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Introduction: Religion and Development in Africa

Ezra Chitando, Masiiwa R. Gunda & Lovemore Togarasei

Development?

What is development? Who defines it? On top of which mountain can
anyone stand and proclaim one community/country “developed”, while
characterising another community/country as “un/under-developed”?
What, if any, is the relationship between religion and development in Af-
rica? Does religion contribute to development or underdevelopment in
Africa? These and related questions elicit quite charged reactions in Afri-
can studies, development studies, political science and related fields. Af-
rica’s own history, including the memory of marginalisation, slavery and
exploitation by global powers ensures that virtually every discussion on
development is characterised by a lot of emotions and conflicting views.
This is because the majority of the citizens of Africa continue to struggle
to access the basics in life.

The inspirational stories of Africa’s billionaires (Bishop 2017) do not si-
lence the groans of pain and exclusion by the majority of its citizens. How-
ever, the debates do not end at the definitional stage. They continue in
relation to the causes and proposed ways forward. If, for example, it is
conceded that Africa is not yet at the stage of development that the conti-
nent would want to be at, how do we account for this reality? Put bluntly,
who or what is responsible for Africa’s current position in relation to de-
velopment? Is this down to a single factor, or must we explore multiple
reasons for Africa’s current status? What must Africa do in order to place
itself on a more positive growth trajectory? What is the role, if any, of ex-
ternal players in Africa’s ongoing quest for self-improvement in the dif-
ferent areas of life, including the economic, social, political, spiritual and
others? In particular, what is the place of religion in such a scheme? Is
religion a help or a hindrance to development (Mtata 2013) in Africa? If
we understand holistic community development to be the “betterment of
people groups in all areas of life” (Mbogo 2015: 159), what is the role of
religion in this quest? We bring out the turn to religion here because there
is a growing consensus that religion (and the values it brings), is critical
to the search for sustainable development. Thus:
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The world’s religious traditions, despite their profound differences, all coa-
lesce around a multi-religious vision of “shared well-being.” Such a vision
puts the dignity of the human being at the center of the common good. Such
a vision puts the golden rule, to treat others as they would be treated, as the
guiding moral precept. Such a vision enjoins us to help the poor, the hun-
gry, and the suffering, for they have the greatest needs, and possess the
same human dignity as everybody else. And such a vision, finally, must rec-
ognize that moral virtues are not simply inherited, or present, or lacking—
these virtues are cultivated by societies that hold the dignity of the individual
as the highest purpose. If we are silent in the face of suffering, we are de-
grading our own virtues (Annett et al 2017:2).

Religion and Development in Africa: Setting the Context

Whereas the field of religion and development has been gaining a lot of
scholarly attention, particularly among some scholars in Europe and
North America (see for example, the chapter by Kaunda in this volume,
Tomalin 2018; Bompani 2018; Feener and Fountain 2018; Hassan 2017;
Swart & Nell 2016; Deneulin & Rakodi 2011; and Haynes 2007), (we as)
African scholars have not been as actively involved. Equally, there has
been the realisation that there is need to study the impact of religion, even
in societies that have at some point in their history instituted and actively
enforced policies that do not promote religion, such as China (Xinping et
al 2018). Thus:

From the mid-1990s development organizations are increasingly aware of

the important role that culture and religion (as part of culture) may play for

enhancing economic development. This awareness is noticeable in various

reports by the World Bank and the activities of the World Faiths Develop-
ment Dialogue (de Jong 2008:2).

In order to place the discourse on religion and development globally into
its proper context, it is important to acknowledge that after many years in
which religion was exiled from the development discourse, it has found
its way back forcefully. This is both a result of the realisation that particu-
larly faith-based organisations (FBOs) have been actively involved in the
response to HIV & AIDS since the 1990s (Cochrane, Schmid & Cutts
2011; Kurian 2016), and that globally, religion has reasserted itself in the
public sphere/space (Habermas 2006). Of course, as many scholars oper-
ating within the global South would contend, religion has never left the
public space in the first instance! For example, such a towering figure in
African politics as Nelson Mandela, was influenced by his spirituality

14



CHITANDO/ GUNDA/ TOGARASE! | Introduction

(Cruywagen 2016). Further, religion remains important as a frame of ref-
erence in Africa and will remain critical to the continent’s development
(Ellis & Ter Haar 2004).

Among others, scholars such as (in no particular order) Kathrine Marshall
and Marisa Van Saanen (2007), Gerrie ter Haar (2011), Emma Tomalin
(2013 and 2015), Barbara Bompani (2010), Kate Meagher (2009), Erica
Bornstein (2003) and Carole Rakodi (2013) have contributed towards clar-
ifying the interface between religion and development. They have chal-
lenged the notion that religion is of no consequence to the discourse and
practice of development. It is striking to note that these are women schol-
ars of religion. While more space is required to reflect on how this gender
dimension might have shaped each one of these scholars’ interest in the
theme, we can surmise that women scholars are less interested in religion
as a system and have been keen to focus on the practical expression of
religion. This has seen more women scholars taking a lead in reflections
on religion and development.

The growing awareness of the significance of religion to development has
seen a number of publications addressing the theme of religion in inter-
national development. However, the discourse is still framed in the con-
text of the global North assisting Africa to develop. Thus, for example,
Hoffstaedter (2011) has reflected on Australian faith-based organisations,
while Solhjell (2012) has examined the place of faith and religion in Nor-
wegian development aid. This theme has been taken up by the German
Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ)
(2016) who have sought to capture the voices of different religions on sus-
tainable development. This theme has also been pursued by the Swedish
Council for Mission (Odén 2016), as well as by Le Moigne & Juul Petersen
(2016) in relation to Denmark’s development cooperation. Shifting the re-
flections to the United States of America (USA), Heist & Cnaan (2016)
have examined the literature on faith-based organizations and interna-
tional development. We are convinced that the role of religion in interna-
tional development requires further reflection than we can undertake in
this section.

Overall, however, Africa does not feature prominently in discourses on
religion and development. This is consistent with the continued margin-
alisation of Africa in global/human affairs. A small incident in Eu-
rope/North America receives consistent coverage from the ‘global’ media
networks, while a massive disaster in Africa, for example, does not even
get a passing reference. It would appear that the world still struggles to
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accept that Africa is, in fact, part of the world. In the specific case of reli-
gion and development, however, the fact that the fledgling discipline has
been dominated by Western scholars has meant that data from Africa
is/are often absent. Thus:
Closely related to methodological challenges, the geographical and other
coverage of empirical studies varies significantly. The literature has ad-
dressed developed nations, especially Western democracies, to a much
greater extent than developing countries. With a few exceptions (such as
HIV and gender in relation to religion), research on religion has focused far
more on traditions that are dominant in the Western world, such as main-
stream Christianity and Islam than on other traditions. There are almost no
studies on small fundamentalist, but increasingly influential, groups such
as the Jehovah’s Witnesses, evangelists, and born-again Christians. In terms
of methods, experimental studies are mainly conducted with (sic) Western
students and thus draw on largely unrepresentative subject pools (Basedau,
Gobien & Prediger 2017:36).

It is, therefore, important for (us as) African scholars to take up research
and publication on religion and development in Africa. The cautionary
note sounded by Oduyoye & Kanyoro (1992:1) to African women, namely,
that “as long as men and foreign researchers remain the authorities on
culture, rituals, and religion, African women will continue to be spoken
of as if they were dead,” applies to all African scholars of religion. As long
as foreign researchers remain the authorities on religion and develop-
ment in Africa, (we) Africans will continue to be spoken of as if they (we)
were dead. Thus, (we) African scholars of religion have the responsibility
of researching, publishing and teaching on religion and development.

Who Speaks on Africa and for Africa? Facing Africa’s Development
Challenges Realistically

The massive Routledge Handbook of African Development (Binns, Linch &
Nel 2018) carries reflections mostly by “friends of Africa” and a few by
African scholars. Similarly, in volumes on religion and development (see
for example, Tomalin 2015 and Clarke 2013), African voices are barely au-
dible. The dominant challenge is that there seems to be a widely held as-
sumption that African scholars’ expertise is limited to African Traditional
Religions (in Africa and the Diaspora). Thus, African scholars tend to be
overlooked in discourses on religion and development (as well as many/all
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other themes!). Alternatively, when there is a conscious decision to in-
clude African scholars in discussions that involve Africa, often it is (non-
black) South African scholars who tend to be preferred.

The political question, therefore, is: who speaks on and for Africa? Thus,
“Who has the locus standi, and who, as a scholar, has the right to pro-
nounce on Africa’s development? How is our perspective affected by the
way in which we are situated as ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders?”” (Beckman &
Adeoti 2006:2). These are abiding questions and Zimbabwe’s former pres-
ident, the late Robert G. Mugabe, gained massive popularity across Africa
(and the global South), by consistently demanding that (we) Africans must
be allowed to speak for ourselves.

Whereas radical African scholars are well within their rights for proposing
that “development” in Africa be measured using different indices, we are
more cautious in our approach. We, Africans, do deserve the good things
in life: good health, low infant mortality rate, long life, prosperity, freedom
from disease and stress, security, harmonious relations among humans,
including with the created order, and others. After all, the concept of sal-
vation in African Traditional Religions is this-worldly and the salvific
goods sought after are predominantly material (Maimela 1985). Whereas
there is merit to celebrate the fact that “poor” Africans are often classified
amongst the world’s happiest citizens, we contend that it is possible to
retain the happiness alongside achieving an improved quality of life. The
notion of there being a contradiction between the pursuit of happiness
and human flourishing is a false dilemma, we contend. We are aware, for
example, that Bhutan has challenged the emphasis on growth-based eco-
nomic development by coining Gross National Happiness (GNH) as the
key factor (Yangka et al 2018). We concede that Africa could glean insights
from such an approach, while ensuring that the basics in life for all citi-
zens are met.

The Africa Capacity Building Foundation has identified some of the major
challenges that the continent is facing. These include sustainable devel-
opment, human development and poverty reduction; HIV & AIDS; gov-
ernance; conflict prevention and management, and post-conflict recon-
struction; human capital flight; private sector development; revitalising
universities and research institutions; regional cooperation and integra-
tion; trade flow and trade negotiation; resource flow to Africa; external
debt burden; information revolution and scientific and technological pro-
gress; as well as globalization (Sako & Igiogio 2002:3-14).
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Critiques and Divergent Readings of Development in Africa

‘Development’ is not an innocent or universally accepted term; it has
many dimensions (Alkire 2010), although we have utilised it liberally in
this chapter. It is laden with historical, ideological, political, racial and
other assumptions. Mawere (2017) questions the reliance on theories of
development from the global North and challenges African scholars to
generate more contextually sensitive approaches to development. Various
chapters in this volume revisit the applicability of the concept of develop-
ment that is often used by different actors on the continent and beyond.
In particular, politicians, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) per-
sonnel and representatives of multilateral institutions have made ‘devel-
opment’ central to their discourses.

However, the concept has attracted considerable criticism. Thus, there
have been critiques of the emphasis on economic development at the ex-
pense of other dimensions of development (Mbogo 2015), as well as de-
termined efforts to highlight the abiding influence of neo-colonialism
(Langan 2018). Others have sought to expose the negative consequences
of aid (Moyo 2009) and an interrogation of why Africa is poor (Mbetwa
2018). Writing on religion and development, Conradie (2016), a South Af-
rican scholar, proposes an abandonment of the term and proposes that it
be replaced by the concept of maturation.

On his part, Matunhu (2011) provides an informative critique of modern-
ization and dependency theories, alongside showing how these have failed
to catapult the continent on to the next level. Obeng-Doom (2013:170)
challenges the dominant approaches to measuring economic develop-
ment in Africa. For him, African people, “...live a purposeful and happy
life. ” Similarly, contributors to the volume, Globalization and Sustainable
Development in Africa (House-Soremekun & Falola 2011), challenge the
celebration of globalization. They contend that globalization is not bring-
ing glad tidings to Africa, but that it has deepened Africa’s exclusion and
exploitation. This has generated considerable debate over the dependency
theory (Kufakurinani et al 2019).

There are also debates over the financing of sustainable development in
Africa (Efobi & Asongu 2018), the contribution of innovation and regional
integration to Africa’s development (Oloruntoba & Muchie 2019), as well
as the role and status of indigenous knowledge systems in Africa’s devel-
opment (Mawere 2014). While global financial institutions have invested
in promoting “good governance and poverty reduction,” Adejumobi
(2006) has exposed the assumptions behind such approaches and calls for
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a fundamental transformation of the skewed global economic system.
Writing with particular reference to South Africa, Du Toit (2018) has
called for the decolonising of development within the FBO sector. She
maintains that the FBO sector is still dominated by white people.

Other African intellectuals critique the focus on poverty, pain, disease and
death in narratives on and images of Africa. This is what the Nigerian
author and activist Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2009) characterised as,
“the danger of a single story.” The “single story” in discourses on devel-
opment in Africa is of Africa as a desperately poor, diseased and dying
continent. It has not helped that the HIV & AIDS epidemic has been so
devastating on the continent. Africa is then projected as a hopeless conti-
nent characterized by never ending strife, crazy and blood thirsty dicta-
tors, corrupt and inefficient systems and so on. These images are wors-
ened by some Western donor agencies that are keen to generate support
by circulating images of African children in dire circumstances. However,
this

...presents Africa as in effect infantilised and requiring the assistance from

the West. Indeed, it is this focus that feeds perceptions of Africans as pas-

sive, needy, unable, or indeed, unwilling to help themselves. Implicit in the

understanding of these images is the sense of Africans as inferior or as...
‘under-developed’ (Young 2012:19).

Running through these contributions by African intellectuals is the con-
viction that “development” in Africa must be “home grown,” (Obijiofor
2001), that is, Africa must rely on ideas and finances from within the con-
tinent and resist formulations from beyond the continent, and that the
continent has adequate resources to launch on its own, independent and
sovereign development trajectory. There is also a painful struggle against
stereotypes of Africa as ‘under-developed.” Although we find many of
these ideas appealing at the level of ideology and political correctness, but,
as indicated above, we remain wary of the subtle suggestion that there is
a sense in which Africans are “differently human.” Further, while ac-
knowledging the bias in the images of Africa, there is an urgent need for
us as Africans to practically demonstrate our commitment to the dignity
of all citizens by ensuring that they are treated with dignity and respect,
even before we demand the same from “outsiders. ” Issues such as up-
holding the full rights of children and women, refraining from abusing
rural citizens for political gain, respecting pedestrians in African urban
spaces, eliminating corporal punishment and others must be addressed
as a matter of urgency.
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As we have indicated above, we are persuaded that “development” in Af-
rica should deliver the good things in life that all humans in other parts
of the world desire and yearn for: a high quality of life, postponement of
death, leading full and fulfilling lives, freedom from oppression, disease
and hunger, having functional and efficient systems, generating and de-
ploying technology for ease of living and other processes. African people’s
lives, and capabilities must be enabled to flourish, without threats to their
security (Chitando & Tarusarira 2019). Thus, Africa’s challenges with de-
velopment have as much to do with what others have done to us, as they
have to do with what we have done and are doing to ourselves.

Religion and Development in Africa by African Scholars:
Mapping the Terrain of an Emerging Field

African scholars of religion have largely been absent from critiques of de-
velopment in general, or reflections on religion and development in par-
ticular (as stated in an earlier section). It would, however, be misleading
to suggest that African scholars have not been researching, publishing
and teaching on religion and development at all. In fact, African scholars
have been publishing on the theme, approaching it from diverse angles.
An early intervention by Van Nierkerk (Jr) (1986) drew attention to the
important role of religion in development in Africa. Although not an Af-
rican, Petersen (1989) edited a volume that focused on religion, develop-
ment and African identity and carried essays by some African scholars.
Phiri, Ross & Cox (1996) edited a volume on Christianity, development,
peace and reconstruction, with particular focus on Africa. Since then,
there has been a steady rise in reflections on religion and development in
Africa. It is not possible to exhaust these reflections within the context of
this introduction. Agbiji & Swart (2015) explored the influence of religion
in the struggle against poverty and corruption in Africa, more broadly un-
derstood, while the journal, HTS Theological Studies dedicated a volume
(72, 4, 2016) to reflections on religion and development in Africa. Further,
a number of scholars have provided valuable descriptions of or reflections
on religion and development within particular national contexts. Some of
the countries covered include Tanzania (Mhina 2007), Ghana (Amenga-
Etego 2011 and Awuah-Nyamkye 2012), Nigeria (Ogbonnaya 2012), Zam-
bia (Mwale 2013), South Africa (Atiemo 2017) and Botswana (Mangope
2007).
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A longer narrative is required in order to do justice to the contributions of
African scholars to the discourse on religion and development. For the
purposes of this chapter, we deemed it strategic to mention the contribu-
tions through making references to some of the major themes that have
been pursued by various African scholars. It should be noted, however,
that there is considerable overlap among the different themes. For exam-
ple, although the themes of advocacy and gender can be separated at the
conceptual level, in practice a lot of the advocacy done by religious groups
in Africa has been around the issue of women’s rights. Further, each one
of these themes merits a separate study if we are to do justice to it. There-
fore, our descriptions below should be regarded as exploratory or indica-
tive of the major issues in religion and development in Africa, but not an
exhaustive analysis of each theme.

Some of the key themes that have dominated reflections on religion and
development in Africa include reflections on the theology of development
(Mutongu 2016), the contribution of religion to specific African countries,
for example, Nigeria (Ikechi-Ekpendu, Audu & Ekpendu 2016), biblical
studies and corruption in Africa (Abogunrin 2007), as well as the contri-
butions by African scholars to the African-American and African collabo-
rative publishing project, Religion and Poverty (Paris 2009).

One of the major themes in publications on religion and development in
Africa is the focus on faith-based organisations (FBOs). In particular,
FBOs became quite popular for their role in responding to HIV & AIDS
in Africa. It is not possible to undertake an exhaustive analysis of the role
of FBOs in responding to HIV and other issues (particularly health)
within the confines of this chapter. However, we would like to underscore
the point that FBOs have been critical to the overall response to the epi-
demic in Africa, having been a challenge/stumbling block in the early
years (Togarasei, Mmolai & Nkomazana 2011; Okaalet 2002). This is one
theme that has received considerable attention from African scholars.
Apart from examining the role of FBOs in relation to HIV & AIDS, other
scholars have reviewed the contributions of FBOs to development in spe-
cific countries (Olarinmoye 2012; Odumosu, Olaniyi & Alonge 2009; and
Magezi 2017), or within a specific sector, such as the quest for social jus-
tice (Aguti 2017).

