Globalization and Its Hopeful Discontents – Africans in the Pentecostal 

World Order

When one thinks about Africa, the term “globalization” does not spring readily to mind.  Whether imagined as an ongoing economic event or cultural force, globalization seems largely to have left Africa behind.  This does not mean, of course, that the primary purveyors of economic globalization – the advanced nations and the institutions they control – have been entirely content with this state of affairs.  Indeed, they have not and since the early 1980s these nations and their proxies have proposed plans and instituted programs designed to bring Africa into the global economy.  These plans and programs usually emanate from the World Bank, International Monetary Fund and World Trade Organization, and typically are glossed as “neoliberal.”  If the economic diagnosis for Africa is underdevelopment and dysfunction, the neoliberal prescription is embodied in the supposed magic of free markets.  For this magic to work, African nations have been required to undergo a course of treatment known as “structural adjustment.”  By most accounts, this adjustment has been uneven.  By all accounts, it has been painful.  The situation in Africa today is not measurably better than it was when structural adjustment programs were first implemented; in many ways it is worse.  


In Global Shadows: Africa in the Neoliberal World Order, James Ferguson (2006) examines the ways in which globalization – conceived primarily in economic terms – has or has not affected Africa.  His titular use of the term “neoliberal” not so subtly signals his disaffection with remedies that depend on an invisible hand, and his criticism of policies that have as their goal the diminishment of states in direct proportion to the openness of markets.  Ferguson’s treatment of these issues obviously derives from the work of Immanuel Wallerstein, as does the critical logic of neoliberalism.  Seen from a world systems perspective, Africa is not merely at the periphery – it is also on the bottom.  
When surveyed by outsiders, Africa appears to be a place where money can be made here or there, with the “here” or “there” being highly localized and discrete opportunities – usually extractive – having little or nothing to do with larger social, national, or political projects.  The overall effect is, as Ferguson notes, a highly selective form of global integration that leaves vast areas of Africa untouched:  “We have grown accustomed to a language of global ‘flows’ in thinking about ‘globalization,’ but flow is a peculiarly poor metaphor for the point-to-point connectivity and networking of enclaves that confront us when we examine Africa’s experience of globalization” (Id. at 47).  The metaphor that Ferguson prefers – “shadows” – also is suggested in his title.   Ferguson is not alone in his use of shadowing as an organizing trope for Africa.  In Body of Power, Spirit of Resistance, Jean Comaroff writes that the charismatic church she studied in South Africa was “part of a second global culture . . . lying in the shadow of the first” (Comaroff 1985:254).  The second global culture to which Comaroff refers is charismatic Christianity.  If the first global culture – world capitalism – has largely bypassed Africa, the same cannot be said of the second.  Globalizing by nature, Pentecostalism has taken particular aim at Africa.  Its success there is both remarkable and portentious.
  

Standing alone, the numbers are arresting.  On a continent of over 800 million people, it is estimated that nearly 200 million belong to or are affiliated with some version of charismatic Christianity, usually in the form of Pentecostalism (Meyer 2004).  The current estimate of one in four who claim to be “born again” figures to rise in coming years given that Pentecostalism is by far the fastest growing religious movement on the continent (Robbins 2004).  Indeed, historians and scholars studying this phenomenon characterize it as the “third wave” of Christianity in Africa (Meyer 2004).  The first wave, consisting primarily of colonial mission churches, successfully introduced Christianity to Africa.  This period began with the earliest colonial administrations and lasted roughly until the beginning of the First World War.  The second wave – loosely grouped under the label “African Independent Churches” – drew many away from established forms of missionary Christianity during and after both world wars.  This period lasted until the1970s and was characterized by the indigenization of established churches.  Although the mission church served as the basic model, it differed in that African ministers took the lead in melding established Christian doctrine with local belief.  This syncretic form of Christianity reached its peak in the 1960s, gradually giving way in the early 1980s to “third wave” Pentecostalism, a religion that seems uniquely suited to the African situation (Maxwell 1998).  This third wave is far bigger and more dynamic than the previous ones.  Unlike the second wave movement, Pentecostalism is not simply cannibalizing members from other Christian denominations.  It is converting people of all faiths and persuasions at a rapid rate and shows no signs of abatement (Shetler 2002).  

