elders and
leaders from the Catholic and Anglican churches. Against this recent
history of violence, the Pentecostal message of breaking with the past is
particularly powerful, and their success relates in part to their spiritual
or moral value.

The work of NGOs, by contrast, did not connect into this recent his-
tory of violence. Though the liberal vocabulary of rights, participation
and empowerment represents an ideology of sorts, it was a language that
was less meaningful than the idea of being ‘born again’ or breaking with
the past in the context of post-insurgency Teso. In interviews there was
a fairly insistent concern with showing how life in Oledai had moved
on. This could be shown through the work of institutions that included
not only the PAG church, but also the village court, organisations based
on clan or family obligations and the historic mission – Anglican and
Catholic – churches. By contrast, discussions of development projects
produced fairly stilted responses. Their work was unrelated to the sorts
of rupture or breaking that defined the work of these other community-
level institutions. Put simply, the work of NGOs failed to elaborate
meaning.

At the same time, I make a further point in this chapter about the way
the PAG church in Oledai seemed natural. Though Pentecostal discourse
emphasises rupture, the 15-year-old church was a mundane feature of
the village. The Pentecostal church was regarded as an integral part of
the local landscape. In the interview with pastor Anguria he reflected
on the extent to which his church had contributed to spiritual growth
of the village. The PAG church in Oledai had contributed to a revival
in other churches, with groups of Catholics and Anglicans borrowing
Pentecostal practices, such as the night vigils or ‘prayer warrior’ groups.
At the same time, the daily struggle to get the church built meant work-
ing with local government and customary courts; church members were



Ben Jones 185

prominent on these other institutions. The church seemed as if it was
something that the village could not do without.

There is a paradox here. The PAG church signified rupture while also
seeming permanent. ‘Born again’ Christianity in Oledai offered a way
of breaking with the violence of the recent past. Church members were
clear about this. At the same time the church seemed like a natural part
of the village, something that would continue over the longer term.
This apparent contradiction between a meaning based on rupture and a
seeming that was fixed and permanent appears to explain the durability
of the PAG church. It was a complicated set of relationships signifying
both continuity and change. This relationship between meaning and
seeming was beyond the work of the NGOs. The community manage-
ment structures and committees set up by NGOs had an artificiality to
them. They seemed episodic and meant less.

A recent history of violence

Teso is a relatively poor region. Its four component districts are near the
bottom of the table in development reports on Uganda. The Uganda
Human Development Report of 2001 (UNDP 2001) lists the Teso dis-
tricts of Kumi and Soroti as the the 41st and 45th poorest, respectively,
out of 51 districts. People in Oledai make a living through cultivating
foodstuffs – cassava, groundnuts, millet, sorghum and sweet potatoes.
Life is categorised around a modest hierarchy of activities. Day-labouring
for a neighbour, farming one’s land or, in the case of women, brew-
ing and selling beer, offer the most regular sources of income for the
majority. A much smaller number of people earn money from working
in the schools or through casual work in the trading centres. An even
smaller number receive money or support in kind from relatives in
the towns, though the habit of sending money back home or bring-
ing gifts to the family is not a particularly important part of life in
Oledai. In a sub-parish of about 150 households, the most important
institutions are burial societies, churches, the primary school, the vil-
lage court and organisations based on the household or the ateker
(clan).

This present-day poverty contrasts sharply with the history of the
region. Teso was for most of the colonial and post-colonial period a rela-
tively prosperous part of Uganda. The Iteso, the dominant ethnic group,
were a semi-pastoralist and acephalous or ‘chiefless’ society. They were
made to settle down by the British to cultivate cotton as a cash crop
(Lawrance 1957, Vincent 1982). Cotton and the broader incorporation
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of Iteso society into colonial Uganda required the imposition of a
number of hierarchical structures – chiefs, schools, mission churches,
local government offices – which persisted through the various post-
colonial regimes. In line with colonial thinking about martial ‘tribes’,
the Iteso were over-represented in the army and the police force in
the governments of Milton Obote and Idi Amin (Omara-Otunnu 1987:
35–36). Profits from cotton production were invested into acquiring
large stocks of cattle, which retained their cultural value despite the
transition to cash-cropping. It was not unusual to find ‘big men’ in
Teso villages with two or three hundred head of cattle as late as the
early 1980s. In many respects Teso falls outside the standard narrative
of Uganda. The 1970s – the years of Idi Amin, typically seen as the nadir
of Uganda’s post-colonial experience – were relatively peaceful in Teso,
but in 1986 – the moment of Uganda’s ‘official’ recovery – things started
to go wrong (Karlström 2004: 597).

The National Resistance Army (NRA) of Yoweri Museveni seized power
in January 1986. Museveni, who would later achieve a reputation as a
‘donor darling’ committed to the development of Uganda, was in 1986
a military man who had acceded to the position of head of state after a
long and bloody guerrilla war against the governments of Milton Obote
and Tito and Basilio Okello. When his NRA took power in January 1986,
people living in the Teso region found themselves in a difficult position.
Many had served in the army or the police force of the defeated govern-
ment, and were worried that they would be targeted by those who had
taken power. At the same time, the return home of many of these former
military and security personnel destabilised the region (Henriques 2002:
212–213).

At the same time, Karamojong warriors from the northeast began to
loot cattle from the Iteso – estimates put the number taken at about
500,000 (Henriques 2002: 18), and this destroyed the region’s wealth.
Not only were cattle stolen, but ploughs, hand hoes, stores of grain
and flour were looted or sacked. Many blamed the new government of
Yoweri Museveni and the NRA, which had disbanded local-level security
structures. There is also strong evidence that the army was complicit in
the raiding. Opposition to the new government found a ready leader-
ship in the military and political figures that had been displaced by the
new government (de Berry 2000: 67). Rebel leaders argued that they
could restore law and order, and, given the cattle raiding and insecu-
rity in the region, their arguments found a receptive audience (Ocitti
2000: 342). Popularly called the Force Obote Back Army (FOBA), the
rebels drew on popular opposition to Museveni.
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Support for the insurgency began to fall off as soon as the insurgency
started. The continuous cycle of raiding included not just Karamojong
warriors, but also bands of ‘rebels’. The loss of cattle had a particularly
strong effect on young men who had expected to inherit cattle from the
older generation as part of the route into manhood. With cattle gone,
many younger men saw becoming a rebel as a more feasible way to
achieve adult status as a man. There were also those prepared to use the
cover of the insurgency for personal gain, and the insurgency quickly
fragmented into a confusing array of groups and alliances:

Pascal: What came at that time was the revenging of conflicts. Over
land and women . . . one man could run to the rebels with a story,
and the rebels would come and settle that dispute with a gun. You
asked me what rebels did for this place. They got revenge on their
own disputes.

Any veneer of military management from the leader-in-exile, Peter Otai,
or the nominal commanders of FOBA or the Uganda People’s Army
(UPA), did not relate to the lived experience of the insurgency. Within
Oledai, people recalled at least four different rebel groups working in
the area.

As the insurgency dragged on the violence turned inwards and
became localised. Rebels from within a particular community attacked
their own leaders and clan elders. Much of the violence related to dis-
putes over land, which had become more valuable with the loss of
cattle. At the same time, rebels would consult a witchdoctor, or emuron,
offering prophecies and protection. Some of the major figures in the
insurgency were surrounded by rumours of witchcraft and magic, such
as ‘Hitler’ Eragu. Rebel killings were carried out in intentionally sacrile-
gious ways, without ceremony, often away from home. One of the most
notorious ways of killing, ‘digging potatoes’ (aibok acok), involved the
victim being taken from his house to a field, to dig the hole that would
later serve as his grave. The victim was taken to the swamps or killed by
the roadside; and it was made clear to the family that they were not to
collect the body for burial. A Pentecostal Christian from Oledai recalled
her own experience on hearing of the death of her father:

Immaculate: The rebels would not allow me to mourn, even though
I went back to my home area. If they found someone like me mourn-
ing you would be forced to sing or dance, to make light of it. You are
forced to act happy. If a person had been killed by them and they did
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not give you permission to bury, and you then go ahead and bury you
will be beaten. You had to wait for their permission. If you wanted to
mourn you would have to go to the grave at night, when they are not
around.

The particular and profane nature of the violence could be seen, on one
level, as a reaction to the hierarchies of colonial and post-colonial gov-
ernment: the killings were a clear demonstration of the limits to the
political authority of older men. But for many the violence was mostly
understood in spiritual and moral terms. The insurgency was a time of
crisis and impoverishment, and it is against this experience that the
work of the Pentecostal Assemblies of God is understood. In a survey
carried out in Oledai in 2002, I found people’s wealth only a sixth of
what it had been the year before the insurgency’s start, down from an
average of US$1867 per household to just US$379 (Jones 2009: 57).