Alongside the theme of FBOs and development, African scholars have
also invested in reflecting on religion, gender and development. Although
the Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians (hereafter, the Cir-
cle) has not used the term development frequently in its publications,
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there is merit in regarding its work as being situated in the discourse on
religion and development. Thus, by exposing harmful religio-cultural
practices that prevent women and girls from expressing themselves fully
and maximizing on their capabilities, Circle publications seek to mobilise
faith communities to become more proactive in supporting women and
girls (see for example, Maponda 2016 and Labeodan 2016).

Other themes in the broad field of religion and development in Africa in-
clude governance (Jere & Magezi 2018), advocacy (Tinkasiimire 2013 and
Simbi 2013), the environment and climate change (Ottuh 2018), human
rights (Nyangweso 2016), peace building (Musana 2013; Opongo &
Kaulemu 2014) and Pentecostalism, particularly the prosperity gospel or
message (see for example, some chapters in Togarasei 2018; Wariboko
2012, Obadare 2016 and Mapuranga 2018). There have been divergent
views regarding the capacity of the teachings on prosperity in African Pen-
tecostalism to propel development in Africa. Some scholars are sceptical,
while others have become more optimistic that the Pentecostal message
of prosperity does have potential to galvanise Africans towards higher
productivity.

Whereas the Christian missionary enterprise has been critiqued by many
African intellectuals, there are others, such as Nkomazana (1998), who
contend that there were some individuals who had the right motivation.
The role of churches in poverty alleviation (Ayiemba et al 2015 and Sek-
haulelo 2014) has also attracted the attention of some African scholars.

Although more themes could be explored, we are hopeful that the exam-
ples provided above do capture some of the more salient themes in the
discourse on religion and development. We observe that the dominant fo-
cus has been on Christianity/churches/church-affiliated FBOs or FBOs
that were inspired by churches. Thus, one would be forgiven for imagin-
ing that all or most of the development work done by religions in Africa
has been from the perspective of Christianity. Although some scholars do
focus on Islam and development (Sounaye 2012), or religions that tend to
receive less attention, such as Rastafari (Sibanda 2012), the bulk of the
literature is on Christianity (and, to a less extent, Islam). While this vol-
ume has sought to address this imbalance by including chapters on other
religions, we do concede that Christianity continues to dominate in sub-
Saharan Africa.

Second, we have noted that there are multiple and diverse definitions of
development that have been deployed by scholars. Thus, for some, devel-
opment includes interventions that are meant to alleviate poverty, while
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for others it can be seen in investing in human capital and setting up in-
frastructure. Others approach development from the perspective of the
values that religions instil in their adherents. These include the ethic of
hard work and honesty that enable transparency and good governance.

Third, there is an uneven spread in terms of the countries covered. The
impact of colonial policies and attitudes towards religious studies is felt in
terms of scholarship on religion and development in Africa. Scholars
from the Anglophone regions of the continent have tended to be more
visible, with Nigeria, Ghana, Kenya and South Africa enjoying greater cov-
erage. In addition, countries such as Uganda, Zimbabwe and Botswana
have also been covered. This reflects the status of religious studies as an
academic discipline in these countries (Chitando 2008). Thus, there is less
work on religion and development in the Lusophone countries, as well as
French-speaking Central and North Africa.

Fourth, unlike in the global North where it has been the established schol-
ars or development practitioners who have contributed to the emerging
field, in Africa it is mainly the younger researchers who are making the
contribution. Older scholars have largely been seized with the perennial
issue of religion and culture. The presence of younger scholars within the
field in Africa, however, is a promising sign that the field can be expanded
and strengthened, going forward.

Fifth, there is an emerging interest in the positive role of African Tradi-
tional/Indigenous Religions in the quest for development (see, among
others, Alolo 2007). Whereas the dominant approach by missionaries and
some arm-chair anthropologists as well as colonialists was to condemn
African Traditional/Indigenous Religions, some African scholars have
sought to reflect on the positive contribution of the same to development.
Thus, scholars have been keen to demonstrate how African Tradi-
tional/Indigenous Religions are not retrogressive but rather progressive
and making contributions to sustainable development.

A Note on the Ambivalence of Religion in the Context of
Development in Africa

It is tempting to be overly celebratory and positive when reflecting on re-
ligion and development in Africa. Given the fact that religion has been
neglected in studies on development in Africa, it is understandable that
the “discovery” of religion often results in scholars concentrating on the
positive contributions of religion to development. Indeed, we concede that
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this current volume is dominated by the optimistic perspective. However,
it is critical to acknowledge that “...religion works in Africa for good and
for ill and that understanding its functioning is essential to harnessing
and benefiting from its potential” (Orobator 2018:xix).

Religious diversity in Africa, particularly the rush for souls between Chris-
tianity and Islam, has caused some governments in Africa to shift re-
sources from development to security (Negussie 2018:3). Thus, it is im-
portant for scholars to be more cautious when reflecting on the interface
between religion and development in Africa. Whereas there has been a
worrying neglect of religion in discourses of development in Africa, the
danger is real that the pendulum could swing to the other extreme of over-
rating the role of religion in development in Africa. Thus:
It is now widely accepted that the spread of religion could be a double-edged
sword. On the one hand, it could facilitate economic development through
the concomitant process of evangelism, religious liberty, mass education,
mass printing, and support to civil society organizations, which in turn con-
tribute to the entrenchment of democratic institutions and the rule of law.
On the other hand, religious intransigence or polarization could undermine
development by side-lining the importance of secular (western) education

and also by promoting a culture of violence and terrorism (Kodila-Tedika &
Agbor 2013:2).

There is the danger of religion being appropriated and deployed to cause
terror, alongside the ideological/political manipulation of religion (Ka-
unda 2018). Religion has also been implicated in cases of violence against
women (Batchelor 2013), against children (Togarasei 2014), against peo-
ple with disability (Kabue, Amanze & Landman 2016), as well as against
sexual minorities (Chitando & Van Klinken 2016; Gunda 2010) in Africa
(and, for the avoidance of doubt, just about everywhere else). Religion, we
admit, has not always been good news to people on the margins. Through-
out history, there have been moments where those with power have inter-
preted sacred texts and traditions to entrench themselves, while intensify-
ing the marginalisation of others. On his part, the President of Rwanda at
the time of writing, Paul Kagame, was reported as having ordered the clos-
ing down of a sizeable number of churches and mosques, insisting that
there were too many and that their leaders did not have the necessary
training (Kiunguyu 2018). Consequently, he felt that having too many re-
ligious institutions was inimical to development.

It is, therefore, critical to be always mindful of the “ambivalence of the
Sacred” (Appleby 2000), namely, the capacity of religion to work for both
progressive causes, as well as for retrogressive ones. Reflecting on the
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churches in Lesotho, Letsie (2015) highlights how the Roman Catholic
Church and the Lesotho Evangelical Church were previously part of the
political upheavals in the country, before contributing towards the quest
for peace and healing. Similarly, while Boko Haram has offered a partic-
ular reading of Islam in its terror campaign in northern Nigeria, Muslim
clerics are a critical factor in mobilising against this terrorist group. By
providing an alternative (and, in our eyes, correct) reading of Islam, the
Muslim clerics are vital in the battle for hearts and minds (Olojo 2017).

Overall, we concede that religion has not always been good news for peo-
ple in Africa (and elsewhere). Therefore, our focus on religion and devel-
opment should not be read as suggesting that we are willing to overlook
the divisive and negative role of religion in African society. We readily
acknowledge the “anti-development” capacity in religion but are con-
vinced that there is need to invest more on its “pro-development” dimen-
sions within this volume.

Chapters in this Volume

The chapters in this book are arranged thematically, with the first five
chapters making conceptual reflections on religion and development. In
the opening chapter, Masiiwa R. Gunda provides a reflection on the no-
tion of development in the context of Africa, with special focus on Zimba-
bwe. Using Christianity, but with the hope that what applies to Christian-
ity is also applicable to other religious traditions, Gunda strives to answer
the following questions: What is development? What is the role of religion
in the quest for development? Can religion contribute positively to the de-
velopment of African societies?

In Chapter 2, Chammah J. Kaunda and Sokfa F. John critically review se-
lected literature on religion and development in Africa. They examine the
religious features and coverage of this literature, as well as the conception
and coverage of development. In Chapter 3, Tarisayi A. Chimuka contin-
ues with the conceptual reflections on religion and development by
examining the role of religion in development. Responding to the
mischievious attitude displayed mostly by politicians that religion is a
private and personal affair, Chimuka looks at both the positive and
negative contributions of religion to development. In Chapter 4, Loreen
Maseno reflects on the intersections of religion and development with a
special focus on gender inquiries. She seeks to establish what feminist
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epistemology and methodology can contribute toward religion and devel-
opment research. The conceptual reflections chapters then end with
Chapter 5 in which Susan M. Kilonzo discusses religion and youth partic-
ipation in Africa. Looking at both the negative and positive contributions
of religion to development, Kilonzo examines how the youth are affected.

Chapters 6-11 address the theme of religion and development with refer-
ence to specific religious traditions found in Africa, particularly those less
referred to in discourses on religion and development. In Chapter 6 Has-
san J. Ndzovu reflects on the rise and institutionalization of an independ-
ent civil society reflected in the massive spread of FBOs since the 1980s
and ranging from Christian FBOs to Islamic oriented FBOs. The chapter
focuses on the interface of religion and development networks, raising
broader questions about how religious institutions balance between the
two notions of mission and aid while offering services and undertaking
development. Chapter 7 by Muhammed Haron addresses Muslim NGOs.
Like Ndzovu, Haron questions whether Muslim NGOs (and their Chris-
tian counterparts) are intently mission oriented or whether they are purely
humanitarian agencies that complement one another as they purport to
be. In Chapter 8 Abamfo A. Atiemo discusses Hindus’ contribution to
development in Ghana. He argues that Hindu philosophical tenets such
as rta, kama, artha, karma, and samsara can be developed to support socio-
economic developmental efforts of societies where religion still plays a
role in development. Still focusing on specific religious traditions, in
Chapter 9, Elizabeth P. Motswapong focuses on the possible contributions
of Buddhism in Africa. Identifying meditation’s ability to address the so-
cial challenges faced by an average African on a day to day basis,
Motswapong also points out the developments effected by Buddhism, for
instance, addressing the issue of water shortages, poverty and other chal-
lenges. Closing the chapters on the contributions of specific religious tra-
ditions are chapters addressing religion and development in Zambia. In
Chapter 10, Lilian Siwila, Nelly Mwale and Chita Joseph Chita reflect on
the role of Jewish migrants in the economic development of Zambia in
the period between 1900 and the 1960s. In Chapter 11, Mutale M. Kaunda
discusses how Bemba women navigate imbusa in public/social spheres as
she answers the question, “How do married Bemba career women engage
with the traditional cultural curriculum of marriage (amafunde yambusa)
in their daily lives at home and workplace?”

The next 7 chapters focus on national coverages of religion and
development. In Chapter 12 Samuel Awuah-Nyamekye presents study
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findings from Ghana, unearthing how religion and development have
been faring in terms of the country’s efforts to achieve development for
its people. Chapter 13, by Andrew D. Omona and Uzziah Maate Kiriaghe,
discusses religion and development in Uganda. Using theories of mod-
ernization, dependency and globalization, the chapter locates the im-
portance of religion in the modernization of Uganda through discourag-
ing dependency and taking the citizenry to match what is taking place
around the globe. In Chapter 14, Julius Gathogo uses the story of Rever-
end Thomas Kuto Kalume, the first Kenyan African clergy to win a politi-
cal seat in post-colonial Kenya, to illustrate the broad interface between
religion and civic engagement. In Chapter 15, Sonene Nyawo investigates
religion and development in the teaching of Religious Education in Swa-
ziland (now eSwatini). She concludes that when considering the Swazi-
land educational context, there is an interface between the Christian reli-
gion and development, to an extent that Christianity has continued to have
a pervasive influence on the education system down the generations.

Petronella Munhenzva argues that religion and politics have always had a
close relationship by looking at the role of the church in the 1969 Land
Tenure Act in Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) in Chapter 16. In Chapter 17,
Lindiwe P. Maseko explores the true identity of sustainable peace and de-
velopment by focusing on the connection between the peace building
work of a Christian organisation (the ECLF) and the SDGs Zaka district
in Zimbabwe. In Chapter 18, Blessing Nyahuma investigates the interface
of the theory of development and religion, focusing on its modern con-
ceptualization. The chapter, which is on the VaDoma people of northern
Zimbabwe, treats the subject of faith and development, interaction with
national politics, setbacks in church politics and concludes by noting pro-
spects and promises of FBOs in Zimbabwe.

The last set of chapters engage oral and scriptural literatures and how they
promote or hinder development in Africa. In Chapter 19, Beatrice Taringa
uses the conceptual framework of indigenous knowledge systems (IKS)
to explore, through interviews and critical content and discourse analyses,
the implications of the wisdom bestowed in selected Shona oral literature
for sustainable economic development in Zimbabwe. The chapter dis-
cusses the potential of Shona wisdom in the form of idioms, taboos and
proverbs to achieve sustainable economic development among the Shona
in Zimbabwe. In Chapter 20, Nisbert T. Taringa makes a similar use of
indigenous knowledge systems for sustainable development proposing
the African philosophy of Ubuntu for environmental conservation. Ezra
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Chitando’s Chapter 21 acknowledges the problems of biblical interpreta-
tion for promoting development and so sets out ten considerations to pro-
mote liberating readings of the Bible in the quest for development in Af-
rica. In Chapter 22, Musa W. Dube rereads Matt 23 for liberation using
an African feminist methodology. In Chapter 23, Lovemore Togarasei and
Sidney Berman consider how Christian beliefs such as resurrection can
be deployed in addressing some ecological problems that Africa is facing.
Francis Machingura and Ishanesu Gusha, in Chapter 24, reread Matt
21:18-22 in the light of sustainable development and environmental the-
ology. The book closes with Chapter 25 in which Canisius Mwandayi looks
at the Bible and its use in a Zimbabwe tertiary institution to discuss the
implications of sexual experimentation to the development agenda of a
nation.

Conclusion

Religion and development have become an important theme in the study
of religion and in development practice. Whereas the field has been dom-
inated by scholars from the global North, African scholars have been mak-
ing notable contributions. We are hopeful that this volume extends reflec-
tions on religion and development by African scholars and avails further
data on this key theme.
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Rethinking Development in Africa and the Role of
Religion

Masiiwa Ragies Gunda

Introduction

Zimbabwe has been described as having been the “breadbasket” of Africa
atindependence in 1980, that gradually deteriorated to becoming the “bas-
ket case” of Africa by 2002 after the Fast Track Land Reform Programme.
Zimbabwe moved from a society that could feed itself and others to a so-
ciety that begged others for food, including those it once fed, like Zambia.
The case of Zimbabwe could be presented as the case of Africa, a conti-
nent with great potential, yet, struggling to realise that potential, thereby,
remaining in the doldrums of underdevelopment. According to Adam
Smirzai (2005:1), “The low standard of living of the mass of the population
in developing countries is singled out as the key issue in development. ”
The connection between the low standard of living and development is an
interesting one, one that we will seek to interrogate further in this chapter.
This connection of development and low standards of living was directly
deriving from the western ideas of development as an offshoot of secular-
ism and secularization. Thus, “The rise of modern discourse on religion
and the European secular state was cotemporaneous with the spread of
Western imperialism” (Fountain 2013:13). In the European construction
of the development discourse, development was only possible where reli-
gion was side-lined and replaced by secularism. It is critical that the notion
of development be interrogated and defined for easy access to the impli-
cations it carries when applied to describe the state of the economies and
human life on the African continent. Further, it is also vital to draw critical
linkages that exist between the notion of development and religion, a crit-
ical component of life on the continent. The question of religion and de-
velopment is very important for consideration because, while religion per-
meates the life of an African person, yet, the emergence of the develop-
ment discourse seemingly saw no value in religion when it came to devel-
opment. Haynes (2007:1) avers that;

After World War II, most Western governments and development agencies
saw religion as part of the development problem, not as a potential aspect
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of its resolution. More recently, this negative consensus about religion has
fractured, partly as a result of the widespread failure of secular development
trajectories to achieve widespread poverty reduction or reductions of ine-
quality and injustice in the developing world.

The mistrust and suspicion cast over religion in the post-World War II era
meant that the emerging field of development studies would have no place
for positive engagement with religion. If religion were to feature, it was
only to show how problematic and anti-development it was. Thus, “It can-
not be denied that one of the basic foundations for development studies
precisely lies in ethical concerns about persistent poverty and marginali-
zation of poor countries and the exclusion of poor people upon decoloni-
zation” (Ruben 2011:225). What is disturbing in this emergent field was
its failure to recognize the centrality of religion to the lives of the poor
people, that religion was the power of life for most of the poor people.
While development may have benefited from the privatisation of religion
in Europe, the development discourse which side-lines religion failed to
appreciate the pre-colonial understanding of development by African so-
cieties and even failed to appreciate the early stages of western-influenced
development projects among colonised African societies, which was
mostly driven by missionary organisations and faith communities (Mar-
shall & Keough 2004, Fountain 2013, Boender et al 2011). There is a move-
ment towards appreciating the positive contributions of religion to devel-
opment, not least, what Laurence Iannaccone (1990) called ‘religious cap-
ital’, “to denote the resources generated from religious participation”
(Wong 2013:176).

This chapter seeks to engage with the notion of development in the con-
text of Africa, with special focus on Zimbabwe. What is development?
What is the role of religion in the quest for development? Can religion
contribute positively to the development of African societies? I will begin
by attempting a definition of both development and religion to clarify how
these concepts are understood when used in this chapter. Some of the
issues to be addressed in this chapter will range from the articulation of
the uneasy relationship between development and religion, then an inves-
tigation on the breadth and width of development within Africa: what
should it look like? Can development in Africa be understood and con-
fined to the parameters of development in the West? I will also investigate
the potential role of religion in fostering development in Africa. I will end
by drawing some concluding observations on development and religion
in Africa.
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I must acknowledge that this chapter is written from a predominantly
Christian background owing to the Zimbabwean background, however, it
is my hope that the assertions and findings in this chapter can be trans-
lated to cover other religious traditions effectively.

Defining Development and Religion

In this section, the aim is to define development and religion so that there
is clarity as to how we will use these terms in this exposition. Beginning
from dictionary understanding, the word “development” in English con-
notes such ideas as “unfolding,” “growth,” “the fuller working out of the
details of anything” and “bringing out the potential that is latent in some-
thing (as in the case of an image that is latent within the chemicals coating
a piece of old fashioned film that must be “developed” in order to be re-
vealed)” (Harriss 2014:37). This understanding of development is im-
portant because it associates development with growth and by implication
development entails realising the full potential of something. A plant is
fully developed when it becomes fruitful because then it has realised its
full potential. According to Lorenzo G. Bellu (2011:2);

In general terms, “development” means an “event constituting a new stage

in a changing situation” or the process of change per se. If not qualified,

“development” is implicitly intended as something positive or desirable.