Given these facts, some obvious questions arise:  What accounts for the phenomenal and explosive growth of Pentecostalism in Africa?  How does Pentecostalism work?  What does it offer?  How might Pentecostalism impact Africa?  The most obvious answer to these questions – having critical intellectual roots in Marx, Nietzsche and Freud – is that religion, above all cultural forces, is uniquely able to mollify suffering, explain misfortune, justify misery, and provide hope.  It can serve, in other words, as a panacea for all that ails.  If this is true, is Pentecostalism just so much more snake oil for Africans?  Before answering these questions, it is important to get a sense of Africa and what is meant by the commonplace assertion that “Africa is a continent in crisis” (Ferguson 2006:2).  
Setting the Stage – “Africa” as an Analytical Category

Although neoliberal economic policies currently shoulder most of the scholarly blame for Africa’s ills, such explanations do nothing more than explain the most recent crisis affecting much of the continent.  As Ferguson (2006) notes, Africa has long been perceived by outsiders as a dark and mysterious place.  Its immense size, bewildering landscapes, and strange denizens ensured that it would be the last continent on earth to be colonized.  Contributing to the lack of early colonial interest was the knowledge that Africa – due to its peculiar soils, climates, and diseases – was not a suitable place for large-scale or industrial cultivation and would never serve the traditional role of breadbasket for the metropoles (Diamond 1999).  It was not until the nineteenth century that colonial powers, having divvied up the rest of the world, set their sights on Africa.  In the absence of African nation-states or established empires, conquest was not especially difficult.  By 1913, the entire continent had been claimed by colonial powers:
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Not surprisingly, the continent was divided and demarcated largely without regard to established tribes, territories, allegiances, ethnicities, or any of the other factors that typically or traditionally bind groups of people together.  Having established artificial boundaries, the colonizers moved quickly to exploit and profit from their territories, with little regard for the natives.  Thus began a long period of resource extraction, most often in the form of minerals, timber, metals and petroleum.  In many places, the colonizers encouraged natives to plant exotic crops, such as coffee, tea and cocoa, and to abandon their traditional subsistence crops.  Because Africa was not a particularly important or active theater in World War II (aside from the North African Campaign, fought primarily in Egypt and Libya), the colonizers did not – as they had done elsewhere in their empires – take particular pains to organize and arm the natives.  This key fact had the deleterious effect of delaying de-colonization in Africa.  At war’s end, the natives were not in a position to demand independence, no promises had been made in exchange for cooperation, and the United States was not particularly interested in forcing this issue with its colonial allies.  Africa continued to be valued primarily for resource extraction and export crops.  It was not until the Cold War began heating up that the United States took much interest in the continent.  Unfortunately for Africans, the interest taken in them – by the United States on the one hand and the Soviet Union on the other – was not as potential partners, but as proxies and client-states in their ongoing ideological struggle.  So began the intensive arming of Africa, done primarily with a view toward creating zones of great-power influence.  The United States, for its part, was determined not to let dominoes fall in Africa, and thus backed factions and groups without regard to anything other than allegiance.  Needless to say, the Soviet Union did much the same.  

It was against this inauspicious historical backdrop that the process of de-colonization began in the 1950s, a process which fitfully continued through the early 1970s.  Although some divestment was due to native demands and resistance, and some due to pressure from the United States, the larger part relied on a simple cost-benefit calculus:  when the costs of colonial administration exceeded the value of extractive benefits, it was time to leave.  Given the colonizer’s relative disinterest over the years in establishing infrastructure or developing civil institutions, the skeletal entities left behind often ignored the essentials of polity and basics of governance.  Suffice it to say that in most cases, the exit was less than graceful.  Africa was, by and large, left a shambles.  Anxious to avoid situations made untenable by colonial division, exploitation and neglect, administrators tended to devolve national powers on groups without regard to majorities, allegiances, or affiliations.  If a particular party or coterie appeared capable of administration, or expressed a willingness to “govern,” that was often enough.  These artificially drawn and created nation-states, unstable at inception, were thus ripe for authoritarianism, corruption, favoritism, and factionalism.  As one might expect, the results were often disastrous.  