This sense of collapse was further underlined by the experience of
internment. In early 1991 the government set up a number of camps to
round up the rural population. These camps were placed on the outskirts
of towns and were a way of emptying the countryside of people and
cutting off support, either voluntary or coerced, for the rebels. Estimates
put the number of people interned at over 100,000 (de Berry 2000: 72,
Henriques 2002: 223–224), and an Amnesty International report esti-
mated the number of dead at around 10,000 (Amnesty International
1992: 7). If these figures are to be believed, then roughly a twelfth
of the interned population died in the camps – a remarkable figure
given that the camps were not for humanitarian relief, but rather part
of a planned policy of cutting off rebels from their rural support base.
Unlike the killing of ‘big men’, which was targeted and somewhat pre-
dictable, death in the camps was the result of poor sanitation, poor
food and lack of medicine. Social rather than political categories suf-
fered, with the young, the old and the infirm the first to die. Most of
the people who died were buried in communal pits on the edge of the
camp. These pit burials, away from home and without proper funeral
rites, caused considerable distress: people tried to avoid them if they
could. Some paid money to camp guards to leave for a day, so that they
could take the body home for burial. Those who could not afford to
pay soldiers, or who felt it too risky to return, left a mark on the body
of the deceased so that they could retrieve the corpse once the camps
disbanded.

For many the experience of insurgency and internment was transfor-
mative:
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Betty: It was the PAG that led so many people into salvation. They
stayed in the camps, and their church was founded in the camps.
They would pray and preach and the church grew big. I remember
when we went to get the body of our deceased grandmother. I saw
how they were in the camps. I found the Pentecostals preaching.

Kevin Ward makes a general observation about stories of a revival
of religious commitment in some of the camps in the Teso region,
and the social and psychological dynamics of the insurgency that did
much to make the message of Pentecostal Christianity persuasive (Ward
1995: 102). The millennial elements of Pentecostalism, the belief that
the ‘born again’ Christian should prepare for the life to come, and that
the world itself might come to an end, made sense to many at that time.2

An argument, repeated through this chapter, is the close and critical
relationship between this recent history of violence and the value peo-
ple attached to their Pentecostal faith. In talking with people in Oledai
there was a profound desire to express that things had moved on. People
talked about trying to live a better life, one that was governed by rules
and accepted social behaviour. The work of burial societies, for example,
focused on providing an orderly, well-appointed funeral that required
the contributions of many people. There was a prevailing concern with
restoring an idea of community and with propriety, the sense that there
was a proper way of doing things to which it was important to adhere.
This gave value to the work of Pentecostal churches, which placed con-
siderable emphasis on new forms of sociality and rules and regulations.
It also made Pentecostalism an integral part of the local landscape.

In this, Joel Robbins’ (2007) argument about the importance of rup-
ture in Christian discourse and thinking has relevance. Robbins observes
the extent to which Christianity focuses on ‘radical change’ and that
this ‘provides for the possibility, indeed the salvational necessity, of
the creation of ruptures between the, past, the present, and the future’
(2007: 10–11). In Oledai this emphasis on radical change pervaded the
way life was organised, both within and outside church. These changes
could be seen not only in lives of Pentecostal Christians, but also in the
work of other churches – Anglican and Catholic, the village court and in
burial societies. The historic mission churches, for example, had groups
of charismatic Christians, who prayed in ways similar to Pentecostals.
Judgements in the village court tended to punish younger men and
restored a sense of order and hierarchy. Newly established burial soci-
eties were places where rupture and transformation could be publicly
demonstrated. The way in which I was told that ‘only those who go to
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church get prayed for when they die’, that ‘rules at burial are important
now’ and that ‘the dead are now buried in a proper way’ underscored
the desire for a break with the past.

Pentecostalism after violence

Perhaps the most talked-about change in Oledai over the past 20 years
was the increasing importance of a certain sense of proper behaviour
in the conduct of public life. The religious, political and moral debates
that circulated in Oledai emphasised notions of morality and propri-
ety. There was an understanding that there was a correct way of doing
things, which needed to be demonstrated through public displays in
formal settings: in church, at court or during a burial service. The value
attached to having a decent burial, to attending church or to demon-
strating other outward signs of religiosity was incredibly important.
Certainly when compared with what has been written of the region
in earlier ethnographic work, there would seem to be a considerable
shift towards attaching more meaning and value to religiously inflected
notions of proper behaviour (cf. Lawrance 1957, Vincent 1968).

In this landscape, Pentecostalism had an obvious and evolving appeal.
Pentecostalism’s theology emphasises the power of personal transforma-
tion through the gifts of the Holy Spirit (Laurent 2001, Maxwell 2006a,
Meyer 2004a, van Dijk 1998), and when compared with the historic mis-
sion churches working in eastern Uganda – Roman Catholic and Church
of Uganda (Anglican) – Pentecostal churches have a much stronger focus
on the individual, on the gifts of the Holy Spirit and the possibility of
divine healing. Membership in the PAG church in Oledai was, in many
ways, a demonstrative affair with church members showing their faith
through abiding by a fairly long list of rules and prohibitions. There
were enforced prohibitions on drinking alcohol, polygamy, cigarettes
and ‘marrying out’, to give but a few examples.

Nevertheless, this need to show change within the church was par-
alleled by changes elsewhere. The significance of charismatic forms of
worship in the Catholic and Anglican churches was another way of
showing how things had moved on (Jones 2007). There were also ways
of showing change in non-religious organisations. In the village court,
for example, there was a preoccupation with whether the young man
involved in the case had been wilful or disrespectful. If such a charge
could be made the case would go against him, even if the particulars of
the case suggested innocence. This was because the actions of the young
man reminded people of the fact that much of the violence during the
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insurgency was initiated by youths. As such, court cases, where decisions
were strongly biased against younger men, suggested that the power of
youths was diminished. It was another way of showing a break with
the past.

Pentecostal discourse and practice also contributed to the way
Catholic and Anglican congregations had reorganised themselves in
the years after the insurgency. Charismatic Catholics, who have been
an established presence in Oledai since the mid-1990s, adopted simi-
lar notions of personal transformation, adherence to rules and a strong
emphasis on a life guided by faith. Most Pentecostals who were inter-
viewed on the subject saw little difference between what it was to be a
charismatic and a member of the PAG church:

Emmimah Loyce: The Catholics also have their ‘saved’ people. They
are called charismatics . . . They all do good work, just like the
Pentecostal churches. They do not differ from us. We are together
with them in what they do. They also do not drink ajon [millet beer].

A charismatic Catholic in Oledai accepted prohibitions on alcohol and
smoking, and took the same position on questions such as polygamy
and adultery. Charismatics had a similar sort of week to Pentecostals,
meeting together to renew their faith and holding separate prayer
meetings before the Sunday service. They had a reputation for being
respectable and for self-discipline, and were more likely to be critical
of church leaders than other members of the congregation. In their
way they were another visible demonstration that things had moved
on since the insurgency.

The distinctiveness that came with being charismatic signified a more
moderate change than becoming a Pentecostal. Those who were not
charismatic, but who arrived early for the Sunday service, were wel-
come to join the assembled charismatics and share in their prayers.
It was not uncommon to find a charismatic wife living with a husband
who was only an occasional church-goer. And charismatic Catholics –
like Pentecostals – saw no obvious contradiction between their personal
faith and the desire to take on leadership roles in governmental or cus-
tomary institutions. Mary, a Catholic and a charismatic in Oledai, was
a committee member of the burial society for her clan (ateker); Angela,
a similarly devout Anglican, was a committee member of the Parent-
Teachers Association of the local primary school. Rather, the point to be
made is that these individuals belonged to a broader landscape where
change rather than continuity was emphasised.
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More generally, it was possible to see something of what Meyer
(2004b) terms a ‘Pentecostalite’ public culture, where the sorts of expres-
sive forms of Christianity – the night vigils, prayer warriors, healing
ceremonies – valued by Pentecostals affected the work of other insti-
tutions.3 Pentecostalism was part of a context where Christian concerns
with rupture and transformation had particular meaning and value.

NGOs after violence

The growth of Pentecostalism in Teso was accompanied by a differ-
ent, and largely unrelated, development. Starting in the late 1980s
the Ugandan government, in partnership with Western development
agencies, started funding community development projects in a major
way. As the NUSAF report mentioned earlier suggests, these community
projects were meant to help people ‘implement sustainable devel-
opment initiatives’. It was part of a broader agenda that combined
neoliberal ideas about self-governance and a smaller state with com-
munitarian beliefs about the value of participation and community
empowerment.

In the case of Oledai, the experience of NGOs was more one of the
remembered past than the ongoing present. There were no major devel-
opment projects during the 18 months of research I conducted between
2001 and 2003, or in 2010. What was found were the ghosts of former
projects. In 2001 I observed the rusted road signs directing the visitor
to initiatives that no longer worked. During interviews, village leaders
produced faded documents from past projects or described ‘trainings’
or ‘sensitisations’ experienced earlier. One-time ‘beneficiaries’ discussed
previous encounters with NGOs, or referred to the life and death of
earlier interventions:

Me: What was the programme for helping widows?
Charles: That has gone. Right now there is nothing. That programme

was stopped because it had finished.