When referring to a society or to a socioeconomic system, “development”

usually means improvement, either in the general situation of the system,

or in some of its constituent elements. Development may occur due to some

deliberate action carried out by single agents or by some authority pre-or-
dered to achieve improvement, to favourable circumstances in both.

” o«

In the African context, therefore, we can understand development as the
progress that is made or expected for African nation-states, which would
see them adopting Western technologies to improve productivity as well
as innovating on new ways of increasing productivity. The understanding
of development in this way also implies that development would improve
the living standards of citizens, providing employment, transport infra-
structure that makes it easier to move from point A to point B, availing
health infrastructure that will improve the health and well-being of the
citizens.

All these ideas are relevant to the concept of development that has informed

so much public policy over the last half-century and more, both in the “core”

of industrialized countries and in the “periphery” of the erstwhile colonies
that came to be described as the “less developed countries” (LDCs) or the
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“Third World. ” This concept, too, embraces ideas of “change” but also of
“progress”—an idea which, in European thought, goes back to the philoso-
phers of the Enlightenment, who found in it a rational basis for ethical judg-
ment” (Hariss 2014:37).

While economic development is sometimes mistaken for development,
itself a residue of the Enlightenment thinking and Western imperialism,
it is becoming an acknowledged fact that economic development is one
aspect of development. Among the leading scholars who have acknowl-
edged the broad nature of development is Amartya Sen (1999), who has
argued for an even broader concept of development focusing on the con-
cept of freedom. He sees development as an integrated process of expan-
sion of substantive freedoms or the deliberate process of removing obsta-
cles and unfreedoms...Thus, “Among the most important of these free-
doms are freedom from famine and malnutrition, freedom from poverty,
access to health care and freedom from premature mortality” (Smirzai
2005:8). This understanding of development places human beings at the
centre of development; development is meaningless unless it improves
the livelihoods of citizens in a particular community or society.

The centrality of human beings and not simply economic productivity is
the reason why most development scholars, with minor variations, iden-
tify almost similar development goals, such as “reduction of poverty, in-
creased economic welfare, improved health and education, and increased
political and social freedom. Development can then be defined as a move-
ment in the direction of these developmental goals” (Smirzai 2005:9). A
nation-state must come up with policies that will help it attain these goals
for its citizens. Achieving these goals will make a society or country “de-
veloped” and a society that is making progress towards these goals is,
therefore, “developing” — it is in the process but has not yet arrived. In-
stead of limiting development to economic development, development is
better understood in terms of human development;
The concept of ‘human development’ can be understood in various ways.
Politically and economically, human development is concerned with stabil-
ity, security and the relative prosperity of citizens. Socially, it relates to liter-
acy, education, social relationships and, more vaguely, ‘the quality of life’.
Morally, it involves development of conscience, moral awareness, and will
and capacity to act according to societal and cultural knowledge of what is
judged to be right — and in the developing world this overlaps considerably
with religious and spiritual dimensions of life. Finally, psychologically, hu-
man development is to do with mental health, self-esteem, success in
significant relationships, and happiness (Haynes 2007:4).
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Once development is understood in terms of human development, we get
closer to the concept of sustainable development. Sustainable develop-
ment is defined “as development that meets the needs of the present with-
out compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs” (UN General Assembly 1987:43). This commitment to the present
and the future is something that is interesting because it is also present
in religion. At no point must a society seek to have all luxuries and fund-
ing such luxuries by taking resources for today and tomorrow, thereby
making it impossible for future generations to enjoy similar success and
development luxuries.

Having defined development above, it is important to now define religion.
It is widely acknowledged by scholars of religion that religion defies defi-
nition. This is influenced by the divergencies that exist between various
religions, yet, it must be accepted that definitions have been proffered by
scholars and from these definitions;
Two approaches to religion have dominated academic debate (Cavanaugh
2009). Substantivist definitions posit that all religions share something in
common and attempt to identify that content. A frequent substantivist defi-
nition, be it explicit or implicit, is what Fitzgerald (2003:5-6) derisively re-
fers to as the ‘alleged common-sense’ variety of ‘belief in gods or the super-
natural.”” Functionalists, in contrast, propose that religion should be identi-
fied according to what it does, rather than through the identification of com-
monalities. Following Durkheim’s (1965) famous formulation — religion is
society’s self-worship which binds a community together — functionalists

tend to view religion as ritualistic acts of communal unification (Fountain
2013:11-12).

Assuming these two approaches as the dominant ways of approaching re-
ligion, it implies that we can either define religion as an entity that is
shared across cultures and continents. Being such a widely shared entity,
defining it must focus on the shared traits of religion. It is also possible
to understand religion as it occurs in specific contexts, in the lives of be-
lievers and others under the influence of believers. Looked at from this
perspective, religion can be defined by what it does and not what the reli-
gion of Zimbabwe shares with religion elsewhere. What is the function or
role of religion in the Zimbabwean society? This is not to say either ap-
proach is right and the other wrong. Instead, both approaches bring im-
portant insights into the quest to understand religion. This will be im-
portant because it allows us to envision that which moulds religion that
can contribute towards the development agenda and at the same time, we
can also envision what religion can do to advocate for development. When
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considering the role of religion in development, there are questions on

the meaning of religion that are pertinent;
Do you think religion is static (unvarying rules or holy texts to which people
relate in a certain way) or dynamic (dependent on time, place and how peo-
ple interpret it)? Do you think mainly in terms of personal interpretation
(individual pastoral spiritual care) or do you see it as a political and social
power that extends over the social and political domain? And what, in your
opinion, is most influenced by religion: the individual conscience or the col-
lective community? (Boender et al 2011:15).

Religion in Zimbabwe permeates both the private and public spheres, in
ways that make it impossible to make these spheres exclusive of each
other. Religion influences individuals to pursue a particular path in life
and at the same time, it is also the glue that binds an entire community
to follow a similar path. Religion is the basis upon which social trust is
built in many communities, especially, among African communities.
Through religion there are “emotional linkages between people, their
identity-seeking behaviour and the key role of shared partnership relation-
ships” (Ruben 2011:234). Indeed, while it influences the individual, it
equally joins the individual to the group. Severine Deneulin & Masooda
Bano (2009:60) put it as follows: “Religion is not a set of private beliefs
which may or may not instrumentally affect people’s attitudes; it contains
its own norms and values, which define the boundaries of the different
social spheres and determine the way they function. ” Whether the adher-
ents believe in a god, as do most Zimbabweans, or not, religions are sys-
tems of organising society through the demarcation of that which is per-
missible and that which is not. Religion is pervasive and far reaching both
in the private and public domains. This is why;
[TThose who were predicting the death of religion were proved dramatically
wrong. Religion has shown great resilience, as evidenced by the major reli-
gious revivals across the globe, be they in the Muslim world, the Americas,
Africa or Eastern Europe. In the industrialised world, many policy-makers
and opinion-leaders do not shy away either from dismissing scientific evi-
dence (with reference to the theory of evolution or climate change for exam-

ple) or from making decisions based on beliefs and ideology rather than on
evidence-based information (Carbonnier 2013:1).

With religion defying secularism in the developed and developing worlds,
it is imperative that religion must be taken as a serious resource and part-
ner in development planning and execution of development agenda and
policies. “The lack of attention to religion and faith in development re-
search and policy thus stands in stark contrast to the paramount role
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played by religion in the daily lives of individuals and communities, par-
ticularly in the most active field of international development cooperation,
the developing world” (Carbonnier 2013:2). If development is to be sus-
tainable and attainable in predominantly religious communities, such as
Zimbabwe, religion has to be seriously considered for what it is and for
what it offers.

In this chapter, therefore, we understand development to mean the
growth of society to a stage where it can guarantee education, health, well-
being, employment and other opportunities and food to its citizens. Reli-
gion is understood as a system of organising society based on a set of
norms and values that are used to guide the individual and the group cre-
ating a shared value system. Religion is the glue that binds several indi-
viduals together to create a community that has a shared goal and values.

Religion and Development: An uneasy Relationship

That we are speaking about development and religion is actually seen as
a confirmation of the rebounding of religion. For a long time, develop-
ment has always been understood as precluding religion, alternatively, the
dominant discourse of development beginning as far back as the Enlight-
enment period in Europe did not believe religion could contribute to the
development of society. Instead, from the Enlightenment onwards, secu-
larism had replaced religion and “secular views of growth-based develop-
ment became the dominant discourse, and studies on the role of religion
in development only received marginal attention” (Ruben 2011:226). The
thinking then seemed to suggest that if a society chose religion as opposed
to secularism, such a society would not develop because development was
seen as the benefit of secularism. Fountain (2013:9) writes that “a perva-
sive secular-religious dichotomy is implicit within this conceptualisation,
constructing development as located within the secular domain, set apart
from religion. ” This section tries to briefly outline the uneasy relationship
between religion and development, trying in the process to note the con-
textual bases for the relationship that ensued for such a long time. Accord-
ing to Ruben (2011:229);

In the early years of development studies, the major paradigm was based on

modernization theory that has been subsequently expanded with ‘basic

needs’ and ‘political economy’ thinking. While attention was very much fo-

cused on the leading function of the state in steering development pro-
cesses, the role of religion became marginalized to the personal domain.”
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The thinking that led to the marginalization of religion in development
discourses was influenced by the “prophecies” predicting that religion
would soon die out. It was implied that development would kill religion,
as if religion was one of the backward aspects of human life and societies
that societies had to grow out of. As Carbonnier (2013:1) observed:
Sociologists have long predicted that the influence and role of religion(s)
would wane in ‘modern’ societies. In Auguste Comte’s positivist vision, re-
ligion is somewhat constructed as an obstacle to progress. Max Weber fa-
mously posited that the rationalisation process associated with modernisa-
tion would lead to the ‘disenchantment of the world’, whereby the search for

truths and meanings come to rest on scientific investigation rather than re-
ligious beliefs, myths and magic.

With this kind of thinking, the relationship of development and religion
was cast as of “either .... or”, societies had to choose either development
or religion. It was suggested that it was impossible to have development
while retaining religion. In expressing the view of religion from the early
dominant views and discourses on development, Fountain (2013:13, 20)
is instructive;
This creation of a ‘secular sphere’ of facts and rationality became the author-
itative, legitimate location of politics, economics, military violence and ob-
jective science, all newly liberated from religious interference. Academic
discourse about religion is directly implicated in the rise of secular regimes
of knowledge.... This association of ‘secular’ with inclusiveness and impar-
tiality is reinforced by Flanigan’s rejection of the involvement of ‘houses of
worship’ or local religious leaders in relief distribution due to their exclu-
sionary potential.
Flanigan builds upon a hegemonic secular liberal tradition in international
development that in turn derives from the Enlightenment zeal for binary
purifications, wherein religious commitment is understood as deviating
from the ‘neutral’ and morally superior norm of secularism. As such, Flan-
igan represents a dominant voice in secular development study and practice
which views (a generic, universal and homogeneous) ‘religion’ with deep
suspicion, if not outright hostility.

Religion has been mistrusted and fought by development activists, espe-
cially, with its association with religiously motivated violence in Middle
Ages Europe and in the aftermath of 9/11 in the United States of America.
Haynes (2007:218) argues that religion’s ‘exclusivist truth claims’ give it
an ‘absolute and unconditional’ character which tends toward ‘totalitarian
characteristics’, including a propensity for ‘intolerance, over-zealous pros-
elytisation and religious fragmentation’ (Haynes 2007:79). Also, “[e]xclu-
sion, hatred and conflict, conditions that worsen poverty, have often been
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historically associated with religion. Secondly, benefits are not always
evenly distributed within religious organisations” (Wong 2013:175) hence
religion had to be side-lined in development. It was assumed that religion
and religious communities are by nature exclusivist since they claim pos-
session of the ultimate truth and path to salvation, they could not be
trusted to champion an agenda that would benefit everyone, including
those who do not share in the goals and values of that religious commu-
nity. Thus “[tlhese dangers are not seen as apparent for secular actors”,
while “normal religion [was regarded] as private, interior, mystical and
entirely marginal” (Fountain 2013:16-17, 22). As Fountain observes;
Among the reasons provided by the authors for this separation are (a) the
historical institutional separation of Church and state, which continues to
be influential, and (b) the fact that the ‘two worlds’ are ‘propelled by a diver-
gent set of impulses’ with religious leaders primarily concerned with ‘spir-
itual well-being’, whereas development actors are interested in ‘the material’

and ‘technical, hard-nosed economic and financial approaches’ (Fountain
2013:15-16).

Even though the dominant view has been one of mistrust and rejection, it
is also true that for some time there have been others who have had a
different perspective and understanding of the relationship between de-
velopment and religion. To begin with, “the current stage of development
is sharply marked by a strong increase in violent conflicts, mostly origi-
nating from struggles regarding the control of resources and power” (Ru-
ben 2011:231). This is telling in that whereas it was assumed religion was
the source of conflicts, the current cases clearly show that a secularism-
based development agenda has failed to stem development conflict in
many communities. The failure of the secular development agenda to
push societies into development led to a reappraisal of the role of religion
in development: was there a way of reconciling these two previously sep-
arate entities?
The reason for seeking reconciliation is said to be a growing sense among
development workers that development is more complex than initially im-
agined, and that successful development outcomes must pay attention to
motivations, institutions and grassroots realities. Similarly, ‘religious lead-
ers’ are presented as beginning to understand that they must look beyond
‘religious well-being’ to also foster ‘community and temporal well-being’.
This centripetal movement ensures that the ‘walls’ separating religion from
development are beginning to ‘crumble’ (Fountain 2013:16).
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While this realisation has been celebrated, we must be quick to realise that
it was not totally out of good faith. Religion was being invited to join de-
velopment on the terms of the secular development agenda and activists.
It appears that the secular values were not being challenged and reframed,
rather the agenda and values were cast in stone and religion was supposed
to acknowledge them as such and find gaps that it could contribute to-
wards. It is, therefore, not surprising “that when it comes to religion, the
dominant question of development experts has been: How can religion fit
into our priorities?” (Fountain 2013:24). According to Jones & Petersen
(2011:1292), the interest in religion came more from the development in-
dustry, particularly the big multilateral and bilateral donors, than from
universities and research organisations. Following the 9/11 attacks on the
World Trade Center in New York and the ensuing ‘war on terror’, various
governments proactively re-engaged with religion in their development
strategies. In this context;

[TThe approach to religion is decidedly utilitarian, with the authors situated

as advisors for mainstream development actors. The question of ‘partner-

ing’ with religious NGOs is adjudicated according to the requirements of

the mainstream development industry. This helps carify as to whose reli-

gion, and therefore also whose ‘our’, is being addressed — that constructed

by, and for, Western development organisations and their interests (Foun-
tain 2013:24).

In Africa, as in many other developing countries, this secular develop-
ment agenda did not succeed, as initially expected. It appears that failure
to realise and appreciate the important position and function of religion
contributed to the apparent failure of secularism-based development. For
starters, in Zimbabwe, Africa and many other places;
Many development organisations stem from missionary work. These organ-
isations, which operated mostly in colonies at the time, were traditionally
accustomed to take religion into consideration. However, since the second
half of the 20th century development cooperation has focused much less on
religion. This has to do with the secularisation theory, i. e., the assumption
that religion would lose its meaning in the public domain due to moderni-
sation. The expectation was that — influenced by rationalism, science and
technology — people would abandon religion over time, both in the Western
world and in developing countries (Boender et al 2011:8).

In other words, religion was at the heart of the initial development agenda
in Zimbabwe, especially when one considers the involvement of mission-
ary organisations in entrenching and promoting health and education
among the colonised masses. Thus “[ijn developing countries, religion
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[was and] is still heavily interwoven with public and political life, says
American development professional Scott Thomas. Consequently, no one
can privatise religion. He believes that the secularisation theory cannot
possibly act as a model for developing countries” (Boender et al 2011:8).
Religion had always been a leading sponsor of development; isolating and
excluding it from development could only engender a sense of resistance
among believers. Haynes (2007:1) argues that, “primarily concerned with
the holistic human development dimension, visions of development from
faith perspectives differ significantly from those expressed historically by
secular development organisations, which often appear to be singularly
concerned with ‘economic development’ to the exclusion of other aspects
of development” (Haynes 2007:1). The realisation of the importance of
religion in most developing countries, must have been playing on the
mind of Ineke Bakker (2005), General Secretary of the Council of
Churches in The Netherlands, when she intimated;

If you do not take into account religion and its dynamics, if you do not have

sensitivity towards religious devotion, you simply cannot understand the

mechanisms and strategies of the social movements nor the motives of the
people who are your partners in development.

Religion has to be one of the resources and partners of development agen-
cies in any attempts at fostering sustainable development among develop-
ing countries. Itis a misunderstanding of religion to assume that religions
only concern themselves with spiritual issues because all religions con-
cern themselves with both spiritual and material things. The relationship
between development and religion in dominant development discourses
is unhealthy for development, which is holistic and much more than
merely economic growth, as initially thought. Even though religion has of
late been involved in development work and agenda, it is important that
it becomes more than merely an invited guest to becoming a policy devel-
oper and an integral insider in the development agenda setting and exe-
cution.

Re-thinking Development in Africa

Now that we have tried to define development, religion and also high-
lighted the relationship between these two, it is now pertinent that we fo-
cus on development in Africa. How should we conceive development in
Africa? The bulk of the continent is generally classified in the class of poor
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and developing societies and this classification has been based on “tradi-
tional views on poverty ... focused on low level of income or lack of mate-
rial resources as major underlying causes for poor people being unable to
satisfy their minimum living requirements” (Ruben 2011:228). Most Af-
rican countries have abundant natural resources, yet, their income levels
have remained very low. Therefore, “[g]oing back to the idea of develop-
ment in the sense of ‘to realize the potential that is latent in something,’
we may understand international development as meaning the creation
of conditions that make it possible for people to realize their potential as
human beings, or to live full human lives that they value” (Harriss
2014:39). If development means creating the conditions for people to re-
alize their full potential, it can also be argued that Africa is developing,
meaning it is in the process of establishing the conditions for the realisa-
tion of the full potential of its citizens. Many people in Africa are far from
realising their full potential owing to a number of obstacles, among them,
lack of appropriate educational infrastructure, lack of health infrastruc-
ture, lack of employment opportunities.