The list of African ills is long and familiar:  poverty, famine, war, disease, displacement, instability and insecurity.  Although 48 nation-states have been grafted onto the continent, this frequently means little to those inhabiting it.  As Ferguson puts it, “Africa has in recent years seen a proliferation of collapsed states or states whose presence barely extends beyond the boundaries of their capital cities.  Vast areas of the continent have been effectively abandoned by their national states, subject instead to the tense and shifting authority of warlords and private armies and to the economic predations of resource-extracting multinational firms operating in secured economic enclaves” (Ferguson 2006:13).  Ironically for an age which trumpets the free flow of goods and people across borders (but which actually polices and regulates such crossings more closely than ever), Africa may be the one place in the world where people and goods flow freely across borders that have little meaning beyond the Western cartographic imagination.  

While subsistence has always been a challenge for those on the continent, the situation became desperate in the 1970s and remains so today.  The colonially encouraged shift to non-subsistence export crops, coupled with world market volatility for such crops, resulted in dislocations so severe that the majority of African nations’ foreign debt can be traced directly to massive food imports during the famines of the 1970s and 1980s (Owusu 2003).  Neoliberal programs emanating from the World Bank and IMF continue to encourage the planting of export crops.  Drought, famine and conflict in the hinterlands have, in turn, triggered massive migrations to urban areas and refugee camps.  Compounding the problem are demographic trends.  With the world’s highest mortality rates in all categories, Africans often attempt to beat the dismal odds by bearing many children.  In the absence of governmental or other safety nets, children serve as substitutes.  Of course only living children may so serve, and the odds of long life are not great.  Factor into this the possibility that the only respite, however brief, many have from lives of despair is sexual, and the results are predictable.  

The figures are depressing.  Each year, The Economist publishes a statistical compendium titled World in Figures.  For 2006, African nations dominate the country lists in the following demographic categories:  Highest Mortality Rates, Fastest Growing Populations, Highest Fertility Rates, Highest Crude Birth Rates, Lowest Median Age, and Largest Refugee Populations.  On the economic front, things are not much better, with African nations generally leading in these unhappy categories:  Lowest Gross Domestic Product, Lowest Purchasing Power, Lowest Living Standards, Lowest International Trade, Lowest Quality of Life, Lowest Economic Growth, Lowest Services Growth, Largest Deficits, Highest Inflation, Highest Foreign Debt, Largest Recipients of Aid, Lowest Industrial Output, Lowest Manufacturing Output, and Highest Rate of Unemployment.  Although the 800 million people in Africa constitute nearly 15% of the world’s population, the entire continent manages to generate a mere 1% of global gross domestic product.  This translates into about $500 annual average income per head.  An estimated 50% of the African population lives in extreme poverty (Owusu 2003; Saul and Leys 1999).  

Subsistence and poverty are not the only problems.  An estimated 20 million sub-Saharan Africans are infected with the HIV virus, and the numbers are rising.  Malaria is still rampant, as is dengue, typhoid, yellow fever, diptheria and cholera.  Many of these diseases are associated with lack of sanitation and other basic facilities, such as potable water.  The African Studies Center at the University of Pennsylvania closely tracks diseases on the continent, and currently lists the following significant or epidemic vectors affecting Africans (in addition to those noted above):  tuberculosis, Ebola, syphilis, measles, sickle cell, jaundice, hepatitis, and several parasitic diseases (hookworm, giardiasis, schistosomiasis, filariasis, Leishmaniasis).  Considering the lack of medical facilities and funding, African diseases often take on added and fatal significance.  Infection and disease rates on the continent significantly exceed those of any other area or region in the world.  

And then there is the violence.  This year, Forbes published a list of the “Most Dangerous Destinations” and provided detailed information regarding the risks inherent in travel or visitation to those countries (Banay 2006).  Ten countries were listed; seven were African and all were experiencing either civil war or generalized anarchy.  The State Department Watch List and CIA Country Fact Books provide even more comprehensive (and depressing) information on the conflicts and instability affecting sub-Saharan Africa.  If one counts civil wars, general lawlessness, hinterland insecurity, crime rates, and the several other factors associated with lack of policing or inability to maintain order, some 30 African nations are experiencing the kinds of breakdowns that cause Ferguson to conclude that vast areas of the continent are ungoverned and abandoned.  These areas are ruled ad hoc, often at the point of a gun.  For large parts of Africa, the overall picture is one of chaos and violence.  

When all these factors are combined and considered together, it becomes easier to understand how one scholar could describe the last twenty years in Africa  as “a literal apocalypse” (Caffentzis 2002:3).  There are, of course, those who take the notion of apocalypse both literally and religiously.  They are the Pentecostals.  Their version of apocalypse, however, differs considerably from that described by academics, historians and policymakers.  For these believers, any apocalypse-like setting on earth is something that readies them for the real, or spiritual, apocalypse to come.  In other words, for Pentecostals, Africa is something like the perfect proving ground for their faith.  

