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Rel ig ion and grassroots pol i t ics in Afr ica

Introduction

Päivi Hasu

For several decades, Western social thought was dominated by vari-
ous versions and ideas of modernisation. They were accompanied by 
secularisa tion theses assuming that as societies develop and modernise, 
they would undergo a process of secularisation. It was believed that 
modernising societies would become functionally differentiated, and 
that increasing rationalisation would bring about decline in the public 
significance of religion. Today, around the world, it is not difficult to see 
that this has not been the case. Churches and faith-based organisations 
are increasingly important in the public life and in the lives of the poor in 
many different faith contexts. It has been estimated that in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, 50 percent of education and health services were provided by faith 
groups and faith-based organisations at the beginning of the millennium.

The unfolding of religious, economic and political events in Africa has 
increasingly turned the attention of not just development practitioners but 
also scholars to the relationships between religion and politics on the one 
hand, and religion and development on the other. Development agents 
and political analysts have started to seriously consider the role played 
by religious values and religious organisations in supporting or hindering 
policies and processes. After 9/11, religion has become a key focus in 
political science; literature has been produced on the role of religion, espe-
cially Islam, in the political sphere; and literature that analyses religious 
organisations in development is rapidly increasing in numbers. Finally, 
over the past two decades or so, academics have turned their attention to 
the rise and transformation of religion and religiosity around the world, 
particularly in the Global South. New forms of Pentecostal-Charismatic 
Christianity have developed, Islam in its various forms is growing, and a 
rising number of diasporic groups with religious networks are changing 
the religious milieus of Western societies.
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Religion and politics

From the end of the 1980s, with the collapse of the one-party systems and 
trends towards democratisation, Christian churches played a remarkable 
role in promoting democratic values whilst acting inside civil society. 
Consequently, the role of mainline Christian churches in the three 
waves of democratisation in both Anglophone and Francophone Africa 
became the focus of interest. With the liberalisation that took place 
during the 1990s, new forms of Islamic organisations for youth, women 
and students became active participants in civil society, and in the last 
20 years public Islam has had a more pronounced public presence in 
Africa. This has been reflected also in the number of studies on Christian-
Muslim relations. Since the 1990s, academia has witnessed a real boom 
in Pentecostal studies. 

Just to go back in time a little: One influential study of the 1980s 
worth mentioning is that of Jean Comaroff on Zionism in southern Africa, 
highlighting the importance of black South Africans’ resistance against 
apartheid (Comaroff 1985). Comaroff argued that Tshidi Zionism, with 
its religious imagery and non-verbal behaviour, developed as a form of 
consciousness and mode of resistance that encompassed colonial politic-
al economy and culture. Later criticism has argued that resistance as a 
category may have been imposed on what was merely ethnographic and 
historical observations. And as Richard Werbner asked: “What weight 
must we give to the explicit intent of the people themselves as against our 
inferences about the implicit and the unspoken?” (Englund 2011, p 7). 
This idea of resistance does involve a perspective on politics as something 
else, other than what takes place within the confines of formal political 
institutions. However, it appears to reduce religion to a “second order 
process of adjustment to the world out there” or a “mode of interpretation 
and understanding.” Several recent studies make strong arguments that 
the religious and the political cannot be treated as two separate spheres 
but should be examined as elements of the same complex (Ellis and Ter 
Haar 2004; Marshall 2009, and Englund 2011).

On similar lines, Barbara Bompani suggests in her recent, edited 
volume Development and Politics from Below (Bompani and Frahm-Arp 
2011) that politics is not only about the formal activities of elected 
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representatives or government servants, but it is also integral to informal 
activities and less analysed organisations. Politics, in other words, is also 
made from below by ordinary people; the political discourse integral to 
religious community life at local level does not necessarily engage with 
institutionalised components of politics, such as party organisations, but 
seeks instead to promote democratic values, such as citizenship, social 
justice and civic rights. As an example of this, Follér and Vembane suggest 
in this volume (pp 164-172) that in Mozambique, Muslim activists have 
given up their explicitly political ambitions and are now engaging more 
fully in civil society in the struggle against HIV, in civic education and 
in their inclusive actions towards citizenship of women.

Another response has been that of Harri Englund (2011) who adopts 
the notion of public culture in the study of religion in Africa in order to 
deal with the problematic idea of religion as a second-order process of 
adjustment. He argues that the notion is less demarcated institutionally 
than formal politics, and prompts questions about how certain events, 
ideas, and practices assume public significance and thereby cross over 
the boundaries of their own domains. He argues that the great promise 
of studying any religion as an integral aspect of public culture is the way 
in which embodied experiences can be represented as coexisting with 
instances of deliberative and critical reason.

Religion and development

Religious discourse developed a new concern with the conduct of 
public life in the latter years of the 20th century, as religious leaders and 
organisations became more willing to step onto the public stage, and to 
highlight the moral and spiritual import of public policy. In the context 
of international development, revitalisation of public religion is evident 
in the growth of faith-based activism. 

To cut a long story short, since the 1980s, international economic 
policies started to demand reduced government spending, privatisation 
and market liberalisation as a condition to development aid. At the same 
time, major donor countries changed their aid distribution policies. 
This brought about a dramatic increase of NGOs, including faith-based 
organisations, that flourished as a result of economic neo-liberalism and 
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the collapse of public services. The role of faith-based organisations was 
recognised also at the international monetary institutions in late 1990s, 
when James Wolfensohn, then President of the World Bank, and George 
Carey, then Archbishop of Canterbury, initiated the World Faiths Devel-
opment Dialogue. 

Changing trends in development policies and practices were reflected 
in research as well. Classic theories of development paid little or no atten-
tion to religion because it seemed irrelevant, and religion was seen as an 
obstacle to modernisation. However, in 1980, one of the first attempts 
towards a new research agenda was the special issue of the journal World 
Development that explored the relationship between religion and develop-
ment. It went largely unnoticed at the time, when international policy 
defined development largely in terms of economic growth, and religion 
was neglected in the academic field of development studies. However, 
after these initial efforts a body of studies has surfaced, discussing faith-
based organisations and development, and relating them to the nature of 
civil society (eg Clarke et al 2008). Furthermore, general conceptual stud-
ies of the relationship between religion and development have emerged 
more recently (eg Deneulin et al 2009; ter Haar 2011). 

Donor policy towards faith-based organisations has traditionally 
been driven by constitutional conventions on the separation of church 
and state, conventions which dictated an arms-length relationship with 
most FBOs. Since the early 1980s, however, fundamental changes in 
the conduct of international relations have subjected these conventions 
to significant strain. In particular, the rise of the US Christian right, 
of political Islam and of identity politics and public religion and the 
concomitant fall of socialism, communism and secular nationalism have 
eroded the orthodoxy of secular development discourse. In recent years, 
these developments have propelled FBOs to prominence in development 
discourse and policy as well as research.

The ensuing chapters explore the intersection of religion, politics and 
development. They discuss in their different ways how faith communities 
may either aim at bringing about social and political transformations, or 
in some cases just try to understand and control the prevailing social and 
economic conditions rather than seek to transform them. Whereas Forje 
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focuses on the more formal state-church relations as a potential arena for 
bringing about transformations, Follér and Vembane describe how faith 
activists have given up direct political action for civic education at the 
grassroots. Deacon, on the other hand, describes a case where the actions 
of a faith community appear to represent attempts at survival rather than 
improvement of the lifeworld or addressing of the wider inequalities.
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