If Africa in general or Zimbabwe in particular is to be a developed society,
it must guarantee appropriate education to its citizens and by this we
mean, schools must be equipped with all the necessary resources that will
lead to the production of graduates that are appropriately equipped to
function in their communities. The education system in Zimbabwe, while
lauded across the continent and even beyond, has been a failure in this
regard because it was structured in the model of a caste-system, where the
poor have schools poorly equipped while the rich have schools that are
adequately equipped. By implication, the education system that discrimi-
nates people according to class (and race in colonial times) cannot be an
education that is appropriate for a developed country. Education must pro-
vide a fair and equal opportunity to all students irrespective of whether
they have a poor or rich background. Similarly, the health sector must also
provide infrastructure, in the form of clinics and hospitals that would
make all human life important instead of a system that discriminates
against the poor. This is where the poor have access to clinics and hospi-
tals that are poorly equipped with staff and medication always in short
supply. The reality of hospitals for the rich and hospitals for the poor is an
indication of the failure of society to guarantee health and wellbeing to all
citizens. Inappropriately educated workforce and unhealthy workforce
will lead to less productivity for the society at large, making development
a pipe dream. These elements are central to what Africa and Zimbabwe
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should aspire for as a developing continent and country. Consequently,
there is need to eradicate these anomalies and create conditions that en-
courage and promote excelling by all citizens.

Development in Africa should be conceived of in terms of four dimen-
sions of development, which are only here articulated separately even
though in practice these are inseparably connected in African communi-
ties. To begin with, Africa is crying out for “Economic development: i. e.,
improvement of the way endowments and goods and services are used
within (or by) the system to generate new goods and services in order to
provide additional consumption and/or investment possibilities to the
members of the system” (Bellu 2011:3). This has been the major focus of
international development aid in most African countries, where the focus
is on increasing productivity and consumption of goods. In the case of
Zimbabwe, there has not been any meaningful production of goods and
services, meaning that there is need for more resources to be invested in
these economic endeavours. One of the major drawbacks to economic de-
velopment is the lack of appropriately trained and equipped human re-
sources. This leads us to consider the second kind of development that
Africa is crying out for, that is, “Human development: people-centred de-
velopment, where the focus is put on the improvement of the various di-
mensions affecting the well-being of individuals and their relationships
with the society (health, education, entitlements, capabilities, empower-
ment etc” (Bellu 2011:3). Human development could be the most im-
portant aspect of development because of the way it affects other forms of
development. Human beings are at the centre of development and unless
they are appropriately equipped, all other aspects of development will suf-
fer. Economic development cannot be achieved unless there are the per-
sons to drive the growth of the economy. However, for people to drive
economic growth, they must be properly trained and must be healthy so
that they can execute their duties and tasks efficiently and positively.
These two aspects of development have not received as much attention on
the continent, as they should, hence the lack of economic growth is not
surprising.

One of the major challenges the African continent has been grappling
with is a result of the imperialistic looting of resources on the continent
without regard to sustainability and future generations. Europe and the
Americas and lately, China, have been treating Africa as the place where
raw materials are looted for the development of their own societies. Africa
is crying out for “Sustainable development: development which considers
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the long-term perspectives of the socio-economic system, to ensure that
improvements occurring in the short term will not be detrimental to the
future status or development potential of the system, i.e. development will
be ‘sustainable’ on environmental, social, financial and other grounds”
(Bellu 2011:3). Many natural raw materials were looted without the crea-
tion of an alternative source of livelihood for the communities and future
generations across the African continent. It is suggested that where finite
natural resources are being exploited, sustainable development must in-
sist on responsible use of such resources while at the same time opening
up opportunities in the beneficiation industries and other downstream
industries to sustain the communities even when the natural resources
have run out. Africa has experienced only the exploitation of resources
without other industries being established to prepare for, when the re-
sources run out. According to Bellu (2011:5):

The concept of “sustainable development” was first introduced by Brund-

tland (1987), who defines development as “sustainable” if it “meets the

needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations

to meet their own needs”. Sustainable development implies minimising the

use of exhaustible resources, or at least, ensuring that revenues obtained

from them are used to create a constant flow of income across generations,
and making an appropriate use of renewable resources.”

Finally, African countries aspire to achieving “Territorial development:
development of a specific region (space) achievable by exploiting the spe-
cific socio-economic, environmental and institutional potential of the
area, and its relationships with external subjects” (Bellu 2011:3). Develop-
ment must never be piecemeal, as is the case currently in Zimbabwe and
Africa in general where, as in the case of Harare, there are leafy suburbs
where one could conclude the citizens and society are developed, yet,
when one goes to southern and eastern suburbs, it becomes apparent that
it is not the entire territory that is developed, but just some small spaces
in Harare. Development demands that the continent and also the coun-
tries work towards establishing infrastructure that allows for the develop-
ment of the entire territory as opposed to a system that only seeks to de-
velop the areas of origin of political elites and captains of industry.

Common among all these dimensions of development is the desire to
eliminate poverty and the marginalizations that come with being poor,
meaning development begins and ends with the situation of the human
being. Development that celebrates machinery and innovation and not
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what it does to positively impact on the lives of human beings is not de-
velopment at all. Machinery is development if it can demonstrate that it
will improve the lives of human beings, which is why certain innovations
are difficult to accept as development; for example, the continued innova-
tions in military war machinery, whose goal is to eliminate and not nec-
essarily to improve human life. Development also entails eliminating ex-
clusionary systems that seek to exclude and deprive others from the com-
fort of belonging because there cannot be human wellbeing where a hu-
man being is being excluded from belonging to social networks (Ruben
2011:228). If these are the concerns of development, there is no way one
can speak of development in Africa without involving and including or
maybe even being led by religion. “The activities that development centres
on, such as education, healthcare and advocacy, influence the way people
see themselves as belonging to a religious community” (Boender
2011:15). The participation of human beings in structures of economic
development — either production or consumption - is dependent on their
religious or faith background. Religious backgrounds are, therefore, criti-
cal determinants when deciding on development policy and execution of
the same.

The Role of Religion in Development in Africa

If, as argued above, development is supposed to be a process of growth
that sees society guaranteeing education, employment, health and wellbe-
ing, then religion ought to have a critical role to play, especially in African
societies where religion is growing rapidly, not waning. The role of reli-
gion in development should be sought in its nature and in its function in
society. As a system of organizing society, where society faces the dangers
posed by deprivation, vulnerability and poverty;
Religion could offer significant protective devices against such risks, but
more importantly might enable people to take risks and thus act as a real
transformative force. The latter option requires collective action that is usu-
ally based on a set of ‘shared identities’ that provide a common ‘sense of
belonging’. Especially under conditions of (post)conflict and insecurity,
there is emerging importance attached to religion as a constructive force for

(re-)establishing trust at different levels of societal interaction (Ruben
2011:226).

Religion includes individuals into a family and community, and with the
capitalist industrialised economic system where individuals have had to
leave their families in search of employment, religion has accommodated
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such individuals into a tightly knit unit. The sense of belonging that is
engendered into individuals by religion allows individuals to take risks,
especially in the area of investment and income generating projects be-
cause the community is not only a social and faith community but a ready
market for products produced by members of the community. Further,
because of shared values that determine who belongs and who does not,
it is also possible for religion to regulate the activities that members en-
gage in. For example, faith communities that will value protecting the en-
vironment, will be better prepared to protect the environment as members
share in these values.

Nowhere does the unifying factor of religion manifest itself more clearly
than in the case of the Johanne Marange Apostles in Zimbabwe, who for
a long time have been involved in running battles with the government
when it comes to compulsory immunization programmes of the govern-
ment. While it is easy to understand the government programmes, the
government as an agent of development has failed to understand the val-
ues and norms of this religious group. Instead of engagement and dia-
logue, government has often tried to force the community to participate
in the programmes and the community has responded by resisting the
programmes. While the response of this community may be negative, it
shows the power of religion in engendering a unified position and iden-
tity. The Johanne Masowe Apostles shunned working for colonial institu-
tions and as a religious community, they adopted self-employment as a
response to colonial employment, they became successful entrepreneurs,
famously known as the “Korsten basket makers” (Dillon-Malone 1978).
Religion can significantly contribute to development because by its na-
ture, religion thrives on collectivity, something that development needs to
succeed.

It does this by creating a community as well as formulating values and
norms that bind together members of the community so that it is easier
to establish common goals and aspirations in faith communities. While
this has a negative side to it, as noted by other scholars who are scared of
the potential to exclude, this is only because some development agents are
keen to come up with “one-size-fits-all” policies that would disregard the
peculiarities of religious communities. We, therefore, agree with Foun-
tain (2013:26) when he writes;
The key challenge for scholars, therefore, is, regardless of theoretical ap-

proach, to ground research on ‘religion and development’ in in-depth, de-
tailed explorations of particular cases. Essentialist religion is best countered

52



GUNDA | Rethinking Development in Africa and the Role of Religion

through studies that privilege ‘richness, texture and detail’ above abstract
generalisation.

The generalisations of religion have tended to privilege the religions of
development agents and activists at the expense of the religions of the
people for whom development programmes are designed. The problem is
that once the target community perceives the privileging of the religion of
the development agents, resistance sets in and development is stalled. In
the case of religion in Africa, some of my lasting images of ecumenism
emerge in the grassroots where communities know when to go beyond
the faith boundaries to address communal challenges. Development pro-
grammes must, of necessity, acquaint themselves with the specifics of the
religions of the communities within which they are to be executed and
make use of the resources embedded in the nature of such religions.

While religions are thought of as communities that are prone to excluding
outsiders, that is actually a simplistic re-presentation of religion and a mis-
understanding of the essence of religion. Faith communities create a com-
munity that must be clearly identifiable from other communities. This
then creates a system of interaction with other communities that are so
similarly constituted and will address the use of resources by members.
These are values that are critical for the success of development pro-
grammes hence development agents need to involve religion to tap into
these values. According to Ruben (2011:232);
Social values and relationships can constitute either bonding ties, bridging
networks or linkages amongst (groups) of people. Bonding ties are based on
homogeneous values that permit internal exchange and offer local protec-
tion against outsiders. Bridging networks are more externally oriented and
permit regional cooperation and exchange amongst heterogeneous groups
based on reciprocity. Finally, linking is strongly oriented towards the capac-
ity to leverage resources and information from people beyond the commu-
nity, recognizing that different social strata maintain a hierarchy where
power, social status and wealth are accessed by different groups.

In Zimbabwe, as is the case on the African continent, it is not at all sur-
prising that religion should be involved in development programmes be-
cause, religious groups and institutions have been in the forefront of the
development discourse since the colonial times. Thus,
Given that the origins of development assistance trace back to missionary
ventures and religiously inspired initiatives during the colonial era, this [the
marginalization of religion in development programmes] is something of a
surprise. Today, faith-based organisations remain highly prominent actors
in the aid industry. The Christian organisation World Vision International,
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for instance, has the largest budget among humanitarian and development
aid non-governmental organisations (NGOs) (Carbonnier 2013:1).

Also, Ruben (2011:232) articulates this reality, when writing;

At the interface between religion and development, similar binding, bridg-
ing and linking networks can be distinguished. At the local level, faith-based
institutions play a critical role in providing communities access to basic ser-
vices. Missionary churches and NGOs proved to be highly efficient develop-
ment brokers, still delivering up to 40% of basic health care provision in
large parts of sub-Saharan Africa. Their closeness to poor households in re-
mote communities, their long-term relationships with the civic cause and
strong identification with the demands of the poor make faith-based organ-
izations highly reliable partners for grassroots-oriented development coop-
eration.

The reality in Zimbabwe is that the church is where government is not
sometimes! The people identify with the church more than they do with
the government owing to the proximity of the church to the people. If de-
velopment is about improving the livelihoods of persons, then religion is
better equipped to deliver development to the grassroots. For develop-
ment to gain momentum, there is need for trust and social cohesion and
these are among the central functions of religion in society. “In this con-
text, religious values play an important role, since they can provide moral
imperative for people to become engaged into shared commitments” (Ru-
ben 2011:231). Religious commitment breeds trust amongst believers and
that can help in creating a platform for the success of development pro-
grammes whose success is dependent on the trust existing between the
community and the development partners as well as within the commu-
nity itself. Without trust that others are as committed as I am committed,
no one will invest much into a programme. Religion can help breed trust.

Religions are sometimes accused of propagating messages that discour-
age persons from engaging in hard work, yet the reality in religions across
the African continent, appears to be that religions do encourage their
members to engage in hard work and to take risks in order to increase
their earnings. As Togarasei (2011) argues, Pentecostal churches are
among the most adventurous Christian groups when it comes to empow-
erment of members because they promote a spirit of entrepreneurship
ranging from small income generating projects, such as selling sweets to
much bigger projects that employ tens of employees. This realisation ap-
pears to confirm the theory of Max Weber on the centrality of the
“protestant ethic” in the rise of capitalism, through the understanding of
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human work as their calling for the development of society according to
God’s plan (Hasan 2017:4).

To sum up this section, it must be acknowledged that the role of religion
in development is associated with the notion of religious capital. The no-
tion of religious capital bears significant relevance to poverty reduction
due to, as argued by Finke (2003), the transferability of religious capital to
other forms of capital. In other words, religious capital is a valuable asset
that, when strategically invested, could bring social and economic ad-
vancement to individuals (Stark & Finke 2000). There are linkages be-
tween religious capital and other forms of capital, such as human, social
and financial capital and religious capital, like other forms of capital, can
pass to other generations (Wong 2013:176). Religious capital emerges
from the participation that one does in a particular faith community,
which can then open up a market for their products or open up opportu-
nities for access to financing from other members of the community, op-
portunities that would have been inaccessible if they were outsiders. The
importance of religious capital must not be underestimated, especially
when it comes to development programmes in a society.

Conclusion

In conclusion, it is important to reiterate that development is the process
by which societies achieve wellbeing for all their citizens, seen in the avail-
ability of appropriate educational infrastructure and health infrastructure
which will translate into economic growth. The earlier reduction of devel-
opment to refer to economic growth only cannot be sustained in African
communities and this obsession with economic growth led to the adop-
tion of “so-called ‘social indicators’: life expectancy, literacy, levels of edu-
cation, infant mortality, availability of telephones, hospital beds, licensed
doctors, availability of calories, and so forth” (Smirzai 2005:7). When
looked at closely, these social indicators point to the necessity of involving
religion in development programmes because not only does religion pos-
sess the resources of making these social indicators achievable, in Africa,
religion has for more than a century been involved in attempting to
achieve these goals. Religion does not have to become secular in order to
be involved in development, it has enough resources without sacrificing
its nature and values and norms that can be key resources in development
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discourses. Religion in Africa is neither private nor public, it is both pri-
vate and public, hence, it is essential if development agents are to succeed
when working with African communities.
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Religion and Development in Africa — A Critical Analysis

Chammah J. Kaunda & Sokfa France John

Introduction

Since the turn of the millennium, there has been an increasing shift in
developmental practices and scholarship from viewing religion as out of
bounds to engaging religion as essential to the achievement of develop-
mental goals in Africa. There have been calls over the past two decades for
greater incorporation of religion, and evidence demonstrating the role re-
ligion has played in several developmental contexts. In its consultation
report “Religion and Development Post-2015” the UN Inter-Agency Task
Force on Engaging Faith-based Organizations for Development (IATF-
FBO2015: v), acknowledged, “the work of development has always been
the domain of faith-based entities. The ‘intruders’ may well be so-called
secular organizations.” The link between religion and development is in-
creasingly acknowledged such that even the advancement in today’s com-
munist China is ascribed partly to recent resurgence of religion in the
country (Hiagbe 2015; Deneulin & Rakodi 2011; Stuckleberger 2007). De-
neulin & Rakodi (2011) attribute the resurfacing of religion in develop-
ment scholarship to three trends. First, the emergence and spread of po-
litical Islam; second, the persistence and increasing importance of reli-
gion in the lives of people around the world, including the massive growth
and popularity of Pentecostalism in majority world countries, and; third,
the role of civil society organizations including Faith-Based Organizations
(FBOs) as agents of development, especially in developing countries.

In this chapter, we critically review selected literature on religion and de-
velopment in Africa. We examine the religious features and coverage of
this literature as well as the conception and coverage of development. One
of the key findings is that the notion of development used, and the field
of investigation itself would benefit immensely from a thorough investi-
gation of local dynamics of religion, including African Traditional reli-
gions (ATR), migrant religions such as Nigerian Pentecostalism in vari-
ous parts of Africa and a broader and more nuanced coverage of the reli-
gious landscape in Africa. Although effort was made to cover as much
relevant materials as possible, this review is by no means exhaustive; it is
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rather representative of the broad range of literature available depending
on how broadly or narrowly one defines the field. To keep it manageable,
we focused primarily on literature that is explicitly about religion, gener-
ally or specific religions, and development or specific developmental is-
sues in Africa. !

The ‘Religion’ in Religion and Development

Literature on religion and development in Africa engages religion primar-
ily as an institution, as established traditions and organizations. Thus, it
examines Christianity, Islam and ATRs as the three religions most prac-
ticed in Africa, as well as Christian, Muslim, or interreligious Faith-based
organizations (FBOs).

Faith-Based Organizations and Development in Africa

Literature on the subject has a major focus on FBOs and their develop-
mental activities. But the criteria for inclusion and exclusion of what con-
stitutes an FBO is not always clear. The underlying understanding and
assumption in the literature reviewed is that FBOs are formal organiza-
tions that are inspired by, founded by, belong to, run by or based on the
beliefs, values and practices of a religion, religious institution, religious
groups or individuals. Bompani (2015) rightly argues that viewing FBOs
only as organizations that are formally registered, like NGOs, is disregard-
ing their faith as inspiration and impetus for their development work. She
observed that much of the development work in underdeveloped coun-
tries is carried out, directly and indirectly, by religious based development
actors, but these are overlooked because they do not operate with the pop-
ular NGO-style model of development.

Most secular organisations still approach the terrain of FBOs with some
caution despite being viewed as collaborators for development in recent
years. The reason for this, according to Olarinmoye (2012), is because the
modern state is secular in orientation and informed by the separation of
religion and state. Donors are therefore, afraid to fund sectarian organi-
zations or denominations, but also due to the stronger fear of “the im-
mense capacity of religion to mobilize and constitute by and in itself an

' Ignatius Swart and Elsabe Neli (2016) have published an article comprising a chrono-

logical bibliography on religion and development to demonstrate the growth of the field.
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independent and legitimate arena of political action possibly in opposition
to the state” (Olarinmoye 2012:2). Thus, like Bompani, Olarinmoye be-
lieves that many FBOs are effectively engaged in development in Africa,
but their work goes unrecognized. However, for Olarinmoye (2012), it is
not because the dominant framework for defining FBOs excludes them,
but their religious nature which is viewed as being in opposition to the
logic of the state, despite the several qualities that make them good devel-
opment agents, including their ability to inspire trust and closeness to the
people. However, the caution is perceived as important by secular organ-
isations because the religious world is very complex such that while it is
perceived as a constructive partner, it is also seen as having potential to
disrupt development, especially in the context of religious conflict
(Olarinmoye 2012).