Pentecostal Origins, Doctrine and Organization

Any effort to understand Pentecostalism’s success in Africa must begin with its origins, doctrine, and organization.  Pentecostalism is unlike other Christian denominations in these respects, and indeed is unlike other forms of enthusiastic belief sometimes associated with minority sects found in other world religions, such as Islam and Judaism.  

Pentecostalism has deep roots in the Protestant evangelical tradition that can be traced all the way back to the 18th century revival movement known as the Great Awakening (Robbins 2004).  Earlier forms of evangelical Christianity, which includes the Methodists and Baptists, emphasized some form of “conversion” experience.  Believers were not born into a faith; instead, they voluntarily and emphatically chose their faith.  This choosing creates a point of demarcation in a person’s life; the experience often is known as being “born again.”  This event, or experience, became a binary signpost for believers.  All that went before was sinful and inconsequential; all that comes after is sanctified and blessed.  Although being “born again” is most often associated with Pentecostalism today, it is a crossover idea that is often shared with evangelical Methodists, Baptists and Episcopalians.  


Despite these broader connections to European Christian denominations, there is no doubt that Pentecostalism was born in America.  In 1906 William Seymour, an African American preacher from Louisiana, moved to Los Angeles and opened a ministry in an abandoned African Methodist Episcopal Church famously located on Azusa Street.  Seymour’s teachings and the revivalist doctrines it spawned are widely acknowledged as the beginning of Pentecostalism (Robbins 2004). 
  What came to be known as the “Azusa Street revival” has been described as follows:  

Men and women would shout, weep, dance, fall into trances, speak and sing in tongues, and interpret their messages into English.  In true Quaker fashion, anyone who felt “moved by the Spirit” would preach or sing.  There was no robed choir, no hymnals, nor order of services, but there was an abundance of religious enthusiasm.   

(Synan 1997:98).  As this revival movement spread, it became associated with the term “Pentecostal.”  Today, there are several other labels that might equally apply to the basic doctrines association with this type of faith and belief.  The general terms include  evangelical, charismatic, enthusiastic, non-denominational, and fundamentalist; the specific ones include Pentecostalism, Assemblies of God, Fellowships of God, Faith Churches, and Healing Ministries.  The doctrinal basics associated with all these terms and groups include: (1) a conversion experience, often expressed as being “born again”; (2) an emphasis on the “gifts of the spirit” as evidence of conversion, including “speaking in tongues” (glossolalia), faith healing, and prophecy; (3) a spiritualized interpretation of everything worldly; (4) a literal emphasis and reliance on the Bible, which can be interpreted by anyone; and (5) millennial or apocalyptic beliefs based on the book of Revelations (Cox 1995).  Although not a part of core doctrine, another more recent aspect of Pentecostal belief worldwide is known as “health and wealth”  or prosperity gospel  (Hunt 2000).  The ideas associated with the prosperity gospel may well become a sort of sixth doctrinal element as Pentecostalism continues to grow.  Regardless of where Pentecostalism is found, these doctrinal basics are present.  


The other major component of Pentecostalism is its emphasis on evangelization, which is often referred to as “witnessing.”  Having been “baptized by the Spirit,” it is incumbent upon believers to share their gifts and spread the news.  It is this aspect of Pentecostalism which lends itself so well to a globalization analysis.  Whereas in other contexts globalization analysis may not bear great or consistent reward (such as the notion of cultural homogenization or an integrated world market), as it applies to charismatic Christianity the results are startling.  If there is one thing, or phenomenon, that deserves a global appellation, it is Pentecostalism.  Just a few of the major works on this subject include: The Globalisation of Pentecostalism (Dempster 1999), The Globalisation of Charismatic Christianity (Coleman 2000), Charismatic Christianity as a Global Culture (Poewe 1994), Exporting the American Gospel: Global Christian Fundamentalism (Brouwer 1996), A Global Faith: Essays on Evangelicalism and Globalization (Freston 1998), Pentecostalism: The World Their Parish (Martin 2002), and The Global Expansion of Pentecostalism (McGee 2001).  This titular sampling provides but a glimpse into the larger literature that addresses a globalized and globalizing Pentecostalism.  Unlike capital, the only barrier to Pentecostal penetration is political and only a few countries prohibit its proselytizing and practice.  