When I essayed discussions about NGOs I received fairly stilted
responses. Questions about past projects or a proposed development
initiative would produce matter-of-fact descriptions, which in no way
compared to the interest shown in discussions on people’s religious
lives or the work of churches. The following is an example of the brief
conversational encounter with the work of NGOs in Oledai:
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Me: I thought SOCADIDO [an NGO] had done something here?
Anna: Maybe you are talking about that money they said was to be

given to the widows and women. They do give out goats and some
women get money. Maybe that is the money you are speaking of,
for that is the only money I am aware of.

Me: Is that project still in this place?
Anna: People had money and goats. But it seems like it has stopped

now in this place.

Anna refers to a project set up by the Soroti Catholic Diocese Integrated
Development Organisation (SOCADIDO) to involve women, mostly
widows, in groups. As the name suggests, the work of SOCADIDO was
to be integrated into the community over the longer term. The groups
Anna mentioned involved a common pool of money donated by the
NGO for business activities, or an improved breed of goat that would
move around the group. Anna described a fairly typical experience
of development ‘stopping’, even though the claim of the particu-
lar NGO involved in the scheme is that its work is successful and
sustainable. This is not to say that the project did not have an ‘impact’,
rather that its impact was fairly time-bound in that it depended on the
active presence of the NGO.

The KCPP, mentioned at the start of the chapter, was designed around
ideas of community participation and sustainability. The committees
and structures listed earlier were at the heart of the project, which
was scheduled to run from October 2007 to October 2011. The com-
munity structures and committees put in place were meant to help
people manage their affairs, while also offering a forum to work with
or challenge the district government. These structures were also meant
to keep the work of the project going after 2011. In line with con-
temporary development thinking, the KCPP supported committees and
community management approaches, with the expectation that the dis-
trict government would ‘incorporate continued project work into their
budgetary plans’ once the NGO left (KCPP 2008).

By the second year of the KCPP, the NGO had to offer financial
incentives to keep attendance up. Village health team members received
bicycles and gumboots, and per diems for attending trainings. When
the project management decided to stop paying allowances in 2009
the health team members stopped working. At one level this could be
viewed as a consequence of poor planning, or a lack of ‘capacity’ at
the local level. But it could also be argued that the real problem with
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these structures (the 11 committees listed at the start) was that they
lacked meaning. The village health teams, for example, were seen as
something to do with NGOs and government, a technical structure that
had a largely instrumental function.

In thinking about the lack of meaning in NGO work, it is also worth
observing that many of the NGOs working in the Teso region were faith-
based organisations. SOCADIDO was under the Catholic Diocese of
Soroti. There was Vision Terudo (a Church of Uganda organisation); the
Kumi Diocese Planning Secretariat (the development arm of the Church
of Uganda); and the PAG Development Secretariat, which was meant to
organise and administer projects through the PAG church. The funding
for these structures came from a mixture of Christian and secular inter-
national NGOs, including Tear Fund (evangelical Christian), Christian
Engineers in Development, Cordaid (the Dutch Catholic development
agency) and Save the Children. There was little difference between the
work of faith-based organisations and that of secular NGOs.

Mary Douglas makes an argument that links the above, on the impor-
tance of meaning, with the next section on seeming (the way the PAG
church in Oledai seemed natural). Douglas suggests that institutions –
such as a Pentecostal church or community committee – have to
‘borrow’ from outside themselves if they are to be legitimate and
self-sustaining:

There needs to be an analogy by which the formal structure of a
crucial set of social relations is found in the physical world, or the
supernatural world, or eternity, anywhere so long as it is not seen as
a socially contrived arrangement. When the idea is applied back and
forth from one set of social relations to another and from these back
to nature, its recurring formal structure becomes easily recognisable
and endowed with self-validating truth.

(1987: 48, my emphasis)

As Douglas suggests, institutions need to be more than a ‘socially
contrived arrangement’ if they are to last.

Douglas’s conception of ‘analogy’ is also useful. It explains the dura-
bility of the PAG church in Oledai, whose work was related to notions of
rupture, transformation and a recent history of violence. It also explains
why donor-driven attempts at building community institutions dissolve
and decay once the NGO leaves. Without a connection to something
‘outside themselves’, institutional innovations such as village health
teams appear to be socially contrived, making it difficult for people



Ben Jones 195

to invest time and energy in them. Though it may seem a somewhat
facile observation, the PAG church in Oledai had a naturalness to it; it
seemed like an integral part of the landscape, even though it was some-
thing relatively new. In becoming embedded in the village, the church
became a complex, lived-in arrangement that related to what was
around the place. The second part of this chapter concerns the extent
to which the PAG church in Oledai had become a natural part of the
village.

The PAG church as part of the village

The persistence of the Pentecostal church in Oledai was possible not
only because of the rupture represented by Pentecostalism, but also
because the church itself did not seem socially contrived. Though
Pentecostalism was, on the surface of things, a radically different sort
of Christianity, it had been an unremarkable part of the local land-
scape. In 2001, the grass-thatched church in which Pentecostals prayed
had been part of the village for more than a decade, and by 2009 that
grass-thatched structure had become something made of bricks with an
iron roof. Church-goers included some of the more prominent mem-
bers of the village, including the vice-chairman of the village council.
At the same time, the mainstream Catholic and Anglican congregations,
which were at one time hostile to Pentecostalism – not least because
the Pentecostal church poached some of their more diligent members –
had made their peace. In certain instances, leaders in the historic mis-
sion churches actually appeared to welcome the spiritual revival brought
about by the PAG church, while members of the Catholic and Anglican
churches had instituted charismatic groups, appropriating many of the
practices found in the PAG church.

In other words, though Pentecostalism was, at the level of discourse,
a distinctive creed, with an emphasis on salvation through conversion,
much of the logic and structure of the church as a social organisa-
tion borrowed from what already existed. The particular structure of
the church committee, the schedule of Sunday services and weekly
meetings, the collection and handling of funds and the types of pun-
ishments meted out all borrowed from other institutional forms in
the village. Many of the more mundane practices that sustained the
church were appropriations from other local organisations. Even though
Pentecostal Christians wanted to claim that their church stood in oppo-
sition to the norms and conventions governing the lives of unsaved
villagers, as a form of organisation the church borrowed from what
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was already there. There is an often ad hoc or approximative process
through which new forms of social organisation develop (Douglas 1987:
46–47).

In a way, then, the Pentecostal church did much of the organising
itself. It borrowed structures and practices from other parts of the sub-
parish (cf. Cleaver 2002). This did not necessarily require conscious
‘crafting’ on the part of individual actors: Those who joined the church
knew what a church was and had some sense of how it was to be organ-
ised. The schedule of Sunday services and weekly activities listed at
the start of the chapter mirrored the weekly schedule of Anglican and
Catholic congregations. At a more mundane level the collection and
handling of funds was similar to the way other things were organised
in the village. The leadership was elected in a familiar way, and key
positions were dominated by people of a certain age and with a certain
curriculum vitae (see below). There was a certain idea of what a commit-
tee was supposed to be, how minutes should be kept, how the account
book should be presented. The PAG church in Oledai took much of its
logic and structure from what was already there.

Perhaps the most straightforward way of demonstrating the incorpo-
ration of the church into the wider landscape is to look at villagers who
were prominent members of the PAG church in 2002. Table 8.1 tells
us, in tabular form, that church members sat on other committees in
the village. Being Pentecostal did not mean being precluded from other

Table 8.1 Committee positions of Pentecostal Christians in Oledai

Church member Church committee Other village committees

Lawrence Leaders committee, Youth
committee,

Member of Ichaak clan
elders’ committee

John Francis Youth committee,
Evangelists’ committee

Vice-chairman of the
sub-parish council

Helen Youth committee,
Evangelists’ committee

Member of women’s
committee, Ichaak clan
burial society

Joyce Choir committee Ikures clan women’s
secretary; married to
treasurer of sub-parish
council and of the Ikures
clan committee

William Mobilisers’ committee Married to women’s secretary
of the sub-parish council
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parts of village life, and many of the more prominent members of the
church occupied a number of positions elsewhere.

The elders’ committee of Ichaak clan, of which Lawrence was a mem-
ber, for example, deals with land disputes, conflicts between different
households and helps with marriage negotiations. The committee met
regularly, in response to these demands. The secretary kept a notebook
that listed the minutes from each meeting, as well as the agreement
reached. If a particular issue could not be resolved the decision would
be forwarded to the village council chairman, whose committee would
decide on the issue. Or take John Francis, who was youth leader in the
PAG church and also vice-chairman of the village council. The village
council, when meeting as a court, had a book in which the details
of the meeting were kept; judgements reached would be stamped by
the council chairman. In other words these different institutions also
shared in similar sorts of practices, and this seems to make a difference
in explaining the naturalness of the PAG church. New ways of organis-
ing, such as a Pentecostal church, are partly the result of what Cleaver
terms institutional bricolage (Cleaver 2002).