Some scholars take a comparative approach to FBOs, examining differ-
ences between FBOs and NGOs, as well as the advantages of one over the
other. Leurs (2012), for example, based on a study of Christian, Muslim
and secular organizations working on HIV & AIDS in Nigeria, observed
that while most organizations received positive review from both benefi-
ciaries and local observers of their activities, important differences were
highlighted between religious and secular NGOs. While secular organiza-
tions locate their development goals, values and practices within the in-
ternational discourse on development using secular humanitarian lan-
guage, FBOs locate theirs in the discourse and language of their faith
(Leurs 2012). Leurs (2012) noted, for instance, that Muslim and Christian
FBOs both saw their developmental activities as a means to directly or
indirectly achieve their primary goal of evangelization. In terms of ad-
vantages, FBOs are advantageous because they have a higher level of trust
among communities, are more independent financially and in their re-
sponse to local needs, have a long history, continuous presence and regu-
lar interaction with the communities, among other things (Leurs 2012;
IATF-FBO 2015). Nonetheless, both FBOs and NGOs were considered to
be better at different things, for example, NGOs are better with HIV-pre-
vention campaigns, while FBOs are better at caring for people living with
HIV & AIDS. For Lipsky (2011), with respect to delivery of health services
in Africa, the most important comparative advantage of FBOs over NGOs,
is their ethical and moral positioning which is rooted in their faith. Lipsky
believes that the strategies and policies of FBOs are informed by their
faith, but more importantly, faith is crucial to their practices around re-
cruitment, salaries, financial management, trust-building, and motivating
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the kinds of behavioural changes necessary for better health outcomes
(Lipsky 2011). In addition to knowing their contexts better than NGOs,
FBOs also provide more platforms for development service delivery such
as during religious services and meetings (Lipsky 2011).

In other parts of Africa, as noted by Green et al (2012) in Tanzania, such
comparisons may not be possible or fruitful because of blurred lines be-
tween the religious and the secular. Green et al (2012) observed that FBOs
neither necessarily distinguished themselves nor are they always different
from secular NGOs and other civil society organizations; rather, they are
all favoured for the implementation of developmental strategies since they
are believed to be closer to poor people. In cases where religious organi-
zations seek to tackle particular developmental projects, some of them es-
tablish autonomous NGOs that operate like other civil society organiza-
tions (Green et al. 2012). Thus, they argue that insofar as the agendas are
externally set or determined, there is a blurred line between secular or-
ganizations and FBOs in Tanzania. The question of context is, therefore,
important for adequate representation of FBOs.

Freidus (2010) and van Santen (2014) offer examples of problematic de-
velopmental practices due to adoption and imposition of foreign con-
structs and meaning, and the misunderstanding of local experiences and
meaning making by FBOs. Freidus (2010) examined how FBOs engaged
in the care of orphans and vulnerable children in Malawi, which produced
unintended negative consequence due to disconnection between western
and Malawian understanding of orphans. Most FBOs adopt the UN defi-
nition of orphans as children who have lost a single or both of their par-
ents as a result of death. As Freidus (2010:54) discovered “Most contribu-
tors to FBOs... assume a Western construction of an orphan that is more
in line with an Oliver Twist-like child who has lost both parents, is iso-
lated, abandoned, vulnerable, and stigmatized.” However, children in Ma-
lawi are located within a broad network of extended family and different
types of residence and kinship systems within which they could find care
and support in the event that their parents are unable to care for them
(Freidus 2010). Because they do not fully understand this, FBOs imple-
mented projects for orphans which were not compatible with the broader
local context. While the programmes had positive impact on the lives of
the children, such as better education, better health and more, they also
exposed the orphans to new challenges (Freidus 2010). Through arbitrary
selection and maintenance methods, they severed relationships between
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children and their families, and created for them “privileged orphan iden-
tity” with material benefits at the cost of family ties, that were both desired
and stigmatized in Malawi (Freidus 2010). In a different religious and de-
velopmental context, van Santen (2014) highlights the challenge posed by
notions such as ‘gender’ to Muslim women in northern Cameroon, where
‘gender’ was not consistent with local ways of conceptualizing human re-
lationships. While the women desired development in the form of educa-
tion, they also did not want Western forms of development perceived in
the model that the FBO employed.

Christianity and Development in Africa

Christianity is the most discussed tradition in the reviewed literature,
which shows the role of different manifestations of Christianity in differ-
ent aspects of development. Even some writings that claim to be con-
cerned with multiple religions actually pay more attention to Christianity.
For example, van Klinken and Chitando (2015) declared their use of reli-
gion to include Christianity, Islam and ATRs, but their work almost ex-
clusively discussed Christianity and Christian theology and theologians.
Other works did make attempt to fairly engage more than one religion.
For example, Njoh and Akiwumi (2012) engaged Africa’s three major re-
ligions and found that in terms of the Millennium Development Goals,
Christianity has a more positive link to women empowerment than Islam
and ATRs .

The issues and aspects examined by scholars who focused on Christianity
are diverse. For instance, Bornstein (2002), observes that through the use
of concepts such as ‘holism’ and ‘lifestyle evangelism’, Christian organi-
zations are able to resolve the distance between the spiritual and the ma-
terial, making material gains consistent with ideals about God and pre-
senting non-Christian worldviews as opposed to development. Other
scholars have highlighted the importance of religious personalities and
leadership in faith-based projects for development (Bompani 2015). Kinny
(2012) examines the role played by the transnational network of the Epis-
copal Church of South Sudan in development. She observed that while
the initial purpose of the Christian partners in the network was not devel-
opment as such, but advancement in faith, they are involved through sup-
porting local NGOs in relief services. Thus, networks forged on Christian
faith and its growth among partners becomes a significant source of sup-
port for developmental activities.
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The positive role of Christianity in development in Africa is presented in
much of the reviewed literature as almost ‘salvific’ in the sense that Chris-
tianity is presented as bringing such change in the lives of individuals and
communities that radically transforms not only their beliefs but their ma-
terial realities. This is, perhaps, more enthusiastically articulated in an ar-
ticle by Walter and Anderson (2012) who argue that Africans become fun-
damentally different when they convert to Christianity and this change
engenders development in ways that money or any other usually em-
ployed developmental strategies could never hope to achieve. These two
authors are convinced that by insisting on individual and personal access
to and reading of the Bible as crucial for spiritual growth, Christianity pro-
duces literate and thus, liberated African minds. But more importantly,
that the motivation to become literate creates a shift to a broader Christian
worldview linked to the social and individual subtleties of economic de-
velopment (Walter and Anderson 2012). Thus, for Walter and Anderson
(2012) Christianisation, through literacy and faith, brings about liberation
and empowerment that fundamentally restructure the African Christian’s
position in life. Walter and Anderson only fell short of declaring Chris-
tianization the only hope for development in Africa. Their article relied
heavily and approvingly on one Matthew Parris’ newspaper argument that
the “crushing passivity” of the mind-set of Africans is their greatest prob-
lem and only Christian missionaries, rather than aid money, can salvage
Africans and make development possible (Walter & Anderson 2012). Wal-
ter and Anderson also make reference to their personal observation over
decades of working in Africa as supportive of their arguments.

The authors are right that Christianity makes a significant impact in the
lives of many African converts at different levels; and almost all the liter-
ature reviewed agree that development practices and strategies in Africa
need to take religion (not only Christianity) seriously. UN IATF-FBO
(2015:v) has also cautioned secular development actors “against either ig-
noring the role of religion or over-simplifying the complexities and ambi-
guities often found in such domains, particularly around contentious
rights-related issues.” However, the work of Walter and Anderson is rev-
elatory of underlying colonial and derogatory constructions of Africans
and their realities, present — but not always obvious — in often externally
crafted and superimposed approaches to development and frameworks
for analysing Africans and their experience. Walter and Anderson use a
fixity approach to analyse traditional religious and ‘tribal’ Africa, where
people are laid back, passive and live in anxiety and fears of evil spirits,
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never making any progress in life until Christianity comes to liberate
them and make it possible for them to develop. It shows a disappointingly
high level of ignorance about ATRs and the general contemporary dynam-
ics of religion in Africa.

Juxtaposing Christianity against certain distilled or frozen ideas about
ATRs and culture in order to demonstrate impact is a more common prac-
tice among scholars who write on Pentecostalism in Africa. Freeman
(2015), for example, shows that Pentecostalism does, in fact, shift the val-
ues, beliefs and morality of converts in ways that produce radical social
transformation and economic liberation when other necessary factors fa-
vour such change. But to demonstrate this, Freeman draws a contrast be-
tween what he termed ‘Traditional African’ and the Pentecostal African.
For Freeman, the traditional African belongs to a tight-knit network of
community and kinship which has several economic demands including
assisting less capable relatives and contributing towards costly ceremo-
nies and rituals. The traditional African is also cautious of having more
wealth than their peers to avoid being accused of using witchcraft and
sorcery; choose stability over taking risks and are quitters who simply ac-
cept their situation (Freeman 2015). Freeman’s Pentecostal African, on
the other hand, is simply an individual who does not have economic de-
mands beyond his immediate, often, nuclear family. They view becoming
rich as God’s desire, and thus, commit to its materialization; believes that
hard work and prayer will make their situation better, able to risk and try
something new, and has a strong agency (Freeman 2015). Like Walter and
Anderson, Freeman exposes an essentialist colonial imagination of the
black Africans based on flawed knowledge and interpretation of African
traditional worldviews, their behaviours and the motivation for such be-
haviours. ATR is engaged in more detail below, but it suffices here to note
that such arguments overlook the fact that ATRs are not singular, static or
produce the same outcome in all adherents. Moreover, converts to Pente-
costalism in Africa are largely members of other Christian traditions and
the act of conversion, whether to Christianity in general or Pentecostal-
ism, is an indication of agency, risk taking and ability to try something
new. If Africans did not have these tendencies, Pentecostalism would not
have followers on the continent.

Pentecostalism is widely explored in relation to development in Africa,
especially economic development, although Pentecostal organizations are
presented as not explicitly involved in development like other Christian
traditions (James 2012; Wariboko 2012; Freeman 2015; Burgess 2015).
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These writings emphasise the dramatic transformational power of Pente-
costal teachings to personal, and through that, community life, which di-
rectly or indirectly impact development; and a few examine deliberate and
organized involvement of Pentecostals in development projects. Burgess
(2015), for example, shows how Pentecostal teachings are directed beyond
personal holiness to address the problems of poverty and violence in Zam-
bia and Nigeria respectively. James (2012) presents a case in Malawi of a
Pentecostal programme which challenges stereotypes of Pentecostals be-
ing concerned with only heavenly things, by equipping local congrega-
tions with the attitude and skills to initiate social development projects
(James 2012). Their work is rooted in a belief in God as being interested
in not only the spiritual needs of the person, but the material, social and
emotional as well (James 2012). They teach that poverty is partly caused
by lack of faith and relationship with God, and having faith in God, pro-
vides the courage and hope that believers need to overcome their fears and
to advance in life (James 2012). This is among the teachings highlighted
by Wariboko (2012), who identified the theological paradigms in the Pen-
tecostal discourse on Africa’s economic development. Some of these par-
adigms view poverty in Africa as a religious problem caused by lack of
trust or faith in God’s promise or disobedience of spiritual prosperity
laws. Others see the poverty as caused by evil forces which are in control
of the continent, hence the need for fervent and persistent prayers to re-
claim the continent (Wariboko 2012). Poverty is also seen as the result of
immorality of individuals and leaders, inferiority complex due to histori-
cal colonialism, slavery and racism (Wariboko 2012). Thus, the way par-
ticular Pentecostals respond to national poverty is largely determined by
which paradigm they use to understand poverty.

There are a few articles that do not entirely subscribe to the narrative
about Pentecostalism transforming individuals and, consequently, their
socio-economic lives in a positive way. Deacon (2015) looks at how Pente-
costal narratives have contributed to the emergence and evolution of the
Kenyan nation and state. According to Deacon, this was played out in the
2013 national elections where religio-political narratives were used to pre-
sent the elections as a chance to ‘save’ Kenya, using a narrative of a born-
again nation and thus, a state was produced that in effect, only benefited
the winning side of the political battle rather than achieving noble social
visions upheld in Christianity (Deacon 2015). In a different case in Kibera,
an informal settlement in Kenya, Deacon (2015) observed that the effort
of a Pentecostal organization to transform the community, while assisting
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with personal skills such as self-confidence and marketing, failed to im-
prove livelihoods. This was because they overlooked the local conditions
that made such improvements impossible and made the skills they
equipped their adherents with not actionable (Deacon 2015). Deacon
noted that rather than transforming them and their situations, their Pen-
tecostal faith and church activities became survival strategies in their very
challenging environments. There was no evidence of better, long-term,
economic transformation, better security or wellbeing (Deacon 2015).

Islam and Development in Africa

With regard to Islam, religious beliefs, values and principles also emerge
as playing significant roles in development in Africa through organiza-
tions that explore such principles to tackle specific developmental chal-
lenges. Renders (2002), for example, notes that by using the notion of ‘Is-
lamic development’, Muslim organizations in Senegal pursue a more
moral and ethical development strategy and uphold Islam as a cultural
framework for delivering development. In her critique of Western funders
for their lack of interest in funding Islamic NGOs, Adamu (1999) presents
the efforts of Muslim women in northern Nigeria to redefine Islam as a
legitimate instrument for addressing gender issues. She highlights the
importance of viewing gender within the context of Islam as not separate
from the religion, because religion, for Muslims, is their total way of life
and not simply rituals they perform (Adamu 1999). The lack of this un-
derstanding, she suggests, is partly responsible for failure of Western
models of development in Muslim contexts, and the lack of cooperation
western NGOs receive in some Muslim communities where they are
viewed as Anti-Islam United States’ agents, and Muslim activists working
for such organizations are also mistrusted. In Cochrane and Nawab
(2012), the focus is on the ways Muslims put the tenets of their beliefs
into practice by providing a development practice guidance that sought to
address HIV & AIDS in South Africa. Cochrane and Nawab (2012) iden-
tify the Islamic principles used by two Muslim organizations to achieve
this goal. These principles include the religious duty to assist others, re-
duce harm, take a holistic approach, inclusiveness or non-discrimination,
and cooperate with others.
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African Traditional Religion and Development in Africa

ATRs, in their own right as religions, are the least examined in the litera-
ture on religion and development in Africa. As stated already, they are
more often used in a shallow manner to reflect or bounce off the ‘pro-
found’ developmental benefits of Christianity, especially Pentecostalism.
This is rather problematic considering the fact that ATRs adapt to moder-
nity and social change, and that conversion to Islam and Christianity has
only seen ATRs taking new forms and persisting in the lives of Africans,
including Christians and Muslims, in new ways that are both beneficial
to them and accommodating of their Christian or Muslim faith (Olupona
2004). Additionally, a thorough examination of ATR, which is hardly pre-
sent in these literatures, would reveal that they are not exactly the imped-
iments to developments that some writings imagine them to be. In his
work on ATR’s perspective on religion and development in Africa, Awuah-
Nyamekye (2012) used the example of the Akan traditional worldview to
bring ATR to the discourse on development. Awuah-Nyamekye observes
that contrary to the modern tying of development to economic figures, the
indicators of development for the Akan people of Ghana are the real and
total conditions of people marked by, first, the absence of life-denying ex-
periences such as poverty, diseases, crop failure, barrenness, premature
deaths and several other misfortunes; and second, the presence of events
and experiences that are affirming of all life, including long life, security,
many children, desirable harvest and the general absence of misfortune
(Awuah-Nyamekye 2012). Very importantly, Awuah-Nyamekye, high-
lights that Africans strongly believe that development results from con-
scious and deliberate individual, and better still, collective effort and hard
work. He also notes that for the Akan, the notion of development is more
oriented towards human and holistic development, beyond good roads,
impressive economic growth indicators, housing, good health care facili-
ties. These are problematic when they exist side-by side with increased
armed robbery, marginalization, a culture of rape, injustices and other so-
cial ills.

Awuah-Nyamekye (2012) does not suggest, in his work, that the Akan
have the perfect approach to development, or that the lives of the Akan
people are dramatically better because of these traditional beliefs. Some
of the Akan development indicators and the structures established to
achieve development (such as chieftaincy, kinship ties, gerontocracy, etc.)
may, in fact, be viewed through modern, Western-derived frameworks as

68



KAUNDA/ JOHN | Religion and Development in Africa

retrogressive and obstacles to development. But his work offers very use-
ful insight into ATRs which seems to be analysed in some religions and
development scholarship with the intent on presenting them as stalling
Africa’s development. The factors that are responsible to contribute to and
sustain underdevelopment in Africa are several and interwoven, including
the misunderstanding of African worldviews and ways of life as demon-
strated by incompatible and counterproductive strategies and polices.

In a similar work, Alolo (2007) examines how ATR views certain develop-
ment concepts. Alolo points out that the notion of justice, for example, is
conceived in ways that do not separate it from ideas about society. Thus,
the existence, continuity and stability of the community takes precedence
over individuals’ rights, and the identity of the individual is forged from
that of the community. Justice did not also include vindictiveness, and the
notion of retributive justice was rare (Alolo 2007). Thus, penal institutions
were rare, and punishment from crimes was often immediate with hardly
any follow up on past crimes. While crime was also conceived as anti-so-
cial, the preservation of social cohesion was more important (Alolo 2007).
Alolo ties ATR to precolonial times, which underrepresents the dynamics
of ATR as relevant to development today. However, he acknowledged that
ATRs are not static but evolve, and that there is a danger of presenting a
romanticized and outdated image of ATR. Alolo’s work, again, offers a
deeper and different narrative on ATRs that is relevant to development
and require further exploration. However, beyond conceptual exploration
of ATRs and development, Ogbonnaya (2012) argues that despite not be-
ing institutionalized like Islam and Christianity, ATRs make especially
psychological contribution to sustainable development. ATRs, he argues,
give Africans a sense of security and the assurance of the protection and
continuous assistance of the spirits of their ancestors. This provides con-
fidence due to the belief that the ancestors protect them from evil forces
that are capable of disrupting the development of the community (Ogbon-
naya 2012). Ogbonnaya further makes the important observation that in
the face of suffering, and hardship, millions of African Christians and
Muslims resort to traditional religion. They have also found ways to incor-
porate elements of ATRs into their value and belief systems.