If Pentecostalism’s global success derives in the first instance from its mandate to witness on a worldwide basis, several other factors run a close second.  Unlike many other Christian denominations, Pentecostalism is decentralized and democratic.  It is non-hierarchical, and anyone moved by “the Spirit” may share and shower its gifts on others.  In his detailed history and description of the Azusa Street revival, Joel Robbins put it this way:  “This pattern of enthusiastic worship, relatively unscripted and egalitarian in offering the floor to all those who the Spirit calls, is the one observers would find all over the world by the end of the twentieth century” (Robbins 2004:120).  Because Pentecostalism lacks a central sanctioning body or church, anyone can establish a group and call it a church, freely using the names Pentecostal, Assembly, Faith and Ministry.  Indeed, some of the largest congregations in the world today were began in basements or garages.  There are no popes, cardinals, bishops, fathers or other clerical authorities.  Anyone who has been born again becomes eligible for positions of respect within the faith.  One of the hallmarks of Pentecostalism is its emphasis on continuous and active participation.  This participation is often formalized with all manner of titles, none of which are prescribed or required by doctrine:  Brother, Sister, Elder, Deacon, Trustee, Advisor, Counselor, Leader, Esteemed, Blessed, Respected, and Gifted.  None of this is to say that Pentecostalism is haphazard, random or diffuse.  To the contrary, perhaps no other movement has taken better advantage of the technologies and media so often associated with globalization.  


Although there is little doubt that Pentecostalism flowered and reached maturity in the deep South of the United States (the so-called “Bible belt”) its export around the world has resulted in a vast network of loosely but definitively connected churches, groups, ministries and leaders.  Steeped in a tradition of itinerant preaching and special gatherings (known as “camp meetings”), Pentecostals across the world still look to the American South for inspiration and guidance.  From mega-churches and high profile ministries located mainly in Texas, Oklahoma, Arkansas, and Missouri, a veritable flood of materials and ideas pours out to the wider Pentecostal world:  books, pamphlets, guides, cassettes, videos, tapes, records, guides, and anything else that can be used to spread the gospel.  Taking note of this effusion, Rosalind Hackett emphasizes that although “the majority of the African [Pentecostal] movements are locally instituted, some of their leaders were formed by (and still maintain affiliations with) leading American evangelists, such as Oral Roberts, Kenneth Hagin, Jerry Falwell, Morris Cerullo and Pat Robertson.
  African charismatic church leaders are well aware of the popularity of religious broadcasting in the U.S., and the large market for inspirational literature” (Hackett 1998:263).  An astonishing amount of such material circulates freely and routinely throughout Africa.  With this in mind, Robbins argues that Pentecostalism “represents a paradigm case of a global cultural flow that starts historically in the West and expands to cover the globe”  (Robbins 2004:118).  Its most spectacular success, he asserts, is in Africa.  

Pentecostalism in Africa


Anyone who delves deeply into African Pentecostalism will soon find discover three things: (1) it is the most significant religious movement on the continent, considered in terms of size, growth, and transnational influence; (2) it is remarkably consistent in form and practice from country to country; and (3) it is perhaps the most understudied cultural phenomenon affecting Africa.  Only a few scholars, most notably Birgit Meyer, Joel Robbins, David Maxwell, and Rosalind Hackett (all anthropologists) appear to be aware of and focused on the issue.  Their awareness and focus is, however, significant and poignant.  Between them, they have published no less than 25 articles on African Pentecostalism in academic journals, and all have contributed to various books on the subject.  Two things stand out about their work.  First, all concur that Pentecostalism in Africa takes first place when it comes to assessing globalization, constructing identities, and ascertaining change.  Second, despite the fact that all of them are anthropologists keenly attuned and sensitive to the local, they have no compunction about scaling their work toward the larger category of “African Pentecostalism.”  Apparently, the things these anthropologists are observing on local levels have much in common with things occurring on national and transnational scales.  The similarities, in other words, appear to be more remarkable than the differences.  