One example of the way the Pentecostal church mirrored develop-
ments elsewhere was the slow work of turning Anguria’s grass-thatched
church in Oledai into a brick and iron structure. This resembled, fairly
closely, the slow transformation of a Catholic outstation on the other
side of the village. When I first arrived in Oledai in 2001 this outsta-
tion was using school buildings for the Sunday service or held prayers
in the open air. By the time I returned to Oledai in 2009, some eight
years later, the Catholic outstation was well on the way to becoming
a permanent structure. There was an iron-sheeted building that was
slowly being finished. A later fundraiser for the church on 8 August 2010
detailed a day of activities involving local dignitaries and set about rais-
ing the 13.5 million Ugandan shillings (US$6000) for the completion of
the church building. The day involved a morning Mass, a welcoming
of the guests, an auction and lunch for the guests. The point to make
here is not simply that the building work was gradual, but also the way
that the building of this church made the work of the PAG church more
natural and similar.

In this way the PAG church could both signify rupture while
also seeming natural. Change and transformation contained were at
the heart of how Pentecostal Christians understood their faith. At the
same time there was a naturalness to the church that related to the
embeddedness of church structures and activities within the landscape
of the village.
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NGOs on the outside

The work of NGOs belonged to a different category. While village leaders
sat on the committees or community structures set up by development
projects, these efforts had not kept going once the funding stopped.
This was explained as a consequence of the funding stopping, or peo-
ple losing interest. The story of the village health teams introduced at
the start of the chapter, where one NGO was reviving a structure that
another NGO had tried to work with in the past, was fairly typical.
Structures that were meant to ensure sustainability fell into disrepair
once the funded part of the project came to a conclusion. As Mary
Douglas suggests, this was because the institutional arrangements did
not appear natural. The work of NGOs was seen as being ‘socially con-
trived’. While a village health team met a ‘developmental’ need, the
work of these teams was, perhaps, too instrumental and too closely
allied to the agenda of outside agencies.

This also explains the stiltedness with which people discussed the
work of development agencies and NGOs. The language and logic of
NGOs was at some distance from the moral, spiritual and political con-
cerns that shaped other local-level institutions. Whereas an interview
on what it meant to be ‘born again’, or on a particular court case, could
develop considerable interest and comment, discussions about the work
of NGOs or the role of the committees and community structures were
dry and matter-of-fact. People discussed who benefited and who did not
and seemed to have little interest or input into the structures put in
place by NGOs.

In Oledai the consequences of this were apparent in the way past
interventions resulted not in anything particularly lasting, but rather
in a set of expectations that projects were ephemeral and time-bound.
In terms of the institutional structures put in place, none of the water-
user committees, micro-credit schemes or women’s groups set up in the
past were active. And while the decade following the insurgency’s end
in 1993 had witnessed a number of projects focused on post-conflict
reconstruction, their work had come and gone. The ‘reporter projects’,
for example, that organised ex-rebels (those who had ‘reported’ to the
government during a period of amnesty) into groups to manage land
as a shared enterprise were meant to be self-sustaining. Ex-rebels were
given hoes, ploughs, cattle and seed to manage the enterprise, but these
were quickly reorganised. Assets were divided and used by each ‘reporter’
separately.
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A brief discussion of a school sponsorship programme produced sim-
ilarly disinterested comments. While parents were concerned that only
children from wealthier homes had benefited, rather than the orphans
who were meant to be the recipients, the general message was that that
was how things were:

Me: Parents have complained about that, that some of the money has
been diverted. Is that true?

Silver: Yes, but it is from the leaders who were given to distribute those
things to the children. When they are sent things they just select the
children. For sure there are some children who have no parents, but
they do not get any help. It is that man who has given us so much
trouble [he points to the home of Anthony].

Me: What causes that?
Silver: I cannot tell. It is like he first starts with his own home and

all his children get helped by Terudo [a CBO]. They are given a
uniform. They are helped first before he helps the other children.

In terms of the value attached to the child sponsorship programme dis-
cussed by Silver, there was a fairly brief account of what the project
did and why it was failing. Silver did not have much more to say on the
issue of child sponsorship. It was a programme limited to the school that
did not connect into the wider local landscape. More importantly, there
was the understanding that the sponsorship scheme was ephemeral and
would not last. This explains, perhaps, why those parts of an interview
that focused on the work of NGOs lacked the depth or length that
a discussion about other local institutions would produce. Conversa-
tions about burial societies, clan committees and the village court – as
well as the PAG church in Oledai – generated much more involved and
interested responses.

Conclusion

The Pentecostal church in Oledai meant something. It signified rupture
and radical change. In the context of a village emerging from a recent
history of violence, Pentecostalism represented a very different sort of
Christianity – that separated the present from the past. It had a distinct
theology, which church members were keen to articulate, emphasising
the power of personal transformation through the gifts of the Holy Spirit
(see Laurent 2001, Maxwell 2006a, Meyer 2004a, van Dijk 1998). The
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sorts of killings and brutality experienced during the Teso insurgency
(1986–1993) had a profound effect, and the desire to break with the
past, an essential part of Pentecostal Christianity, was profound. Joining
the church was a way of signalling that the violence of the recent past
was separate from the present.

This need to show rupture or change, so strong in Pentecostal
Christianity in Oledai, was also paralleled by changes elsewhere in the
village. The significance of charismatic forms of worship in the Catholic
Church, for example, was another way of showing how things had
moved on. The pattern of a court case, where decisions were strongly
biased against younger men, suggested a restoration of pre-insurgency
patterns of political authority. The orderliness and sociality of a funeral
organised by a burial contrasted with the lonely and sacrilegious killings
of the insurgency years. There was, across the range of existing institu-
tions, an insistent desire to make a break with the past, and Pentecostal
churches were part of this landscape. The Christian discourse of rupture
and transformation was central to life in Oledai.

Against this story it is possible to observe the apparent meaningless
of NGO work. The committees and community structures established
when development projects arrived in the village did not keep going
when the NGO left. The work of community development has mostly
technical functions and represents an ideological agenda – of rights,
empowerment or participation – that had little purchase. In a funda-
mental way the work of NGOs lacked meaning. Projects were designed
around legible goals, focused on a particular ‘need’ – health, clean water,
empowerment – and tied to an outside funder. This made it difficult for
people to engage with the community-level structures put in place –
village health teams, water-user committees, women’s groups. Without
some sort of meaning in relation to the wider landscape, the work of
NGOs remained extrinsic and ephemeral.

The PAG church had come to seem like a natural part of the village.
It was very far from being considered as a ‘socially contrived’ arrange-
ment, in the way that a village health team or SOCADIDO women’s
group appeared. In building the PAG church in Oledai, there were par-
allels to the construction of a permanent Catholic Church on the other
side of the village. In a more general way the church mirrored the work
of other local institutions, and was embedded within the local land-
scape. The organisational elements of his church borrowed from other
institutions, while those who occupied positions of importance within
the church also sat on other local committees. The PAG church was
structured by the institutional landscape – the patterns of thoughts,
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the borrowed practices and the analogies people make. There was a
naturalness to this that contrasted with the artificiality of NGO insti-
tutions. The way the PAG church signified continuity and change,
rupture and permanence, suggests how much further it had progressed
in becoming part of life in Oledai.

Notes

1. The fieldwork that provides the basis for the chapter, carried out in Uganda
from October 2001 to March 2003, was funded by a doctoral grant from the
Economic and Social Research Council (ref. R42200034219). Follow-up field-
work was carried out in 2008 and 2009 with funding from the Danish Research
Council for the Social Sciences (ref. 95-0300-03024-05) and the Overseas
Development Group at the University of East Anglia.

2. The growth of these churches was for practical, as well as spiritual, reasons.
I was told that those who joined the church were less likely to be conscripted
into rebel groups, and less likely to be harassed by government soldiers. The
differentness of Pentecostalism placed the church membership outside the
social and political conflicts that drove the rebellion.

3. In 2002 Pentecostal membership In Oledai was recorded at about 15 per cent
of the adult population, but if charismatic Catholics and other ‘born again’
villagers are added to this then the figure rises to about 25 per cent.
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Agents of Gendered Change:
Empowerment, Salvation
and Gendered Transformation
in Urban Kenya
Damaris Parsitau

Introduction

Since the 1980s gender issues have increasingly gained public attention
in Kenya. Two very different types of organisation have been central in
the struggles to transform gender relations and lead to increased equal-
ity and empowerment for women: women-focused non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) and women-led Pentecostal and charismatic
churches. NGOs have engaged in extensive campaigns to promote
socio-economic development, democracy and human rights throughout
Kenya. Today there are literally thousands of NGOs operating in Kenya,
many focusing on gender issues and seeking to bring about a transfor-
mation in women’s roles in society. Some of the areas in which they
work include girls’ education, women’s reproductive health, women’s
economic empowerment and gender equity in legal and policy matters.
At the same time a new wave of women-led Pentecostal and charismatic
churches has also been seeking gendered social transformation. Focus-
ing on the gospel message of salvation and redemption, they seek to
bring about a transformation in women’s lives by empowering them
both spiritually and materially. Alongside a raft of skills and enterprise
training, these churches also seek to build women’s confidence, enhance
their self-esteem and build networks of fellowship and support. The pur-
pose of this chapter is to compare and contrast these two rather different
non-state actors and to consider how, and with what success, they bring
about gendered transformation.