Additionally, he notes that ATRs have shown invaluable tolerance of other
religions, especially Islam and Christianity in Africa, which the warring
religions in places like Nigeria could learn from (Ogbonnaya 2012). It can
be argued, then, that rather than being an obstacle to development, ATRs
offer more conducive environments for development in places such as
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Nigeria, where Christianity and Islam have many times undone what de-
velopmental progress they have made through antagonistic relationships
that have led to several conflicts, causing massive destruction of lives and
properties, as well as being entangled in detrimental politics and corrupt
practices that thwart development. Kubai (2014), further confirms the
value of ATR for development in the Rwandan government’s use and re-
invention of traditional worldviews and practices for post-conflict devel-
opment in Rwanda.

Conception and Coverage of Development

The concept of development is very broad, and that is perhaps, why several
of the reviewed authors did not spend time on the concept itself. Ellis and
ter Haar, over a decade ago, observed that development had been primar-
ily considered in economic terms, thus limited to economic development
(Ellis & ter Haar 2004). They also noted that while the notion of human
development had emerged to take the emphasis beyond economic devel-
opment to include other important aspects of life such as education and
health, the concept of human development had not been made a reality
(Ellis & ter Haar 2004). They suggested that the notion of human devel-
opment, especially in relation to Africa, should include the spiritual di-
mension. Ter Haar (2014) has developed this argument further in a more
recent work. She argues that, in fact, from an African perspective, both
religion and development have the same objective of enhancing the qual-
ity of life of Africans and advancing their material welfare. She further
argues that because the African worldview is holistic and does not sepa-
rate the non-material from the material, development for Africans is
equally spiritual and not limited to the material. Thus, at the heart of pro-
gress, which is the central term in notions of development, is spiritual
growth, and spiritual and material wealth go together (ter Haar 2014).

There is a strong indication in literature that although economic develop-
ment remains a major concern of developmental practice today, several
other aspects of the human life are also increasingly receiving attention.
The range of developmental issues covered in the reviewed literature, as
already visible in the foregoing, include, violence and poverty, migration,
health, education, political participation, economics and gender. These
developmental issues are also interconnected and thus, sometimes im-
possible to engage any one of them exclusively. When engaging the ques-
tion of gender from a developmental perspective, for instance, several
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other interconnected issues are brought to light. For example, van Klinken
& Chitando show that it is difficult to examine masculinities and religion
in Africa without paying attention to HIV & AIDS and its impact on both
women and men (van Klinken & Chitando 2015); Adamu (1999) in her
examination of Islamic women’s developmental work, highlights the atti-
tude of Western donors and benefactors towards supporting Muslim de-
velopment NGOs and how the tension between Islam and the West is
played out on the terrain of gender and development in Muslim societies.
Ahmed’s (1999) examination of the impact of Islamic extremism on So-
mali women, particularly in terms of economic development, also high-
lighted important questions around censorship, veiling and religious ed-
ucation.

Religion and spirituality, in the reviewed literature only seem to matter as
a tool or means to achieve developmental goals. Religion and spirituality
do not constitute developmental goals in themselves. The general attitude
is that development marked by economic prosperity, good health, educa-
tion, among other things, needs to be achieved and every useful resource
needs to be deployed for this purpose; and religion in the African context,
evidently, is one such powerful tool for achieving developmental goals.
This is not to suggest that developmental organizations should invest in
the spirituality of individuals and communities. However, it might be nec-
essary to consider reframing development in ways that show a genuine
care for people’s faith beyond utility, especially for people who place more
value in their faith than developmental concerns, and in places where re-
ligion permeates or is not distinguished from other spheres of life.

As suggested above, development work will benefit from closer examina-
tion of religions and how certain developmental notions are conceived
within specific religions. This will assist with the refinement of develop-
mental approaches to be more relevant to context. Hiagbe (2015) rightly
contends that the notion of progress is at the centre of developmental ap-
proaches, as they aim to achieve a shift towards a better vision of the real-
ities they seek to address. Hiagbe (2015) highlights the essence of devel-
opment found in several African cultures which connote enabling the in-
dividual or community to ‘come out,” in the sense of realizing their full
potential, rather than imposition of external agendas on them. In addition
to Hiagbe’s belief that Christianity holds great promise for economic de-
velopment in Africa, he also argues that theological reflections that seek
to respond to the challenges on the continent must be rooted in the cul-
tures of the people.
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Conclusion

In this literature review on religion and development in Africa, we have
highlighted some of the important works on the subject, and thereby,
made visible other possibilities and potentials for continuing scholarship
and praxis. We noted that Christianity, especially Pentecostalism, has re-
ceived disproportionate attention from scholars. This is perhaps, under-
standable given the exponential growth of the movement in Africa. How-
ever, more investigation is needed into other aspects of Christianity, in-
cluding pre-Pentecostal forms and denominations, and African Inde-
pendent Churches (AICs). While the growth trend may appear to favour
Pentecostalism, other forms of Christianity are not static and may reveal
hidden dynamics of development in Africa. The same applies to Islam and
ATRs, which calls for more investigations in the present context. Addi-
tionally, and very crucial, there is a deafening silence on other religions in
Africa. While Christianity, ATR and Islam are considered the major reli-
gions in Africa, there is a growing presence of other religions on the con-
tinent such as Hinduism, Judaism, the Baha’i faith, Eckankar, and other
new religious movements. Are these also involved in any developmental
projects? Do their religious beliefs produce any transformation relevant to
the question of development in Africa? Is there anything we can learn
from them to advance our understanding of the subject?

Overall, there are indications that the FBOs and other forms of religion-
inspired and supported development work in Africa still struggle to re-
spond to local development needs in ways that demonstrate adequate un-
derstanding of the contexts, the people, their religion and the most effec-
tive model of development to implement. It is suggested that with partic-
ular regards to ATR and general religious practice in Africa, international
and even local organizations and policies could be perpetuating colonial
stereotypes and imaginaries of Africans and their realities in their devel-
opmental engagements. Thus, development studies and practice in Africa
need to incorporate a significant investment in reflexivity in order to
achieve maximum effectiveness.
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Religion and Development in Sub-Saharan Africa
Understanding the Challenges and Prospects

Tarisayi Andrea Chimuka

Introduction

This chapter examines the role of religion in development. This comes at
the backdrop of a mischievious attitude, mostly by politicians, that
religion is a private and personal affair. History, particularly the rise of
European modernity, has also pushed religion to the sidelines of human
civilization, a position it has maintained for a very long time. Naturally
this produces the view of the ineffectiveness of religion in matters of social
transformation. Is this position correct? The chapter seeks to burst this
assumption as unfounded and suggest ways religion can contribue to
national development.

In pursuance of the objectives set above, the chapter adopts the historical
as well as critical analysis. Situations in which religion has been cast in
the negative will be analyzed in contradistinction to those cast in
favourable light. In the end, the chapter shall glean for transformative
possibilities embeded in religion. The first part of the chapter examines
the historical snippets exhibiting the controversies surrounding religion
in social transformation. The next section focuses on the negative agency
of religion. The third examines the transformative power of religion in
social development. Section four concludes the chapter by suggesting
areas of transformative engagement by religion.

The Controversies Surrounding the Transformative Powers of
Religion

For a very long time since the Enlightenment, the role of religion in social
transformation has been relegated to the sidelines (Shah 2013). With
Enlightenment thinking came secularization of the state, leading to
marginalization of religion and the diminishing of religious authority
(Chaves 1994). Religion was also relegated because it was considered
irrational and stifling the progress in science. Also in many of the global
initiatives on development, religion has been sidelined (Marshall 2001).
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This situation has begun to change and religion has begun to be revived.
One trigger, were the events of September 11, 2001 which Katherine
Marshall says, “have underscored starkly the powerful links between
religion and modernization and posed a host of new questions about how
the links operate and how thinkers and actors should respond” (Marshall
2001:339).

In those contexts where religion has been allowed to flourish, it has
courted a lot of controversy. In some cases, it has been regarded as the
opium of the people for allegedly preventing them from seeing the
economic and social realities affecting them (Guiso et al. 2003, 226). In
others, it led to wunrestrained and irresponsible assault on the
environment. According to some scholars, for instance, Shehu, the
looming environmental crisis experienced today was historically triggered
by religion (2014:28). Mention is made of the biblical injunction found in
Genesis (1:26, 28). According to the text, God gave humankind dominion
over all other creatures on the surface of the earth and in the seas. This, it
is argued, has given humanity the attitude of superiority and the belief
that the reason nature exists is to serve the needs of man (Das 2012:224).

In other areas, religion has been responsible for extremism and violence.
Some Faith Based Organisations (FBOs) have been painted as dangerous
and undesirable. This is basically because these groups of people can carry
out extreme actions all in the service of their God (Iannaccone 2005).
Religion has been largely responsible for crusades and conquest wars
(Jinging 2006). These are just a few examples pointing to the role of
religion in fanning and executing violence. According to Jinging:
Nowadays, religiously motivated terrorism has superseded other forms of
terrorism and leads to more intense forms of violence and bloodshed. Reli-
gious terrorist groups include the AI Qaeda network, various American
white supremacist militias (including the Christian Patriot movement), the
Jewish Kach/Kahane Chai, the Sikh Dal Khals and Dashmesh, and Japan's
Aum Shinrikyo, among others (Jinging 2006:12).

Jinging further argues that it is no longer accurate to identify ‘religious
terrorism’ with Islamic groups. There are now many more religious
groups involved in terrorism. In addition there are now other queer
groups in the United States of America and even in Britain called white
supremacists that also pose a problem to peace (Jinging 2006:12).

A distinction ought to be made between social transformation and
development. While the mobile or cellphone has transformed the lives of
many in Southern Africa, it did not necessarily bring development, since
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the technology is not developed and owned by indigenous Africans. The
former alludes to any changes in society while the latter is mostly
associated with economic progress.

Is Religion a Bad Master ?

Throughout history, religion has always been a force to reckon with.
Initially one can treat it as a tool for repression and oppression. Whole
communities were decimated and survivors turned into slaves on account
of religion. Religion in other contexts has been responsible for the
oppression of women (Gcabashe 1995). In other contexts, religious
minorities are discriminated against (Weller 2006). Religion also stands
accused of potentially destroying the health of patients. According to
Krause and Wulff (2004:36) “instead of promoting health and well-being,
exposure to the negative aspects of religion may erode physical and men-
tal health. ”

Krause and Wullf contend that there are three major areas religion has
profound effects on believers. In the first instance, it can cause negative
interaction among fellow church members. Secondly, it causes negative
coping responses in people and finally, it fans scepticism (2004:36).
Krause and Wullf further point at negative coping responses and the
growing doubt in religion (ibid.). The patient loses faith in religion and
actually deteriorates in health and psychological distress (Krause 2004:36).

Other scholars even give a global outcry against religion. According to
Timothy Shah (2013), the world is under attack from what he calls,
“Global crisis of reactive religious militancy. ” These groups where ever
they occur are often a reacton to high levels of religious repression.

Religious militancy is among the most dangerous and pervasive global
security challenges that fits this category because numerous factors have
fueled a rising expectation on the part of religious communities everywhere
that they should exercise greater influence in their societies, while the reality
is that numerous factors have conspired to block or reduce their influence
or repress them altogether. Indeed, the reality is that there is today what
could be called a growing, gaping global religious freedom deficit. The
combination of rising expectation and worsening reality is a combustible
mix that is generating a growing number of violent religious ideologies and
movements — and has been doing so at an accelerating rate across the globe
for most of the last one hundred and fifty years (Shah 2013:1).

The passage above underscores the role played by religion in ideology
formation in communities. Heightened expectations and worsening
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situations precipitate action on the ground. Religious leaders are quick to

spot oppression and constriction of their spiritual spaces and this results

in agitation:
Religious ideology is an especially powerful trigger of reactive violence in
the face of severe repression because it often gives groups not only a great
expectation but a transcendent expectation (if not a divine, prophetic
promise) they can and will prevail against even overwhelming opposition —
that a transcendent power guarantees their eventual success, however
unpropitious immediate circumstances may be. Religious ideology also
widens the sense of an intolerable normative gap between the way things
are now, in which the religious group is severely repressed and stymied and
unable to carry out the will of God, and the way things would and should be,
in which a religious vision provides a picture of perfect peace, harmony, and
fulfillment of the divine will (Shah 2013:2).

In other contexts, religions have produced intolerance and xenophobic
tendencies. This happens mostly when violence is meted out at those
religious others, usually minorities, or based on intense insecurity among
groups (Inglehart 2006). It is a given that religion has been responsible
for bad outcomes in some cases. This only shows the ambivalent nature
of the phenomenon. Does it follow that religion has no capacity to bring
about the good? The next section examines this theme in some detail.

Religion’s Transformative Powers in Southern Africa

Debate on the involvement of religion in the political arena is raging in
Africa. However, it is beyond doubt that religion has been active in the
democratization of states (Riedl 2011). Most people belong to and are
active in one religious organization or other in Africa. This membership
and social belonging to churches or faith-based organizations (FBOs) has
tremendous impact if directed on politics (Riedl 2011:30). Riedl (2011:30)
contends that religion and politics have mutual influence:

... religion is a domestic factor that interacts with other social cleavages of
race, ethnicity, region, social class, and political position, it also has an in-
ternational dimension in terms of the resources, networks, and ideologies
that are shared in a globalized world ... in many regions across the world,
religious actors were highly influential in the initial stages of the “third
wave” of democratization ... While democratization has proceeded to differ-
ent extents across the continent, there is no doubt that religious associations
have increased latitude to organize for obvious political purpose, in newly
pluralistic societies.
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Since humanity is naturally fragmented into the various religious
communities, it is impossible to ignore the latent influence of religious
ideology. Religions have values which go beyond the particularism found
on the ground:
The key point is that religion offers a form of transcendence from the
divisive and bitter particularities that animate contemporary political con-
flicts. It does this through the spiritual affirmation of our shared human
worth due to the love of God(s). From this recognition, achieved through
spiritual appeals, the conditions for more rational and democratic debate
can be retrieved. In addition, religious transcendence redeems the value of
Utopian thinking, and thus could help re-orientate public debate from a

politics of blame for past wrongs to a politics of imagining of future rights
(Piper 2010:77).

According to Piper, FBOs have great potential in fostering democracy and
development. In Southern Africa, these FBOs have been doing sterling
work in providing education, healthcare systems, providing relief aid in
times of disasters and in social welfare efforts. In this respect religion is
unique in that it bears normative commitment and offers alternatives on
the ground (Piper 2010:78). Religion deals with matters of spirituality and
is central to human activities (Piper 2010:78).

Apart from the profound influence religion has on politics, it can also
impact the social transformation and on economic development. As
Guiso et. al see it, religious beliefs are associated with good economic
attitudes (Guiso et al 2003:225). Max Weber (1930) observed that religion,
particularly Protestant Reformation, has been responsible for the rise of
captitalism. Hence the social influence of religion cannot be over-
emphasized. Spirtuality has fond a ignificant place in business (Bouckaert
and Zslonai 2012:491). Religion can even influence people to venture in
economic activities, including enterpreneurship (Henry 2014:1). Shah
(2013) maintains that religions have become more assertive and
aggressive. Thus:
At the same time, religious ideology combines with these democratizing
trends to further heighten the political expectations of religious
communities all over the world. Virtually all of the world’s religious
communities have developed increasingly assertive and in some cases
militant political theologies over the last two centuries and particularly in
the last one hundred years ... but every major religious tradition has
witnessed the displacement of relatively quiescent and passive political
theologies by more activist, engaged, and sometimes militant political
theologies and religio-political movements, with Sinhalese Buddhist
nationalism, Hindu revivalism and nationalism, Christian Democracy,
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Christian “liberation theology,” modern Islamism, militant forms of
Pentecostalism and charismatic Christianity, and “Engaged Buddhism”
being just a few prominent examples (Shah 2013:2).

Elsewhere religious ideas are seen to play a much more significant role in
positive social health (Sherkat 2007). Religion also plays a positive role in
Higher Education. This is captured by Sherkat (2007:5):

Students who participate in religious groups have made a choice about
social commitments. Being active in religion precludes other types of social
ties, particularly ones which might cut against the prescriptions and
proscriptions of religious traditions. If a student is going to Mosque on
Friday, she is unlikely to be found at the bar. Commitments to religious
groups also preclude negative behaviors like going home for the weekend,
or taking impromptu road trips. Connections to positive social groups
promote conformity, and in the college setting, conformity means going to
class and completing assignments. Alcohol and substance abuse are among
the most important factors predicting negative educational outcomes. Most
religious groups oppose alcohol use, or at least militate against
drunkenness. Hence, students who choose to join religious groups are
going to be less likely to abuse alcohol and other drugs.

Rethinking Development in Africa and the Role of Religion

Most of the development initiatives in Africa have been framed from

Eurocentric ideas. In this regard, the FBOs had to assume the mould of

the dominant paradigms of power. In the words of Dei and Adjei (2014:3):
Much of ongoing intellectual discussion on 'development' is caught up in
the dominant paradigms of Western thinking. Alternative visions and

counter theoretical perspectives of development even struggle to disengage
themselves from the influence of a Eurocentric paradigms.

The whole of Southern Africa is now independent, thus, there is need to
be cognisant of a myriad of factors that feed into the concept of
development. Do we continue with the Western paths to development or
there is need to rescucitate the traditional African views as well? As Dei
and Adjei (2014:2) put it:

We must critically engage the many ways of presenting current challenges
on 'development' and the interplay of tradition and modernity, as well as
contestations over knowledge production in post-colonial' Africa. We must
include the roles and significance of Indigenous/local cultural resource
knowledges, science, gender, ethnicity, language, and religion for
understanding of African development. Other related questions of interest
should include social stratification and cultural pluralism; formulation of
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national identity; political ideology and the growth of nationalism; and the
search for peace, cooperation, and social justice.

It is interesting to note how Dei and Adjei have alluded to the contribution
of religion in understanding African Development. However, it may be
inquired whether it holds hidden in its belly, the possibilities for African
progress beyond European models.

Thus, in order for meaningful and sustained development to proceed, we
must interrogate the power of ideas to bring about social change. We must
also begin by developing Indigenous, non-Western concepts and categories
for understanding African societies. This requires that we pay particular
attention to the production and the social organization of knowledge, and
particularly to culture and the cultural dimensions of development (Dei and
Adjei and Adjei 2014:3).