Consider the following excerpts from important and influential articles done by these scholars and others.  In “Delivered from the Spirit of Poverty: Pentecostalism, Prosperity and Modernity in Zimbabwe,” Maxwell observes that Zimbabwean Pentecostalism, formalized as The Zimbabwe Assemblies of God, has “mushroomed on a transnational scale, establishing itself in other African countries such as Botswana, Zaire, South Africa, Rwanda, Ghana and Tanzania” (1998:352).  In “The Durawall of Faith: Pentecostal Spirituality in Neo-Liberal Zimbabwe,” Maxwell notes that a broader umbrella movement, calling itself Assemblies of God – Africa, has moved not only into the previously mentioned countries, but also has “expanded along migrant labour networks into . . . Mozambique, Malawi and Zambia” (2005:6).  In additional articles, Maxwell adds Kenya, South Africa, Burundi, and Botswana to his list.  Relying on specifics from each of these countries, he freely discusses the ways in which Pentecostalism affects its “African adherents”  (Id. at 28).  
For her part, Birgit Meyer states “it is possible in my view to speak of an [African] pentecostalist complex because these churches have so much in common” (1998:27).  Indeed, this complex apparently is so significant that Meyer abandons all pretense of local treatment in a sweeping article titled “Christianity in Africa: From African Independent to Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches” (Meyer 2004).  In “Commodities and the Power of Prayer:  Pentecostalist Attitudes Toward Consumption in Contemporary Ghana,” Meyer asserts that Pentecostalism is “pre-eminently a global religion” that “has been increasing in popularity all over Africa since the late 1980s” (1998:752).  
Along similar lines, Hackett observes that for Africans everywhere charismatic Christianity has “an appeal that can extend to working classes, middle classes and professional and educated elites, [giving] the illusion to members that they are vicariously participating in a global system of Christian unity” (1998:271).  In “Young, Male and Pentecostal: Urban Refugees in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania,” Mark Sommers ethnographically observes Burundian refugees and asserts that his study “sheds light on a new kind of Africa that is emerging: one that is young, male, urban, and Pentecostal” (Sommers 2001:347).  In the course of his highly localized discussion, Sommers nonetheless comments on the “major demographic shift in Africa, the ‘Pentecostal explosion’ that is changing the accepted face of African Christianity” (Id. at 348).  In “Mediating the Global and Local in Nigerian Pentecostalism,” Ruth Marshall-Fratani notes that the “success of Pentecostalism in converting massive numbers” of Africans is due in part to the fact that African “nation-states and nationalism no longer necessarily constitute the primary physical and ideological contexts in which identity and community are imagined and political allegiance expressed”  (Fratani 1998:278).  To emphasize this point, she quotes from a speech given by the leader of Nigerian Pentecostals: “Pentecostal Fellowship of Nigeria will become Pentecostal Fellowship of Africa.  We will take over the whole of Africa” (Id. at 308).  


If this kind of broad and generalizing talk sounds strange coming from anthropologists, it is.  For sound methodological and analytical reasons, anthropologists are often averse to generalization, extrapolation, and categorization.  This particularistic emphasis at times borders on obsession; incessant hand-wringing over the imagined and real dangers of essentializing could relegate anthropology to the margins of important debates.  This concern is evident in Ferguson’s introduction to Global Shadows, in which he takes great care to justify his use of the term “Africa.”  All this aside, it is evident that not only do similar kinds of problems affect large numbers of Africans, but also that increasing numbers of them – regardless or irrespective of nationality – are responding to those problems by turning to Pentecostalism.  Although a turn toward religion in difficult circumstances is hardly surprising, what is surprising is Pentecostalism’s apparent efficacy in addressing African needs.  

Accounting for the African Pentecostal Explosion

Against an African backdrop frequently characterized by poverty, famine, violence and disease, many scholars have explained the Pentecostal turn by relying on what Robbins (2004) calls the twin explanations of deprivation and disorganization.  For Robbins, however, this explanation merely scratches the obvious surface of Pentecostalism’s larger appeal.  In “The Globalization of Pentecostal and Charismatic Christianity” (which is perhaps the single best overview and analysis of charismatic Christianity in Africa and elsewhere), Robbins begins by noting the varied and differing contexts in which Pentecostalism takes root and grows: “Appearing throughout the world in urban and rural areas, among emerging middle classes and, most spectacularly, among the poor, it has been deeply engaged by many populations that otherwise remain only peripherally or tenuously involved with other global cultural forms” (2004:118).  This observation is puzzling to many, given that global Pentecostalism consistently displays “a radical similarity of practice” despite a “radical dissimilarity” of the contexts in which it appears (Lehmann 2003; 1996:8).  This similarity becomes especially evident in the African context.  If one surveys the more than twenty ethnographically-based articles on Pentecostalism in various locales in Africa (covering fifteen different countries), the descriptions and analyses begin start sounding eerily similar – they all seem to be describing the same thing, albeit in different locations.  