Following this short introduction, the chapter first gives some back-
ground about the situation of women in Kenya and traces the rise
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of the women’s movement from the 1980s onwards. It then discusses
two women-focused NGOs – Maendeleo Ya Wanawake Organization
(MYWO) and the Federation of Women Lawyers (FIDA-Kenya) – and two
women-led neo-charismatic churches – the Ladies Homecare Spiritual
Fellowship (LHSF) and the Single Ladies Interdenominational Ministry
(SLIM) – and considers how these different organisations conceptu-
alise women’s problems, engage with women and seek to bring about
gendered transformation.

Women in Kenyan society

Kenya is a largely patriarchal society where the status of women is rela-
tively low, with great inequality and inequity prevailing in many aspects
of Kenyan society. The pervasive patriarchal ideology is evident in both
the domestic and public spheres. Women remain marginalised and dis-
criminated against in all aspects of their lives. This patriarchal culture
ensures that women do not play critical roles politically. Until very
recently there were hardly any women appointed to public office, either
in government or in the private sector.

Women also face tremendous systemic obstacles that prevent them
from full enjoyment of their rights and privileges. The situation is rein-
forced by laws and policies as well as prevailing socio-cultural factors.
Some identifiable challenges that women face in Kenya include rape,
incest, wife inheritance and other forms of violence against women such
as female genital mutilation and early marriages. Others include repro-
ductive health issues and diseases such as HIV/AIDS, lack of access to
education, fair representation in politics and public life, advocacy and
policy and legal issues.

It was in this context that the women’s movement in Kenya began in
earnest in the 1980s and gained momentum in the 1990s, when the turn
towards multi-party politics opened up a more democratic space that
provided more opportunity for women to speak out. Since then women
have pioneered in gender activism, gender sensitisation, capacity build-
ing, lobbying on gender and human rights issues, and mobilising
Kenyan women to take up various political leadership positions. Women
started to demand increased voice and representation in national pol-
itics and broader society, and many committed themselves to raising
the consciousness of their fellow women, especially at the grassroots
level, to understand their rights as citizens (Nzomo 1993: 143). Recently,
women have even begun to form their own political parties, largely
because existing parties in the multi-party context have not adequately
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addressed women’s concerns. Nonetheless, as one commentator has
concluded, ‘this pioneer spirit has . . . failed in achieving effective politi-
cal participation or the taking up of leadership positions’ (Kamau 2010).
Even today there are only 22 women legislators in parliament (about
10 per cent of the total), 7 women serving in cabinet and 6 female assis-
tant ministers. And while women constitute over 30 per cent of those
employed in the public sector, only about 25 per cent of them are at a
decision-making level (Kamau 2010).

The transition from one-party rule to multi-party democracy and the
new neoliberal openness of the early 1990s has also led to a growth
in a wide variety of civil society organisations, many of which took
up women’s issues. Among these were both NGOs that focused on
women and a number of women-led Pentecostal churches that focused
on the salvation of poor and marginal women. In this chapter I seek to
explore the different ways in which these two types of women-focused
organisation conceptualise the problems that face Kenyan women, and
also to compare the different approaches that they use as they seek to
overcome them.

Women-focused NGOs

Today Kenya is home to a sea of civil society organisations, NGOs,
faith-based organisations and other bodies working on development
issues such as governance, human rights, gender issues and health.
Around 5000 NGOs were registered in Kenya between 1990 and 2007
(Gifford 2009: 160, Hearne 2003, Parsitau 2009), and several hundred
of these specifically focus on issues of concern to women. Some of the
most outstanding include the Federation of Women Lawyers (FIDA-
Kenya), Forum for African Women Educationists (FAWE), the League
of Kenyan Women Voters (LKWV), Maendeleo Ya Wanawake Orga-
nizations (MYWO), Mothers in Action, National Council of Women
of Kenya (NCWK), the Kenya Network of Women Living with AIDS
(KENWA) and the National Committee for the Advancement of
Women’s Rights. These women-focused NGOs have emerged to address
the myriad of challenges and concerns affecting women in Kenya and
have agitated for the inclusion of women in the social, economic and
legal reforms that are taking place in the country. As a result there has
been a significant increase in the number of women assuming leadership
positions in public and civic life (Nzomo 1993: 143).

While many women’s NGOs focus on health and economic
empowerment, a number of them have expanded their focus from social
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and economic issues at the local level to political and legal concerns
at the national level. Today there is a widespread expansion of gen-
der development activities to include women’s political representation
and policy advocacy. Yet despite all these efforts, women in Kenya
still remain grossly underrepresented in policy and decision-making
bodies and organisations in legislative, public and private sectors. Still
today, women’s representation in Parliament is very low, even by
East African standards. Women make up only 10 per cent of Kenya’s
parliament, while women account for some 30 per cent of parliamen-
tarians in neighbouring Uganda and Tanzania, and over 50 per cent in
Rwanda.

In the next section, I focus on the activities and programmes of two
prominent women-focused NGOs – Maendeleo Ya Wanawake Organisa-
tions (MYWO) and the Federation of Women Lawyers (FIDA-Kenya).

Maendeleo Ya Wanawake

Maendeleo Ya Wanawake (MYWO) (‘Development of Women’) is one
of the largest women’s NGOs in Kenya today. While tracing its origins
back to an organisation started by the wives of colonial administrators
in the 1950s with the aim of improving women’s welfare and increasing
their involvement in rural development (Gecaga 2001, Kiragu 2006), it
has transformed and flourished since independence and today consists
of a nationwide network of over 600,000 women’s groups, with some
4.5 million women members. These networks of women’s groups have
become entrenched in Kenyan society and the vast majority of women,
whether rural or urban, educated or uneducated, belong to at least one
or two of these groups.

Like many women’s NGOs, MYWO engages mainly in promoting edu-
cation for women and girls and in enabling small-scale developmental
activities for women, focusing on income generation, welfare concerns
and home-making skills. One area that it has championed in particu-
lar is the liberation of women from what they see as the worse forms
of traditional culture, particularly female genital mutilation (FGM),
early marriage and forced marriage. Female initiation rites, including
FGM, are important in many communities in Kenya and, despite being
banned by the government, they continue in many places. Seeing that
simply banning the practices was ineffective, MYWO came up with an
innovative approach aimed at transforming, rather than stopping, these
female initiations. In discussion with local communities, MWYO has
invented alternative rites of passage for rural, particularly pastoralist,
women that recognise the social, cultural and religious significance of
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the rites but dispense with the painful and controversial mutilation of
the female genitalia. Many communities, such as the Pokot, Samburu,
Maasai, Kisii and Meru, have embraced these alternative rites, and this
has translated into better opportunities for young girls who can now go
to school without being initiated and married off before their teenage
years. The case of Pauline, a young Maasai woman that I met at a MWYO
ceremony, is typical. She finished her primary school education when
she was 15 and was eager to continue her education at high school.
However, her father had other plans for her and, unbeknown to her, had
arranged for her to undergo female circumcision and then get married
to a man that Pauline hardly knew. When she found out, Pauline ran
away to a rescue centre sponsored by MYWO. Centre staff and counsel-
lors liaised with Pauline’s parents and tried to convince them that FGM
would seriously harm their daughter and that the alternative rites of
passage could adequately serve to mark her transition to womanhood.
Eventually they agreed, and Pauline went through the alternative rites
and returned to her family.

Federation of Women Lawyers

The Federation of Women Lawyers (FIDA-Kenya) is a non-profit, non-
partisan and non-governmental membership organisation of women
lawyers and women law students in Kenya. This leading women’s organ-
isation was established in July 1985 after the third United Nations World
Conference on women, which was held in Nairobi. FIDA-Kenya focuses
on national-level political, legal and structural issues affecting Kenyan
women, rather than on local level issues and women’s micro-economic
development. FIDA-Kenya was formed to ensure that women can access
justice at all times, to advocate for reform of laws and policies with
regards to women’s rights and to provide information and enhance
public awareness on gender issues and women’s rights issues. It pro-
vides legal aid to thousands of women and it also engages in advocacy,
litigation, lobbying, public awareness, training and education.

When FIDA was first set up initial reactions from Kenyan men were
very hostile. The male-dominated culture and media portrayed the
organisation as one led by ‘a group of divorced women’ who were
out to ‘spoil good Kenyan women’. Despite this initial negative per-
ception from Kenyan men, FIDA-Kenya has fought hard to shed this
negative label and has struggled to make Kenyan women aware of
their legal, political, social and human rights. FIDA-Kenya carries out
numerous trainings for women of all ages and backgrounds, in both
urban and rural areas. It seeks to improve women’s knowledge about
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property rights, inheritance rights and divorce law so that women
will be able to demand what is entitled to them during family and
community conflicts. The organisation has also raised objections to
gender-based violence and has produced extensive reports that have
placed the issue firmly on the public agenda. Throughout the post-
election violence that rocked the country after the disputed 2007 general
election, FIDA-Kenya highlighted its impact on women and children
and helped thousands of women in need. In 2009 it organised the first-
ever gender festival, an open forum for women to discuss a range of
issues, including gender-based violence and issues of family protection.
It has ably and articulately raised awareness concerning many issues and
challenges facing women in the country, and has also been involved
in the formulation of policy for the advancement of women’s issues,
such as the National Policy on Gender and Development and the Sex
Offence Bill.