Development is not just about an increase in physical capital. It requires
changes both in ways of thinking and in the social, political, cultural, and
economic institutions of society (Dei and Adjei 2014:3). Thus, as we look
at Southern Africa, the challenge apart from economic prosperity is to
raise the intellectual capital of the region to levels which facilitate other
forms of growth such as investiment, enterpreneurship, technological
advancement and the like. Again Dei and Adjei (2014:4) have this to say:

In recasting and bringing new readings to African development' we call for
placing at the center the questions of the environment (specifically Land and
Earth), spirituality and culture, and different ontological and epistem-
ological bases for knowledge production and practice within an Indigenous
African context. This approach begins with a deeper appreciation of the
Land and the Earth and how they may inform the ways in which groups live
their lives as peoples. Understanding the Land and the Earth is an
acknowledgment of the environment and the spiritual knowings that guide
everyday social interactions - be they political, economic, material, or
physical. Development begins with local peoples' understandings of the self
and connections to others and communities. Development is about
satisfying locally determined needs and aspirations in synchrony with what
the local environments (defined as social, physical, and natural) have to
offer. Development is about developing our relations with the Divine,
Mother Earth, and the Land and creating a self and the collective connection.
This also means developing a higher purpose of life and social existence for
all. Development is living in relation to the Land, Earth, and Nature and
coming to know how these relations inform the way we act responsibly.

Central to Dei and Adjei’s postulation, development in Southern Africa
needs to be holistic to include concerns for the land, ecosystems,
economic configurations and social and intellectual capital. This is where
religion comes in because development begins with the way local
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inhabitants view themselves and their surroundings. Certain key
relationships with the land and ecosystems need to be forged. If this is not
factored in, efforts at development often end in futility. This is perhaps
what Marshall (2001:344) alludes to:
It is no accident that development actors are often exhorted to take a
comprehensive or holistic approach. Current trends and vocabulary are the
product of much bitter experience and a process of learning that the earlier
and seemingly straightforward visions of linear progress toward
development need rigorous and comprehensive rethinking. Time and time
again disappointing results can be laid at the door of experience ignored, a
piece of perspective missing in analysis, design, or implementation.
Forgetting the roles of women in village planning, of religious calendars in
planting advice, or of social patterns in location of water points or schools
are examples of evident gaps with clear consequences. Almost as telling,
development actors have often operated in ignorance or oblivion of the
actions and perspectives of others, with the proverbial left hand and right
hand moving in conflicting directions. This is as true for government
departments as for development agencies. To give just one example, the
optimistic and sensible plans.

Picking on the idea of capacity building under religion, one may posit on
the possibility of religion educating members on the value of hard work
as opposed to miraculous blessings in obtaining jobs, cars, houses and
the like, as promised by some Pastors. This is by no means an attempt at
questioning God’s miraculous blessings on God’s people. It is God’s
prerogative. However, of late we have witnessed some men of the cloth
premising the Gospel of prosperity on expectation rather than hard work.
This promotes laziness among citizens. This chapter challenges the
raising of the expectation of people to receive at the expense of diligence
and hardwork.

The argument proffered here is that religion, by way of FBOs, has a
significant role to play in capacity building for Development. FBOs could
teach the virtues of diligence and hard work. There is also the imperative
to cultivate intellectual skills of citizens. This is possible given that over
the years, FBOs have complemented the efforts of governments in
providing education, healthcare facilities, shelter and welfare. Hardwork
and the exercise of intellectual skills such as critical thinking, innovation
and creativity are indispensable ingredients of social transformation.

FBOs can nurture and cultivate critical thinking skills as a way of taping
into and utilizing the potent human capital for development. Village
initiatives, especially household projects such as gardening and land
preparation and planting dates must be co-ordinated. In Zimbabwe, for
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example the concept of mushandirapamwe (co-operative ventures) is
central to development (Chimuka 2001). Women ought to be empowered.
A case in point is the maTarenta (Talents) initiatve by the ZAOGA FIF!
Church to empower women to work hard and creatively embark on
projects to raise funds for the Church and their own households
(Musevenzo et al 2017):
Through talents, women are empowered to execute both formal and
informal businesses from a religious background. Equally important, these
talents have effected and triggered the realisation of women capabilities
both at home and outside home. At home, some men have also benefited

from the projects undertaken by women thereby raising the livelihood status
of the family at large (Musevenzo et al 2017:32).

This is just one illustration of the role religion can play in capacity
building for development. In those areas where destruction and mistrust
had developed, religion can build the bridges of trust again (Reuben
2011:226). FBO’s can also prop up their educational efforts in the
promotion of human capital, especially the cultivation of a certain kind of
thinking among the citizenry which engenders development. McFadden
defines human capital as, “the stock of skills by workers through
education, on-the-job training, and sef- improvement” (McFadden
2008:380). Society derives a lot of benefit from investing in people
(Sweetland 1996:341). A citizenry that is equiped with critical thinking
skills is very useful towards that society’s development in the sense that
the way the people think about how to produce goods and services impacts
on their quality of life (Oliver 2004:120). It is these intangible skills and
values in people that are now considered as drivers of development (CIPD
2017:5). These critical skills, usually highly sought after by companies and
organizations, are very important for society as a whole. Religion, by way
of FBOs, can exploit this opportunity andcontribute immensely to develop
social capital.

Since FBOs are already involved in education by way of building and
running schools and universities in Southern Africa, they can also be
directly involved in curriculum design and in slotting in subjects such as
logic and critical thinking in high schools. They can also do a lot to
encourage the same said skills in the various other fora where sermons,
workshops and leadership trainings are conducted. Imparting critical

1 ZAOGA FIF is an acronym for Zimbabwe Assemblies of God in Africa Forward in Faith.
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thinking skills, fostering innovation and encouraging creativity are
invaluable for a citizenry.

The critical thinking skills for any citizenry goes hand in hand with health
(CIPD 2017). The people need to stay healthy and alive for them to
contribute towards development. Thus, when examining development, it
is important also to factor in the well-being of the people. Religion wants
to develop the whole person. This includes taking care of the health, the
spiritual and the intellectual aspects of life. One of the advantages of the
intellectual skills such as critical thinking is that it frees citizens of
gullibility!. Gullibility is generally a phenomenon in society where
citizens believe anything without warrant. In the end, they are
manipulated by politicians, fraudsters, and other unruly individuals. A
gullible citizenry cannot fully participate in a democracy as they would be
susceptible to manipulation by politicians. A lot of people end up being
victims of cyber-scams. They would make bad economic decisions too. A
case in point was the money scheme in Botswana (2008/9)> where
whoever joined by paying any amount would receive a dividend equal to
the sum invested just in one day! The scheme operated efficiently for a
month and people really got excited with the prospect of getting a very
high dividend. They invested more each day. They woke up one day to find
the offices closed and that was the last time they saw or heard of the
company.

The pulpit is a very important platform to impart critical thinking skills at
an informal level. The pulpit has been used to motivate people to venture
into business, embark on maTarenta (as in the case of ZAOGA referred
to above) and so forth. Through the pulpit, congregants can cast away all
trepidation and be willing to take risks while anchored in faith (Reuben
2011:226). Even where social relations had gone sour due to conflict or
even war, religion can pacify the belligerents and make them start trusting
again (Reuben 2011:226). The same approach of reaching out to people
can be used to improve people’s intellectual skills. Religious leaders can
teach in ways which cultivate these skills in converts. Paradoxically, the
pulpit can be a source of paternalism and a barrier to creativity and critical
thinking. In this regard, emphasis would have been placed on feelings,
passions, emotions, faith, authority, tradition and revelation. Where this
happens, alternative ways of interrogating reality are lost. Where dogma

There is a forthcoming publication of religion and gullibility by this author.
2 See Chimuka and Mashumba (2016: 115).
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is the only route towards an interpretation of reality, religion would have
operated as a foil against the development of social capital. However,
where the pulpit is used to promote a general scientific outlook, the results
are often rewarding. When religious leaders use critical pedagogy in
discipling Christians, this produces well grounded believers and at the
same time helps raise the social and intellectual capital of a country. In
this respect, religion would be partnering with other players in promoting
development. Perhaps one of the main challenges is whether the training
of pastors and other religious leaders in the FBOs include the critical
component. This critical component has the potential for social
transformation.

Just as critical pedagogy is used in classrooms to develop open-
mindedness in students, it can also be used by those offered second
chances and FBOs in informal settings to achieve the same objective
(Canaan 2010:5). Critical pedagogy can be used by FBOs to produce
political clarity. Political clarity has been defined as:
...the ongoing process by which individuals achieve ever-deepening con-
sciousness of the socio-political and economic realities that shape their lives

and their capacity to transform such material and symbolic conditions.
(Bartolomé 2004:98).

Citizens of a country ought to be raised to a certain level of intellectual
competence so that they are able to function in social transformation. This
may include participation in business, entrepreneurship, democratic par-
ticipation and the like. Religion has the connectedness with the people
and has power to raise their consciousness through its educational pro-
grams. In this respect, religion can function as an agent for development.

The Importance of Religion in Social and Economic Development

The chapter has shown the ambivalent nature of religion. Although
religion has been accused of fanning divisions and wars in the world, it
has also brought unity and peace. In other cases, although it has been
condemned and subverted by Enlightenment thinkers as wimsical and
superstitious, it has re-surfaced in various modes in society. Although it
has in some cases caused terror and extremism, in others it has been
responsible for building bridges and reconstructing broken societies.
Although it has caused wars in some areas, it has been responsible for
receiving and caring for refugees and victims of natural disasters.
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In Southern Africa, religion has been responsible for apartheid and other
forms of racial oppression, yet it has also been responsible for
decolonization through its active role in providing education to the
Africans. In recent times, religion has been very active in the fight against
HIV/AIDS. In other contexts, religion has been central to the fight against
autocratic regimes and to champion for democracy and the rule of law.
Religious leaders are trusted by their followers, hence if they have
something to offer society, it will be easily received.

Thus, although there is a lot religion has done wrong, there is plenty of
potential to do more in capacity building for development. Southern
Africa needs to develop social and human capital to lift the region up in
its quest for economic development. It has been highlighted that the focus
of development has been the need to harness human capital for
development. Once the intellectual skills of Southern Africa are nurtured
and cultivated, the prospect for social progress and economic
development is great. The chapter has argued for the need for FBOs to
train students in critical, creative and innovative skill in schools and
universities. This might require re-visiting the curriculum to effect such
changes. As alluded to in the chapter, FBOs may have to infuse critical
thinking in homiletics and Bible study activities. At fellowships and other
meetings, there must be conscious and deliberate effort to create space
for all the people by encouraging to critically reflect on the issues under
discussion. At a much informal and popular level of education for
citizenship, FBOs can encourage older people to be critical and
openminded. This way, religion would be contributing towards
minimizing gullibility and encouraging people to make warranted beliefs
and well considered decisions. This critical spirit once cultivated will allow
for the numerous possibilities of growth.
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Gender in Religion and Development Research

Appropriating Feminist Epistemology and Methodology for
Religion and Development Research in sub-Saharan Africa

Loreen Maseno

Introduction

A rights-based approach to development considers specific ways in which
sustainable development is interlinked to human rights and how achiev-
ing them may transform human societies. Religion and development re-
search, in this context, seeks to investigate the entrenchment of myriad
forms of human rights abuses taking place across the world, develop in-
terventions targeting the most vulnerable and to further make important
contributions in the quest to improving the livelihood of people globally.
This chapter is about the intersections of religion and development re-
search with a special focus on gender inquiries. What can feminist epis-
temology and methodology contribute toward religion and development
research? Consequently, it considers the appropriation of feminist episte-
mologies and methodologies for religion and development research?. The
chapter uses one narration from a Non-Governmental Organisation
(NGO)? annual report in Kenya® as an illustration. The chapter begins
with an overview of religion and sustainable development in Africa and
points to the vitality of religion on the continent. It highlights feminist
epistemological and methodological positions useful for religion and de-
velopment research. Further, the chapter shows that feminist methodolo-
gies contribute to Religion and Development research as these methodol-
ogies resist metanarratives and sweeping claims but opt for contextualised

This chapter draws substantially from my paper “Gender Perspectives for Research:
Contributions from Feminist Research” presented at the BIGSAS Workshop, Research
methods, data analysis and thesis write-up. Oct. 25-27, 2017. University of Bayreuth,
Germany.

This Non-Governmental Organisation (NGO) is popular in Kenya. In this chapter it is
anonymised. It is also important to note that its annual reports are available in the public
domain.

This example includes accounts of experiences by persons reached through this NGO
in its quest for sustainable development.
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works. On the other hand, feminist epistemologies add value to religion
and development research as they foreground subjects previously over-
looked and whose ideas were made invisible in relation to systems of
power.

Religion and Sustainable Development in Africa

The Beijing Conference saw remarkable commitment by diverse groups
to improve the health, educational standing and economic power of
women across the world (Bonnet & Bilton 2002:130). Thereafter, develop-
ment interventions targeting women for improved livelihoods were set
up. However, there is evidence that women and girls in sub-Saharan Af-
rica continue to suffer inequalities in different ways (Maseno & Kilonzo
2011). ! Women in Development (WID) became outdated as many devel-
opment actors identified themselves as working in human rights. This
signalled an important shift in the discourse and practice in the field, with
women's rights providing the powerful language and monitoring system
while gender and development provided an enabling tool for overcoming
the social realities that violate those rights (Kerr 2002:10).

Subsequently, over the years, the human rights approach was embraced
by development actors to include an understanding of development and
human rights as interwoven and to include the principles of accountabil-
ity, empowerment, participation, equality and equity in development pro-
grammes (Tomalin 2006:93). According to Petersen (2015:361-362) the
human rights approach is still relevant as it offers a coherent and con-
sistent framework that is grounded in a consensual global regime. It also
has the potential to make people actively aware of their rights, empower
people as holders of rights, assign duties to the people and address struc-
tural inequalities. Instrumentally, this approach improves development
outcomes which lead to more effective poverty reduction. On the other
hand, the rights-based approach is deemed capable of marginalising peo-
ple from the south when it does not take into consideration the social,
cultural and religious milieu which shape social ethics. Petersen (2015)
suggests that religious organisations firmly rooted in the local context can
assist in the translation of human rights’ discourse from the global to local
context.

! There was a failure of implementation of structures that dictate against subordination

of women in sub-Saharan African countries which is clearly manifest.
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The influence of religious institutions in developing countries continues
to be demonstrated in various sectors. Religion is highly mediated. Over
the weekends are chains of services filling hours of television and radio
broadcasts. This attests to churches openness to use media technology
(Asamoah-Gyadu 2005). One cannot miss energetic and charismatic pas-
tors preaching their convictions and demonstrating their spiritual powers.
Indeed, religion is at the centre of the Ghanaian public sphere, for exam-
ple (de Witte 2011:190-191). This phenomenon is also observable in many
sub-Saharan African countries. This runs antithesis to the expectation of
a shrinking religious public even as African countries progress. It is clear
that as African nations progress and change, they have continued to carry
along religious motifs and motivations (Pew Forum on Religion & Public
Life 2010). The resilience of religion in sub-Saharan Africa has led to var-
ious inquiries that link religion and sustainable development on the con-
tinent. Studies have avoided essentializing religious communities, in rec-
ognizing the dynamic and social process of religion and religious identity
construction. Instead they have tried to make sense of their varied re-
sponses to ecology, human rights, economy and even sustainable devel-
opment (Dreher & Smith 2016; Spinks 2003; Bergmann 2015).

Bompani attests to the centrality of development work emanating from
religion in sub-Saharan Africa. She traces the contribution of religion to
development on the continent from the precolonial settings where mis-
sionaries offered social services like health and education. With the rapid
change on the continent, Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs), ris-
ing inflation and the economic crisis, religion would gain traction and not
retreat (Bompani 2015:101-103). This traction led to the rapid growth of
churches, mosques, temples and faith inspired organisations which con-
tinue to carry out different development and social services programmes
(Pawlikova-Vilhanova 2007). The programmes that the churches take,
cover huge gaps in social services that the government has left unmet
such as health (World Faiths Development Dialogue 2012). In sum, reli-
gion has an increasingly central role in the developmental life of sub-Sa-
haran Africa even as religious institutions take on development work,
which they deem is in line with their ethos such as justice, service and
charity (Bompani 2015:103).

Yet, religious initiatives have historically also been seen to acquiesce to
the disempowerment of certain groups of people. Girls were for a long
time denied higher levels of education and only later were they admitted
taking courses in homemaking. This would in the end weaken the socio-
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economic and political position of many women in comparison to men in
Africa. At the same time, Christian missions that provided formal educa-
tion denied other groups of people access unless they were Christians
(Njoh 2006).

Religion and development research provides a variety of angles to interro-
gate how religious groups shape the economy in which they participate.
Examples of what is interrogated is how religious groups supplement lo-
cal government in provision of services; assess the relationship between
religious identity and sustainable development from a historical, eco-
nomic and even theological perspectives.

Feminist Epistemologies’ in Support of Religion and Development
Research

Scholars point out ways in which feminist theories have shaped method-
ologies over the years (Clark and Chiou 2013). These include how a re-
searcher goes about the epistemology, (that is, how we know what we
know, how we decide what is valid knowledge), method (which is the
means of gathering evidence) and methodology (a theory about how the
said research is to be undertaken and its guiding assumptions) is an im-
portant question for feminist inquiries (Clark and Chiou 2013:35). Tradi-
tional approaches to methodology and knowledge production held that
what was researched and written was unproblematic, value free and gen-
erally reflected the truth. A gender perspective to religion and develop-
ment research, however, shows that there are a number of influences on
the conduct of research and offers a critique of traditional methodology
and knowledge production (Sarantakos 2005).

Imam et al (2017:27) have suggested a focus on empirical information to
unravel multiple and collective identities by which persons exist, in inter-
sections of religion, gender and development. To them, the importance of
empirical information is its capacity to stand out and resist definitions of
persons or communities by religion alone. They demonstrate that reli-
gious discourse keeps changing over time and place and collective identi-
ties continue to be contested (Imam et al 2017:25-26). Likewise, Petersen

There are different epistemological approaches such as positivism and social construc-
tionism. For the latter, reality does not exist by itself but is constructed and given mean-
ing. In which case the focus is therefore on beliefs, feelings and thoughts, and how these
are communicated.
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has shown that human rights is not a fixed legal discourse, but shifting,
contested social claims of actual individuals and institutions. Suitable pro-
cesses are necessary to collect reliable empirical religion and sustainable
development research data in the midst of these changes and shifts in
religious and human rights discourse.

There have been challenges to knowledge production from a gender per-
spective. ! Feminist theorists and gender researchers question the ab-
sence of women and marginalized groups whose accounts are routinely
missing or taken for granted in stories. According to Lévheim, a gender
perspective on epistemology is alive to the fact that knowledge is not neu-
tral but situated and produced by individuals within a personal, historical
and social context who are in positions to act and make themselves heard.
In sum, knowledge is deeply connected to identity, social relations, power
and agency (Lovheim 2013:15).