Deprivation explanations are, of course, important to any understanding of African Pentecostalism.  For David Maxwell (1998), deprivation is the single most important factor in explaining Pentecostalism’s success in Africa.  The fact of deprivation causes him to focus on Pentecostalism’s prosperity gospel and its corollary, the “Spirit of Poverty.”  Because Pentecostal doctrine spiritualizes everything that occurs on the world, explanations of poverty invariably become demonized:  “Africans stay poor, not because of structural injustice, but because of a Spirit of Poverty. . . . Misfortune is passed from generation to generation via demonic ancestral spirits” (Id. at 358).  Maxwell concludes that “Spirit of Poverty teaching effectively makes sense of their economic insecurities”  (Id. at 365).  
Pentecostalism, however, does more than just make sense of poverty and deprivation – it provides a way of grappling with them, both literally and figuratively.  A major component of Pentecostal doctrine is the “binding” and “casting out” of demons.  These spoken acts provide believers with a sense of agency and the illusion of control, regardless of actual results.  This sense of agency, of course, speaks to the issue of power.  Such activity produces “a feeling of great potency amongst otherwise powerless people”  (Maxwell 2005:23).  If the macro-economic issue for Pentecostals is demonic, the micro-economic issue is personal.  There is no doubt that Pentecostalism engages individuals economically and exhorts them to take actions consistent with work, discipline, thrift, and accumulation.  Nearly all of Birgit Meyer’s work deals with these issues.  In her view, Pentecostal prosperity teaching coincides neatly with capitalist notions of virtue and ultimately with the larger project of neoliberalism.  


Disorganization explanations for African Pentecostalism take on added significance within the context of deprivation and its converse, prosperity.  Social anthropologists would immediately recognize the significance and importance of Pentecostal organization.  Nearly all observers of African Pentecostalism take pains to emphasize the solidity and extent of its social networks and the constant support those networks provide.  Once a person becomes “born again” he or she immediately becomes part of a local, national, transnational and even postnational community of redeemed believers.  Indeed, Pentecostals everywhere imagine the world dichotomously – there are those who are born again, guaranteed either the rewards of heaven or the benefits of rapture, and those who are not, guaranteed a place in hell or the agonies of being left behind.  This creates a powerful sense of identity, which Ruth Marshall-Fratani contends is one of the more appealing aspects of Pentecostalism in an Africa grappling with “conflicting and often unmanageable situations of multiple identification” (1998:284).  This identity, some argue, presents “a challenge to the state’s monopoly over the public sphere, and poses one of the greatest threats ever to its goal of national unity and ideologies of development” (Id. at 282).  


The majority of African Pentecostals do not seem overly concerned about this issue, given that so many states have failed to deliver anything of substance.  Pentecostalism provides adherents not only with local support, but also with a global identity.  It is Pentecostalism’s ability to mediate the local and global that Robbins finds so compelling.  Although Pentecostalism unequivocally differentiates between life before conversion and life thereafter, it simultaneously demands a rejection of all that went before.  In this sense, and almost paradoxically, it hybridizes local traditions and beliefs with its global doctrines and faith: “Pentecostalism’s most distinctive quality in comparison with other forces for cultural change [is] its tendency to preserve peoples’ beliefs concerning the reality and power of the spiritual worlds from which they have broken” (Robbins 2004:128).  Because Pentecostalism casts all events and happenings in spiritual terms, it “preserves these beliefs in the sense of accepting their cognitive claims concerning the existence of spiritual forces,” even as it rejects the normative suppositions underlying prior beliefs and practices (Id.).  Pentecostalism, in other words, simply re-interprets everything preceding conversion through its peculiar spiritual lens.  In this way, Pentecostalism creates a bridge with the past, with all its local flavor and variety, without jeopardizing its forward looking, globalizing projects.  