At the international level, FIDA-Kenya is recognised foremost as an
African actor in the area of women’s empowerment. It enjoys special
consultative status with the African Commission and with the United
Nations Economic and Social Council, and observer status with the
African Commission on Human Rights. FIDA uses these local and inter-
national spaces to bring pressure to bear on Kenyan policy makers in
order to improve conditions for women. For example, FIDA has played
critical roles throughout the constitution reform process and in the
subsequent debates and discourses to improve gender equity in the
new constitution that came into effect in August 2010. Although much
remains to be done, it is hoped that the passage of a new constitution
will help Kenyan women achieve more steps towards their rights in the
Kenyan society.

These two women-focused NGOs, and others like them, thus seek
to improve the lives and conditions of women in Kenya. While there
are numerous differences in scale, outlook and approach, some broad
generalisations can nonetheless be made. First, women-focused NGOs
tend to focus on the practical. They are interested in economic devel-
opment, legal structures and bodily integrity. Their concerns are here
and now, in the material, matter of fact. Second, their approach can be
characterised as ‘minimising harm’. They seek to protect women from
the various harmful forces and actors that would otherwise hurt them,
whether by appropriating their property or hurting their bodies. These
women-focused NGOs, and others like them, mainly seek to make a
tough life a little easier. Let us now contrast this with the approach of
the new women-led Pentecostal churches.
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Pentecostal and charismatic churches

Parallel to the growth in NGOs since the 1990s has been the astound-
ing growth of Pentecostal and charismatic Christianity. While most
Kenyans have long identified as Christian (Ochieng 2010), particularly
Anglican, Presbyterian and Roman Catholic, there has been a rapid rise
in Pentecostal and charismatic church movements that cut across social,
ethnic and gender divides in both urban and rural areas of the country
(Parsitau 2007, 2009). It is now estimated that about 14 per cent of the
population are members of Pentecostal or charismatic churches (Kalu
2008: 5) and that seven in ten Protestants are Pentecostal, and about
a third of all Catholics can be classified as charismatic (Pew Forum on
Religion and Public Life 2006). At the present time, then, Pentecostal
and charismatic Christianity represents the most dynamic, powerful
and publicly visible form of religious renewal in Kenya and has become
a powerful socio-political and religious force (Parsitau 2007). In many
parts of the world it has been suggested that the movement has trans-
formative effects on women, particularly those in search of equality.
How, then, do these Kenyan churches deal with women and women’s
issues?

Gendered charisma: the feminisation of Kenyan Pentecostalism

Browning and Hollingworth (2010) have aptly pointed out the gender
paradox at the heart of global Pentecostalism, whereby it is ‘at once lib-
erating and disempowering for women’. While on the one hand many
Pentecostal churches affirm the equality of all human beings and seek
to liberate women from traditional cultural structures, they also uphold
the sanctity of the patriarchal family and refuse to let women take lead-
ership positions in the church. This characterisation is true of much
of Kenyan Pentecostalism, although recent struggles to reformulate the
role of the Pentecostal woman are currently leading to some radical new
developments, such as female-headed churches and all-women prayer
fellowships, as I shall discuss later.

Most Pentecostal churches are male-dominated organisations. The
Deliverance Church, one of the largest Pentecostal churches in Kenya,
with over 1000 congregations spread all over the country, is a typi-
cal example. All of its local, regional and international congregations,
except one, are led by men. The Deliverance Church Council, the high-
est decision-making body of the church, is entirely male. While pastors’
wives may serve as co-pastors, their role is ambiguous and has lit-
tle potential for real leadership. Indeed, most of these women have
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full-time jobs outside of the church. In general, women are excluded
from leadership positions and many women that I interviewed reported
that men make all of the central decisions in the church and that women
have very little voice in church matters. Nancy Gitau, for example, used
to be a member of the Deliverance Church. She told me how she found
the church to be ‘totally dominated by men’ and was frustrated that
they ‘refused to accord women leadership roles despite the fact that
women are equally endowed with charismatic gifts that enable them
to preach just like men’. Eventually she left the Deliverance Church
and founded her own ministry, Deborah Arise Africa. In traditional
Pentecostal churches such as the Deliverance Church, women’s roles are
supposed to be in the domestic sphere and they are expected to follow
‘God’s natural order’ by acting as helpers rather than leaders. As one pas-
tor put it, ‘men are the head and women are the neck’. Men are also the
head of the household and women are expected to submit both to God
and to their husbands.

Despite this exclusion from leadership positions, women are
extremely active in Pentecostal churches and carry significant respon-
sibilities. They are frequently involved in evangelism, singing, ushering,
collecting offerings, social welfare, protocol and church maintenance.
For many women, engagement in these activities offers opportuni-
ties to learn new skills and to develop their potential. Many become
enthusiastic public speakers and build their confidence. Their frustra-
tion is then perhaps all the greater when, after this empowerment, they
find themselves excluded from the most important positions of church
leadership.

While this situation is common in many regular Pentecostal churches,
there are a few exceptions that give greater responsibilities to women
and further their empowerment to more encompassing levels. Some
churches, such as the Redeemed Gospel Church, have even agreed to
ordain women pastors, and their Bishop, Arthur Kitonga, has ordained
several prominent female clergy. This, in turn, has led to some inter-
esting new developments in Kenyan Pentecostalism, as many of these
female pastors have since left their original churches and founded
their own churches and congregations. Thus today one of the most
striking features of the Kenyan Pentecostal scene is its increasingly
feminised face. There is now a proliferation of ordained female clergy,
many of whom are founders, presidents, bishops, evangelists, healers
or prophetesses in new churches. Examples include Bishop Margaret
Wanjiru of Jesus Is Alive Ministries (JIAM); Evangelist Teresia Wairimu
of Faith Evangelistic Ministries (FEM); Rev. Elizabeth Wahome of Single
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Ladies Interdenominational Ministries (SLIM); Rev. Judy Mbugua of
Ladies Homecare Spiritual Fellowship (LHSF); and Rev. Grace Kariuki
of Amazing Grace Ministries International. Other examples include the
Ladies of Excellence Ministries led and founded by Rev. Lucy Muriu
of Maximum Miracle Centers (MMC); Faith Harvest Church Family
founded by pastor Zipporah Kimani; Deborah Arise Africa founded by
Rev. Nancy Gitau; Evangelist Alice Mugure of Zion Prayer Mountain and
the Kenya House of Prayer; Charismata Ministries founded by Evange-
list Mama Mwai; Rivers of Joy Faith Christian Church founded by Rev.
Esther Maingi; and The Will of God Ministry founded by Apostle Mary
Wangui. Such developments parallel similar movements across the con-
tinent, where women-led Pentecostal churches have also emerged, for
example, in Nigeria, Ivory Coast and Ghana (Olupuna 2002, Walker
1979).

In all these churches and ministries, women have assumed leadership
positions to a degree that has not (yet) been replicated in mainstream
Pentecostal churches or in public life in Kenya in general (Mwaura
2005, Parsitau & Mwaura 2010). These women are not only assuming
prominence locally, but also internationally, as many of their ministries
have expanded transnationally, with branches in various other African
countries (Parsitau & Mwaura 2010). Moreover, previously marginalised,
‘non-typical’ women, such as those who are single, divorced or wid-
owed, have also assumed leadership roles in these new churches and
fellowships (Mwaura 2005, Parsitau & Mwaura 2010, Parsitau 2010,
2011).

In what follows I will present two case studies of new women-led
churches – LHSF and SLIM – and show how they seek to improve
women’s lives and to bring about gendered social transformation.

Ladies Homecare Spiritual Fellowship

The Ladies Homecare Spiritual Fellowship (LHSF) was founded by the
Rev. Judy Mbugua in 1985 as an interdenominational Christian fellow-
ship for ladies, with a mission to raise strong women who are committed
to praying for the salvation of their families. Rev. Mbugua explained to
me that the fellowship seeks to equip women with the spiritual and
practical resources to raise strong and healthy families and, in so doing,
to contribute to building a strong nation. This mission is clearly rather
conservative and, although it seeks to empower women, it does not chal-
lenge the conventional wisdom that their place is first and foremost in
the home, helping their husbands and raising their children.
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Rev. Mbugua is an accomplished woman. Her life story, as recounted
to me in 2009, sheds light on her path to becoming one of the first
female Pentecostal leaders. She was born to wealthy and educated par-
ents in 1947 in Limuru, Kenya, and grew up in the Presbyterian church
of East Africa. Although she grew up in a wealthy home, she dropped out
of school before she had completed her primary school education and
married Richard Mbugua while still a teenager. Ill-equipped to shoulder
marital and parental responsibilities, she struggled in her new role as
a wife and mother. It was at this challenging time in her life that she
attended a Pentecostal church crusade. The preacher spoke about spir-
itual death, and this resonated with Judy, who was feeling exhausted
and spiritually drained. She began to crave the spiritual renewal and
transformation that the preacher talked about, and soon after, at the
age of 20, was ‘born again’. This radical spiritual transformation, she
says, turned her life around. It gave her hope and strength to cope with
her role as a young wife and mother and to envision a positive future
for herself. A few years later she went back to school and then trained
as a secretary at a government secretarial college. She succeeded in find-
ing employment and steadily worked her way up the ranks to become
a top government secretary. She joined the Nairobi Pentecostal Church
Valley Road, an affluent and well-known Pentecostal church in Nairobi.
It was here that she learned the art of public speaking and discovered a
talent for preaching and ministering. As she became more involved with
church activities her confidence increased and she began to also learn
key leadership and management skills.