Conclusion

The initial idea for this paper was to explore the interplay between neoliberal economic policy in Africa on the one hand and Pentecostalism on the other.  Given the deleterious impact of neoliberalism on Africans across the continent, and neoliberalism’s similarities to religion, this initially seemed like a promising approach in the Weberian idealist tradition.  Several scholars have pointed out neoliberalism’s metaphysical qualities, and at least one has gone so far as argue that economic globalization is “a new religion with its own god (monopoly finance capital), priests (wealthy capitalists), and theology (neoliberalism)” (Shetler 2002:58-59).  It soon became apparent, however, that any attempts to link neoliberalism to Pentecostalism in Africa would be either superficial or speculative.  
The superficiality stems from the fact that although neoliberalism may have exacerbated economic injustice in Africa, it did not create it.  Deeper historical and structural issues are to account for African problems.  This is not to say that neoliberalism is not an important background issue for any assessment of African Pentecostalism.  It is, and at least two scholars – David Maxwell and Birgit Meyer – have attempted to connect the two.  Both admit, however, that the interplay between neoliberalism and Pentecostalism is tentative, uneven, and uncertain.  In the lone article directly attempting to link these two issues, Maxwell frankly states that Pentecostalism’s engagement with neoliberalism is diffuse: “it is clear they go together, although there is no direct correlation.”  Other attempts (Csordas 2004) to link these two phenomena are less than convincing.  

Although neoliberalism and structural adjustment merit frequent mention in many assessments of African Pentecostalism, this mention is usually limited to the deprivation and misery they create, thus setting the stage for Pentecostal appeals.  Indeed it seems that most African Pentecostals are unaware of neoliberal theology, such as it is, and to the extent they are aware of it, consider it just another idea that fits squarely within their totalizing cosmology.  If nothing else, Pentecostal doctrine is supremely malleable, offering explanations, hope and justifications for everything.  As Marshall-Fratani notes:  

A dizzying quantity of discourses on subjects ranging over history, politics, development, economics, family life, sexual behavior, professional conduct, dress codes, cultures and lifestyles can be found in the form of tracts, articles, lectures, discussion groups, sermons, taped or televised messages, testimonies, music, public rallies, bumper stickers, plays in theaters or video movies, radio broadcasts, public preaching or “street evangelism” (1998:293).

It is for this reason that some have characterized Pentecostalism as the post-modern religion par excellence, taking full advantage of diffuse networks, divergent ideas, surface plays, and multiple flows.  Pentecostalism speaks to all things and does so through all available technologies: “it provides a framework with which to respond to the pressures of modernization.  For others it offers guidelines for material success.  For those living on the margins of poverty Pentecostalism’s emphasis on renewing the family and protecting it from alcohol, drugs and sexual promiscuity at least stops them from slipping over the edge” (Maxwell 1998:369-70).  As is apparent, this is not religion as mere opiate, numbing the pain.  It is religion active, moving, explaining, and motivating.  


It is for this reason that I do not find Pentecostalism in Africa to be just so much more snake oil.  In its American setting, it is difficult to understand Pentecostalism’s appeal.  What is it about life in the United States that requires recourse to such thoroughly mystifying and radical beliefs?  Granted, rampant consumerism may be an empty and meaningless pursuit but that hardly is an excuse for a turn to Christian sorcery.  In Africa, however, Pentecostalism plays a far different role.  That is the larger story here, and it explains why my focus shifted away from the loose interplay of religion (Pentecostalism) and economy (neoliberalism) to the more fundamental issues of African despair and faith.  In light of African problems and the apparent lack of immediate solutions, Pentecostalism may be the one thing capable of providing hope, meaning and purpose in a place where these things are understandably in short supply.  
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� Exactly what Pentecostalism portends for Africa is an open issue.  Speculations abound, and they include:  political activism, political quiescence, social engagement, entrepreneurial activity, social division, capitalist zeal, populist idealism, critical activism, and structural complacency.  The important point is that Pentecostalism in Africa is a powerful force that is transforming the continent in potentially unpredictable ways.  The few scholars focused on the issue seem to by crying this out in their own academic wilderness.    


� There has been some speculation that Seymour’s status as an African-American may have something to do with Pentecostalism’s particular appeal in Africa.  This is a provocative thought, and there may be something to it, depending on Seymour’s biography and background.  In his superb article on charismatic Christianity (which I strongly recommend), Robbins discusses this issue at some length, though not in enough detail to determine whether the idea is sound, or whether – as one might suspect – it plays on stereotypes and caricatures.  


� To this list should be added Kenneth Copeland, Benny Hinn, and Marilyn Hickey, all of whom are idolized on the Pentecostal world circuit.  
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