However, for much of this time Judy’s husband was away working
and she felt lonely. She also found that she did not fit in to any of the
typical categories of people often referred to in the church services. The
pastor would often call out to couples, single parents and widows to be
prayed for, and Judy could not stand up and receive the blessing because
she did not fit in any of those categories. She became concerned that
women whose husbands were not ‘born again’ were being left out by
the pastors. It was at this point, in 1985, that she decided to bring these
women together to form a fellowship where they could talk, share and
pray together. She started to invite women to her house for monthly
prayer meetings, and the LHSF was born. The first meeting attracted
20 women, the second meeting attracted 40, then 60, and within a year,
200 women were attending the monthly meetings. Within five years the
numbers had risen to over a thousand women from a range of different
denominations.

The growth in numbers necessitated the need for larger facilities and
thus the meetings were moved to the Nairobi Pentecostal Church Valley
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Road. Today, meetings are held at the Homecare Retreat Centre in Karen,
a comfortable centre recently purchased by the LHSF. While the min-
istry originally started in Nairobi, they have long since spread to various
parts of the country. Thus, from a small, home-based prayer fellow-
ship, LHSF has now grown to become an interdenominational religious
organisation with over 20 branches throughout the country and 1 in
Zimbabwe.

In 1991 Judy was ordained as a full minister by Bishop Arthur Kitonga
of the Redeemed Gospel Churches of Kenya. Like many other women
ministers, her church training has predominantly been in leadership
and management, rather than theology. She studied at the Haggai Insti-
tute for Advanced Leadership Training, an international training centre
for Christian leaders which runs courses that are somewhere between an
MBA and a course in Theology and which focus on empowering lead-
ers to find their own personalised and culturally appropriate ways of
communicating the gospel.

Like many other charismatic churches, LHSF has a focus on ‘holistic
ministry’, meaning that it seeks to combine both spiritual and mate-
rial transformation. Each branch builds a home, called a prayer tower,
consisting of a hall, a prayer room, retreat facilities and a counselling
room with telephone help lines operating 24 hours per day. LHSF also
runs seminars on leadership and organises development programmes
aimed at empowering disadvantaged women. On the material side, LHSF
focuses on poor and vulnerable women, especially those living in infor-
mal settlements such as the Kibera slum in Nairobi. It runs a shelter
for women who have suffered from abuse, including victims of rape,
incest and other forms of gender-based violence, and provides emo-
tional support and psychological counselling laced with prayer and
devotion. It also has programmes catering for very poor women and
children, particularly those orphaned by HIV/AIDS, by providing food,
shelter, clothing, counselling and education. LHSF also runs a micro-
finance facility that partners with local banks to provide loans for needy
and vulnerable women members to start small businesses. Many women
in this ministry are thus involved in arts and crafts businesses or in
small-scale detergent-making enterprises. These ventures have signifi-
cantly transformed the lives of many such vulnerable women. Mary, for
example, was living in a ramshackle hut in the Kibera slum after her
husband died of HIV-related complications. Also HIV-positive herself,
she was severely ill and malnourished. When she joined LHSF she was
given free anti-retroviral drugs and food. Within a couple of months, she
felt better and learned how to take care of herself. She also learned new
skills such as tailoring and dressmaking. She soon began to make dresses
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and earned enough to buy food and rent a small but decent house. She
is now able to feed her two children and send them to school. Mary
says that LHSF has transformed her life and given her hope and reason
to live.

Rev Mbugua is also publicly engaged in women’s issues and is an
opinion shaper both nationally and internationally. As a well-known
televangelist, she regularly reaches large audiences by preaching on
Kenyan television. She often speaks on issues of concern to women such
as patriarchy, poverty, disease, ignorance, inadequate healthcare and
gender-based violence. She has also attempted to interrogate these issues
and has challenged governments and other stakeholders to address
issues of concern to women in Africa. She is also central to a number
of efforts to bring together Christian women’s organisations throughout
Kenya, and across the African continent. She helped found the National
Interdenominational Women’s Prayer Network (NIWPN), an organisa-
tion consisting of women’s networks established to bring together all
Kenyan Christian Women’s Ministries to pray for the country. This net-
work, which comprises more than 150 women leaders from various
Christian denominations, mobilises women leaders and their followers
to pray and make intercession for the family unit and the nation at
large. NIWPN also maintains a database of all women’s ministries in the
country, and uses mass media technologies to communicate with them
on topical issues affecting the nation.

Rev. Mbugua is also the Director of the Pan African Christian Women’s
Alliance (PACWA), an organisation linking evangelical women’s organ-
isations throughout Africa. PACWA provides information and training
for women on social, economic, political and legal issues as diverse as
land use, bank loans, gender-based violence and female genital mutila-
tion. PACWA also facilitates development projects among women all
over Africa, and their achievements include a tailoring and sewing
school in Zambia, training for self-help projects in Madagascar, micro-
business classes and adult literacy classes among Maasai women in
Kenya and Tanzania, single mothers’ projects in Ghana, chicken projects
in Botswana, teenage pregnancy support programmes in Sierra Leone
and nutrition centres for street children in South Africa.

Single Ladies Interdenominational Ministry

Another ministry that strives to improve the physical and spiritual needs
of women in Kenya is the Single Ladies Interdenominational Ministry
(SLIM), founded by Rev. Elizabeth Wahome in June 2004. SLIM began as
a prayer and support group for single women who are often ostracised
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and shunned in regular Pentecostal churches. Rev. Wahome claims that
she received a vision from God to start SLIM to give lonely single women
some fellowship after realising that most Christian churches did not
address their needs. It has grown rapidly since its founding and now
has well over 2000 members. It has branches in Tanzania and Uganda,
and plans to develop new branches in Botswana, Malawi, Zimbabwe
and the Seychelles. While membership of this organisation was initially
restricted to single women, today the church is open to all women,
and husbands are welcome as partners and mentors. However, SLIM’s
focus remains on single women, and it is dedicated to uplifting their
lives, particularly those that are poor, marginalised and vulnerable, by
empowering them spiritually, socially and economically.

Four different categories of single women are recognised by SLIM –
divorcees, single mothers, spinsters and widows – whose conditions
are likened to the experiences of female biblical figures such as Mary
Magdalene, Ruth, Esther, Hagar and Deborah. Divorced women are rep-
resented by Hagar, Sarah’s maidservant and second wife to Abraham.
When Hagar was rejected and sent away with her son Ishmael, God res-
cued them and provided them with water. Rev. Wahome draws many
parallels between Hagar’s story and that of separated and divorced
Kenyan women, who are usually left with the sole responsibility for
feeding and raising their children. Single mothers are represented by
Ruth. These women who have not been married but have children
whom they raise alone, are often despised, stigmatised and shunned,
and the story of Ruth brings them hope. Spinsters, the third category, are
women who have been patiently and hopefully waiting for husbands.
Rev. Wahome draws parallels between this group and the Virgin Mary,
who was faithful until an angel appeared and announced that she would
soon be pregnant with a child. Rev. Wahome was herself single for a very
long time, and she can therefore identify with the challenges that affect
this category in a culture that frowns on unmarried women. This group
is encouraged to stay expectant and hopeful until a suitable husband
shows up. Rev. Wahome exhorts women in this category to preoccupy
themselves with serving God while waiting for a husband. The last cat-
egory is that of widows, who, according to Rev. Wahome, have a special
place in God’s heart. This category is represented by Naomi, who lost her
husband and sons in battle, but who nonetheless found a way to carry
on. God is here portrayed as the defender of widows and the oppressed.
She quotes Psalms 68, where God is said to be a husband to widows and
a father to their children. All four categories of single women are encour-
aged to rise above victimhood and value themselves as children of God.
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At home and in the church the women are encouraged to work as the
bride of Christ, active in evangelism and ministry (Kalu 2006: 231). They
are encouraged to realise that they are not alone because Jesus is their
husband, provider, counsellor and helper.

Along with many other women-led churches and ministries in Kenya,
SLIM seeks to empower women and change their subjectivities by draw-
ing on positive female heroines and images from the Bible. Nigerian
historian and theologian Ogbu Kalu has drawn attention to the impor-
tant ways in which female imagery can be used as metaphors of power,
transformation and encouragement (Kalu 2008). He argues that femi-
nine imagery is found throughout the Bible, with God often portrayed
as the mother of Israel. He offers a reading of the Bible in which
God’s powers of salvation were first activated by women – Elizabeth,
Mary, Anna and Mary Magdalene. These women, he argues, had the
courage to say yes to the Holy Spirit and became co-workers with God.
Their apparent weakness was turned into a powerful, prophetic recov-
ery for both church and community. Women-led Pentecostal churches
in Kenya build on Kalu’s insights and also seek out exemplary female
heroines from the Bible. They place special focus on the use of female
biblical characters, such as Deborah, Naomi, Yael, Ruth and Mary, as
images and metaphors of empowerment and transformation. These bib-
lical ‘women of excellence’ serve as role models and many women at
SLIM draw strength and inspiration from them and want to be identified
with them. The appropriation of feminine biblical imagery and its use
as a tool of empowerment is central to SLIM’s devotional and motiva-
tional practices and aims to build women’s self-esteem and confidence
and help them to forge links with one another. These metaphors are
used to reconstruct Christian womanhood and singlehood and to cre-
ate a gendered understanding of themselves as single Christian women
in a society that frowns upon them. While society brands them as
the weaker sex, Pentecostal women in Kenya seek to recast themselves
as ‘Women of Excellence’, ‘Daughters of Faith’, ‘Daughters of Zion’,
‘Women of Honour’ and ‘Women without Limits’. SLIM, with its partic-
ular focus on often-marginalised single women, encourages its members
to change their self-perception from that of victims to that of daughters
of God. In this way SLIM and other such churches use these metaphors
and feminine biblical imagery, in an attempt, reconstruct their shat-
tered and wounded beings and to reformulate a positive vision of the
female self.

Much of SLIM’s work thus has a strong therapeutic focus. One of its
key programmes is ‘Sister Keepers’, a ministry that encourages women to
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watch over each other as keepers. These are usually networks of prayer
support groups in which women listen to each others’ problems and
pray together. The ministry also has weekly meetings such as Bible study,
committee meetings and prayer groups, all of which provide space to
talk about problems and challenges. In their annual conferences, cell
group meetings and Bible study groups, these women share their stories
of suffering and restoration. The meetings allow them to disclose their
inner life to other supportive women. The meetings can be powerfully
therapeutic, as women narrate their sufferings and pain at the hands of
abusive husbands, or the loneliness they felt when deserted by a spouse
or their struggles and pain as they fend for their children. The issues
that bind them in these fellowships are sadness, loneliness, sorrow, pain,
neglect, despair, poverty, domestic violence, sin, suffering and disease
(Griffith 1997).

More than many other ministries that I have studied, SLIM has suc-
ceeded in empowering women, particularly single women. Scores of
women that I interviewed told me how SLIM had changed the way they
perceive themselves in relation to God. Several pointed out that their
participation in SLIM’s meetings had enhanced their self-esteem and
confidence, while others insisted that it had led to a total transformation
of their lives.

SLIM also aims to help women transform the practical aspects of their
lives, particularly their economic situation. For single women having to
cope alone, this is of particular importance. In an effort to assist women
living in Nairobi’s poorest areas, SLIM has opened a bureau that adver-
tises jobs and encourages employers to seek workers through it. Building
on the reputation of Pentecostals as honest and hard-working, SLIM’s
message to employers reads:

Attention employers, are you looking for honest born-again workers?
For secretaries, accountants, housekeepers, and baby sitters, contact
the SLIM bureau.

SLIM has also recently opened a skills centre, where it provides a vari-
ety of skills training to single women and also to young girls and boys.
People learn skills such as information technology, tailoring, baking
and confectionery making, catering, detergent and shampoo making
and animal husbandry. Women who were not able to finish school
due to lack of school fees are given a second chance to go back and
complete their studies. Every participant is urged to engage in social
and economic pursuits to improve their life, and SLIM secures funding



218 Agents of Gendered Change

to assist some of these women get started, in the form of small loans
from banks such as The Women’s Finance Trust, Equity Bank and Fam-
ily Bank. An annual exhibition is held to display the wares that have
been produced by women who have been trained, and sales from these
exhibitions are often significant and help the women to establish busi-
ness contacts. One of this year’s exhibitors, Sabina, a single mother
of two and owner of the Sabby Craft and Curio Shop, for example,
learned basic business management skills in a programme run by SLIM
in collaboration with Family Bank. Sabina joined SLIM in 2003 and
received a grant of KSh 1500 to open a small-scale business special-
ising in African batik and handcrafts. Her business has now grown
tremendously and she has achieved a high degree of financial security.
Likewise, Anne, a single mother of three, learned to bake cakes in one
of the classes at the skills centre and later received a small grant to
start a bakery business. This business has totally transformed her life,
giving her confidence and security and allowing her to provide for her
children.

Rev. Wahome also speaks frequently in the public arena, and has chal-
lenged the government to address issues affecting single women and
to include women’s concerns in the development agenda and in the
formulation of policy. She claims that Kenyan women are oppressed
and have no one to fight for them. She has drawn attention to the
high levels of gender-based violence and insecurity facing women in
the country, especially poor and vulnerable women in the country’s
urban slums and informal settlements. She has called for legal aid to
widows whose relatives disinherit them when their husbands die, and
for legal aid and education for women in general. Rev. Wahome argues
that her ministry serves as a wake-up call to the Christian church and
to society as a whole, and challenges them to accept single women
and to allow women into leadership positions. She has criticised main-
stream Christian churches and called on them to open up opportunities
for women as leaders, deacons, preachers and directors of projects.
SLIM, then, is clearly politically and socially empowering in that it
unquestionably helps build social capital among women and rallies their
collective energies to transform their lives and that of their families.
SLIM further provides these women with institutional settings for the
acquisition of leadership and organisational skills that may be trans-
ferred to civic skills. But perhaps most importantly, it is in the area of
building self-esteem and confidence that SLIM has brought about a huge
transformation in the lives of single women.
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SLIM, then, is perhaps more radical than LHSF, with its focus on
non-traditional, ‘atypical’, single women. It is one of the few organisa-
tions that give these women a role and a voice. In many other respects,
however, the two organisations are very similar and both would agree
that it is better for a woman to be married than to be alone. The two
organisations are also similar in that, like many other Pentecostal and
charismatic churches, they practice ‘holistic ministry’, combining both
spiritual and material matters in their efforts to bring about personal
and social transformation.

Conclusion

My observation of Kenya’s new women-led Pentecostal organisations
suggests that women clergy and laity are using the new faith as a space
for struggle, for liberation, for dislocating culture and patriarchy and to
contest leadership and public life. They offer a space for healing and per-
sonal and communal development. In this space, personal testimonies
are cherished as important indicators of how radical personal salvation
is expected to be. The messages of these churches are very positive and
affirming, and focus on the themes of self-worth and positive engage-
ment with life. In these churches and fellowships the focus is on the
transformation of subjectivity, and women are encouraged to rise above
stigmatisation and victimhood. Conversion to Pentecostalism is widely
considered to bring about a sense of liberation and the opening up of
a new moral order in which people can redeem themselves and their
situation. For women, this is particularly so in these new women-led
churches.

Pentecostal converts seek to shift their mentality from victims to
empowered persons who are able to transform their lives using spiri-
tual resources and empowering discourses from biblical sources. They
find personal and social integrity in the transformation offered by
Pentecostal religiosity, which is both a sort of struggle for gender
liberation and a critique of the prevailing patriarchal order. Women
Pentecostal leaders challenge gender stereotypes and prejudices in
Kenyan society. These movements encourage women to renegotiate
some of the cultural practices and expectations of traditional life that
restrict them and limit their choices, such as Female Genital Mutilation,
early marriage, wife inheritance and polygamy. They exhort women to
circumvent restrictions through the power of the gospel, and to use their
spiritual gifts to rise to their full potential.
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These issues parallel the concerns raised by women-focused NGOs in
Kenya, who similarly focus on girls’ education and harmful traditional
practices. Both consider these issues to be absolutely fundamental for
women’s empowerment. And likewise, both the churches and the NGOs
place a major emphasis on the economic empowerment of women,
with skills and enterprise training. Indeed, there are numerous occasions
where collaboration has been witnessed between Pentecostal churches
and secular NGOs. Both MYWO and FIDA-Kenya, along with many
other NGOs, have worked in collaboration with Pentecostal churches to
bring about the transformation of women lives. It is not unusual to see
lawyers from FIDA giving talks about women’s legal rights at meetings
organised by women-led Pentecostal churches, or to hear about partner-
ships between MYWO and various women-led Pentecostal ministries to
provide economic empowerment projects to poor women.

Despite the many similarities between the churches and NGOs – in
their delineation of the main problems facing women and their desire
to work with and empower the most poor and marginalised – there
is one major difference in how they work. While the NGOs focus
solely on material and economic transformation, the churches com-
bine this with a quest for spiritual transformation, or what we might
call a transformation of subjectivities. By coming to see and experi-
ence themselves in a whole different way, many members of women-led
Pentecostal churches become empowered to change their lives from the
inside out.
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