The example below is obtained from one of the 47 counties? of Kenya. Its
description is taken as the basis of teasing out epistemological and meth-
odological ques for religion and development research.

The gloomy, wrinkled face that 54-year-old Bishop Samuel® wears as he nar-
rates the ordeal women and children undergo in the area betrays his disap-
pointment with the authorities.

“There is a lot of gender-based violence going on in our community. We
have been living like animals, men having intercourse with their wives and
children,” says the prelate.

Samuel has been following up a case of two young sisters aged 12 and 9
years who were raped by their stepfather sometime in January this year. The
case has however been dragged to the local magistrate’s court, forcing him
to sue the lower court at the High Court in Embu.

Proponents of feminist epistemology argue that dominant knowledge practices disad-
vantage women by (1) excluding them from inquiry, (2) denying them epistemic author-
ity, (3) denigrating their “feminine” cognitive styles and modes of knowledge, (4) pro-
ducing theories of women that represent them as inferior, deviant, or significant only
in the ways they serve male interests, and (5) producing theories of social phenomena
that render women's activities and interests, or gendered power relations, invisible. See
https://plato. stanford. edu/entries/feminism-epistemology/#auth acc. on 13. 10. 17.
Kenya went through a decentralisation in 2013, a constitutional change that introduced
47 regional governments called counties. Within the counties are more sub counties
which were formerly known as districts. The account is from an annual report of an
NGO (herein anonymised) that is working in Kenya.

Owing to the nature of the example cited, besides the NGO being anonymised, the name
of the Bishop has also been changed for the purposes of anonymity.
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“We reported the case to the police and took the children to hospital for
medical examination and treatment. When the case went to court, the ac-
cused was freed on a bond, went back home and raped the girls again,” he
says in a calm baritone voice. Samuel who is also the chairman of the local
Gender Based Violence community-based organization alleges bribery and
tribalism are to blame for the slow pace of the wheels of justice.

His frustration with the case of the two girls who have since been moved to
a children-rescue centre reflects the challenges organizations face in ad-
dressing violence against women and girls. “We do not have any budgets to
follow up the cases to their successful completion once we have reported to
the police. As volunteers, sometimes, we are forced to dig into our pockets
to cater for bus fare for the victims and witnesses to attend court proceed-
ings,” says Samuel.

In some instances, witnesses are unwilling to testify against the accused
when the cases go to the courts. The prelate also talks of threats from the
accused and their families whenever they take up cases that certain mem-
Dbers of the community want to keep secret.

Population based surveys such as the Kenya Demographic Health Survey
(DHS) 2016, the sixth of the national survey, document the abuse of
women: 49% of women have experienced physical violence and about
14% of women have experienced sexual violence committed by a
spouse/partner; that the youngest women (age 15-19) are less likely than
older women (age 30-49) to report sexual violence Kenya National Bureau
Statistics et al (2014:291-297). ! There are policies and regulations in place
by the government of Kenya to prevent and control various forms of vio-
lence against women and children including in the Constitution of Kenya
(2010), the Sexual Offences Act (2006), the Children’s Act (2001), the Pe-
nal Code (2009) and the National Gender and Equality Commission Act
(2011). However, the problem persists across the country. Its prevalence
led the DHS of 2014 to include a survey on violence against women.

The NGO from which the above illustration derives has three strategic
mission objectives, one of which is to empower women and girls living in
poverty and exclusion to challenge violence. Using the rights approach, it
envisions keeping women and girls safe in public and private spaces. To
achieve this mission, the NGO has organised women living in poverty and
exclusion into local movements with the aim of addressing Violence
Against Women and Girls (VAW/G). Additionally, members of these local
women’s movements sit in multi-sectoral county and sub-county Gender
Based Violence (GBV) working groups, one of which is mentioned in the

! DHS. https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/fr308/fr308.pdf acc. on 10. 12. 2017. See page
291-297.
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above account. In these GBV working groups, cases of violation of
women’s rights and programmes are reviewed, so that the local adminis-
trators, police, judiciary, children’s department, Gender Ministry, school
heads and the other parties involved are held accountable for their (in)ac-
tion in cases of GBV. This approach to achieving sustainable development
goals take into cognisance human right and gender equality. Conse-
quently, the NGO’s annual reports attest that through its GBV working
groups in various counties, reporting of Violence Against Women and
Girls (VAG) cases has since increased.

In the account provided, it is clear that a focus on empirical information
brings to fore the multiple identities by which Samuel is known in the
community. He is a religious minister at a local congregation and at the
same time, he serves as chair for the local Gender Based Violence com-
munity-based organisation. In his capacity as chair of the GBV working
group, he receives reports of incidents of violence, which he and his team
act upon.

The interplay of religion and development is evident in his collective iden-
tities within the community. An interpretivist investigation of this ac-
count brings into sharp focus how both these identities may enhance or
even impede his engagement in sustainable development. First, the trust
placed upon him as a religious minister, victims of sexual gender-based
violence are able to approach him for help in their distresses. On the other
hand, it might as well be that his positionality makes it hard for victims
who are full of guilt and shame to come out and share the information
with him. In general, his multiple identities may aid or hinder his engage-
ment with women or children’s rights and sustainable development at
large.

Feminist Epistemologies’ for Religion and Development Research

The account above is situated in a particular context, period and place. It
can be used to exemplify some epistemological contributions to religion
and development research in several ways. First, that knowledge is situ-
ated. In the account above, a gender perspective to religion and develop-
ment research is interested in the knowledge that reflects the particular
perspectives of the participants. Consequently, noting the respondent’s

1 A classification of feminist epistemologies includes empiricism, standpoint theory and

postmodernism.
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specificity, location, partiality and finitude, one also chooses to recognize
that the participants are the experts and authorities of their own experi-
ences. In general, situated knowledges are inseparable from experience
and are produced in a specific time and space (contextualized). When re-
searching religions and development, in opposition to the positivist ap-
proach, the interpretivism approach holds that the specific context is so
central to any set of values, beliefs and practices. This way, knowledge is
attached to the phenomena studied, with multiple realities which are ever
shifting and context dependent (Hefferan 2015:36).

Second, is reclaiming epistemic authority! for marginalized groups or
women. Feminist epistemologists explore the ways gender and other hi-
erarchical social relations influence attributions of epistemic authority (Ja-
nack 1997). To correct the finding by feminist epistemologists arising
from the absence of women and other marginalized groups in knowledge
production, religion and development researchers ought to take up the
challenge to seek out these marginalised groups and centre their voices
and experiences.

The account above can be said to describe the micro-level which includes
face to face and local level interactions of individuals (Hefferan 2015:39).
However, in some ways the account does not bring to fore the voices of
the individual women and girls who are victims of sexual violence. Indeed,
it could be argued that the two girls are minors and therefore their full
voices are muted for their own protection. However, the mothers’ voice in
these misfortunes have not been captured. When taking up religion and
development research from an interpretivist position, it is important to
centre the voices of women, as this demonstrates their epistemic authority
and that their accounts are taken to be trustworthy.

It is clear that Samuel, a church leader, has been granted epistemic privi-
lege. He speaks on behalf of the two girls and their mother. It is about
how he and his GBV working group are involved and even using their
own resources to help women and children living in poverty and facing
violence. Perhaps this NGO, is primarily interested to capture what is be-
ing done at the level of GBV mobilisation in the community and its line
of work and not to delve into the finer details of the case. Indeed, it is the
Church leader who is also the chairman of the local Sexual Gender Based
Violence group whose voice is pronounced.

1 These broadly includes views or attitudes about people's competence, expertise, epis-

temic responsibility, and trustworthiness.
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Feminist epistemologies contribute to gender and development research
by insisting that there are multiple perspectives and differing claims to
truth. In the case above, there is the perspective of the GBV chairperson
and religious leader. At that level, he decries the inaction from the author-
ities. However, when he calls out humans as living like animals, it could
be drawn from his religious knowledge. Animals lack self-control, a virtue
which he, a church leader, expects from his members. On the other hand,
little is heard of the girls’ stepfather, another key factor in this issue apart
from the mother. Other perspectives could also emerge from the local au-
thorities, schools, courts, other GBV working group members to provide
a holistic picture for analysis. These multiplicities allow for one to be able
to bring in various and much needed perspectives on a phenomenon.

Feminist epistemologies contribute to gender and development research
by asserting that researchers make choices within the process of research
and its analysis to negotiate meaning of the final outcome. At face value,
the account given shows choices made, such as privileging Samuel with
epistemic authority, emphasising the process of seeking legal redress at
the expense of how the individuals involved in the violence are coping or
are being helped to cope and other themes. In the end, these choices had
an impact on the final output and focus for consequent research.

Gender and development research can gain from feminist epistemologies
through participatory approaches. Here, special attention is given to the
agency of the participants.

Research participants in these studies are seen as partners in the produc-
tion of knowledge. Their agency is seen when they are allowed in the re-
search process to produce their own depiction of the situation at hand as
he sees it. As an actor, Samuel goes on to say what challenges he has faced
and what he has had to do in the situations.

In the production of knowledge from a feminist perspective, religion and
development research should consider the subject/object nature of the re-
search. It should engage with Kenyans, not only as respondents to re-
search instruments but also as a people who bear knowledge that only
they have.

Research is not value free (Wolf 1996). Gender and feminist inquiries are
politically value laden to facilitate creative processes that engage oppres-
sive structures (Sarantakos 2013:68). In the production of knowledge from
a feminist perspective, religion and development research should adopt
several values. These can be non-hierarchical or partial identification.
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Feminist researchers have argued that neutrality and indifference towards
research objects has to be replaced by conscious partiality which is
achieved through partial identification with the research objects (Bryman
2004:22,288). These two values are in opposition to the value of control
where respondents and the research context are controlled to elicit one-
way traffic, and information extracted from them with nothing given in
return. Such values are seen as exploitative and incompatible with gender
and feminist inquiries. Indeed, since religion and development research-
ers cannot be value free, they ought to be self-reflective about the role
played by these values.

Feminist Methodologies for Religion and Development Research

These perspectives to religion and development research arise from fem-
inist critique of traditional research practice in matters such as conducting
research from a male perspective, being oblivious of one’s implicit biases
and the failure of taking into account structural and systemic privilege.
The contribution to religion and development research from feminist
methodologies! that enhance gender inquiries (Clark and Chiou 2013:35)
include the following;

First, religion and development research could include personal experi-
ences which are brought to the fore. Foregrounding personal experiences
and embodiment brings insight to how people experience the world vari-
ously by using their bodies, which are differently located in space and
time. This speaks to the basic principles of feminist and gender inquiries
which assert that most societies are patriarchal, that there have been une-
qual relations between men and women, with women being subjugated
and that all social institutions i. e. family, politics, religion have been char-
acterized by domination, competition and hierarchy (Maseno-Ouma
2014). Consequently, some voices of marginalized groups have been
muted which can only be brought to bear in religion and development
research through direct access to them, their experiences and how they
make sense of their world.

These are the assumptions that guide how research is to proceed/ to be conducted. It is
methodology which enhance feminist/ gender inquiries. In feminist research, method-
ology is defined as a field of inquiry rooted in feminist activism and critiques of the
standard procedures of social science (Sarantakos 2013: 69).
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Then there is the feminist methodological concern regarding context for
religion and development research. Herein is the importance of noting a
respondent’s specificity, location, partiality and finitude. Religion and de-
velopment researchers should note how much of the context they know
and how it further affects or/and informs what findings they may obtain
in the course of the research. In the same vein, there is an importance of
seeking meaning and interpretation of people’s lives within their cultural
context. The example above is set in the Kenyan county of Embu. The re-
spondent Mr. Samuel’s finitude and partiality is seen in the wider context
of the unfolding VAG case.

A feminist methodological input to religion and development research is
the consideration of how power relations are maintained, sustained and
to whose benefit power dynamics are reproduced through everyday life.
In daily dealings at the different levels of society and its institutions are
traces of power and hierarchy. Mr Samuel gives his version of the sexual
violence. He occupies positions of power, first as the chairperson of the
GBYV workgroup. As chairperson, he has a voice over and above ordinary
members of the group. It is taken for granted that he is more informed
than ordinary members of the GBV workgroup. A second dynamic of
power is his position as a bishop. A third position of power is that he is
male. Though the victims of the violence are female, their own or
mother’s account is not captured.

Fourth; methodology that enhances feminist-gender inquiries for religion
and development research considers and integrates approaches which
recognize the agency of the participants. This agency may be both re-
sistance and coping mechanisms to oppressive structures by the partici-
pants (Maseno-Ouma 2014). Agency may include engaging in conversa-
tions, an exchange of ideas and thinking whether formal or informal. Mr.
Samuel’s agency is demonstrated in his efforts to help and protect the two
children. He is providing resistance to the oppression meted on the girls,
demanding legal redress through the incarceration of the stepfather and
legal redress.

What is missing from the example above is an in-depth consideration of
marginalized groups and women’s situations, concerns, experiences and
perspectives as the basis for research, thereby embodying marginalized
women’s experiences in the social world from their own interpretation
and language. The mother to the girl’s concern may not necessarily be the
authorities who released her husband back to the family, but her safety
and that of her children. Her perspective in the greater scheme of things
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is rather lacking. Feminist methodology adds to religion and development
research by taking marginalized groups/women’s self-understanding se-
riously and mainstreaming voices of marginalized groups/women’s expe-
riences within society.

Conclusion

The quest to infuse gender as an analytical category for religion and de-
velopment research in sub-Saharan Africa makes it possible to foreground
subjects previously overlooked, those whose bodies and ideas have been
made invisible in relation to systems of power. A firm commitment to
feminist methodology and epistemology for religion and development re-
search will enhance explorations of the social dynamics and relationships
in patriarchal society. Related research could locate gender as a factor
which affects the situation and positions of identity, social relations,
power and agency and also take into account women’s viewpoints, experi-
ences, needs and ideas of the social world.

Methodology that enhances feminist/gender inquiries in religion and de-
velopment research would resist sweeping claims and metanarratives by
constructing thorough and contextualized work. It will consider the multi-
layered and multi-level communication engagement since at the epicentre
of these methodologies is the politics of transformation.

The religion and development researcher who chooses to use gender as
an analytical category should find feminist epistemological and methodo-
logical considerations of great importance.
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Youth, Religion, and Development in Africa

Susan Mbula Kilonzo

Introduction

The youth are a force to reckon with in most countries across the globe.
They form the largest category of most countries’ population. In many
instances, the youth enter popular discussions as a difficult lot; a prob-
lematic group. In most cities and rural localities, there are youth group-
ings that are popularly known to cause trouble. In Africa, they have been
branded many names that characterize what societies believe they are.
Ojok and Acol (2017:96) give examples of these: township youth in the hey-
day of apartheid South Africa; rarray boys in the ghettos of Freetown,; eg-
besu boys in Nigeria’s oil delta; and, area boys in Lagos. Other examples
are Bagdad boys in informal settlements of Nairobi and the renowned
Mungiki in Kenya. In most cases, in the African context, the youth are
perceived as perpetrators of political and civil conflicts, crimes. The main
challenges that the youth seem to face are blamed for their involvement
in crime.

The youth face mass unemployment or lack of decent work opportunities,
ineffective and undemocratic political participation structures, exclusion,
poor health problems, poverty, protracted conflicts, HIV and lack of edu-
cation (Commonwealth 2016; Makori 2015). These social and economic
challenges define youth’s inability to realize their potential. They have
been sidelined and pushed towards certain forms of popular culture in-
cluding music, dance, art - mainly secondary sectors of the economy
where they have to struggle on their own to make ends meet. They are
relegated to secondary positions in any form of leadership and, as Abbink
(2005) indicates, youth are facing tremendous odds and do not seem to
have the future in their own hands. One of the key challenges that Abbink
cites is the fact that many African families are disintegrating and malfunc-
tioning. This has a moral implication in the lives of the youth since the
source of identification and the moral reference that the families once
provided have succumbed to current economic needs.

Abbink (2005:2-3) explains that, it is a challenge to write about the youth
in Africa without referring to the crisis, violence and crimes associated
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with them, yet, there are various positive stories about the youth on the
continent. Subsequently, the current indications are that the youth are
carving out spaces for themselves and slowly asserting their relevance in
the society. This is with an aim of developing themselves as well as taking
part in the continent’s development agenda. Currently, as the paper will
show, there are factors that have favoured this transformation, albeit the
many challenges that the youth face in an effort to carve and build these
spaces for themselves and explore avenues for inclusion in the develop-
ment agenda.

Development is a wide terminology. It includes economic, social, political,
religious and cultural aspects. August (2013:71) explains that develop-
ment is that which exists where people act as subjects and are not acted
upon as objects, targets and beneficiaries, nor manipulated as participants
in designs and projects that are not of their doing. Quite a big chunk of
the existing literature on development studies show that the youth have
been a marginalized lot in mainstream development, yet they are the ma-
jority of Africa’s population, as we discuss in the paper. Literature has fur-
ther highlighted to a great extent the role that governments, unions and
non-governmental institutions are playing or not playing to help the youth
within the development agenda (Miles 2000; Honwana & Deboeck 2005;
Quadros 2014; and Makori 2015). There, however, exists a gap on the role
that religion as an institution plays in the lives of the youth. Where studies
have been done on religion and youth, the focus is more on psychological
perspectives since the assumption is that youth fall under teen age (Smith
& Dandon 2005; Brittian, Lewin & Norris 2013). Currently, research has
tended to focus on religious extremism and youth are seen as the key per-
petrators of religious violence. The blame for this kind of behaviour has
largely been placed on governments and their responsibilities in provid-
ing decent jobs and livelihoods to the youth (Botha 2013; Mohamed 2010;
Onuoha 2014 and Walker 2012). This literature refers to perpetrators as
youth in general and again little attention is given to the role that religion
and religious institutions can play for this category of youth.

On the African continent, the population of the youth indicates a sharp
increase. According to UNDP (2015) 226 million youth aged 15-24 lived
in Africa in 2015, accounting for 19 per cent of the global youth popula-
tion. By 2030, it is projected that the number of youths in Africa will have
increased by 42 per cent. A shift of this number to include all the young
men and women under the age of 35 years - these are still youth as the
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paper later shows - would mean that this category of the population rep-
resents more than 42 per cent of Africa’s population. Whereas in many
continents this population of youth is projected to drop from the year
2020, the trend in Africa is going up.

If we are to go by the statistics that one in every three persons in the world
currently is a youth, how then is a population so significant always ignored
in the development agenda? What is their role in the decision-making and
development processes? In which ways have the youth repositioned them-
selves to fit within a context of limited opportunities? Does religion have
any place in the lives of African youth within the context of the develop-
ment agenda?

The section below engages the three key terminologies that are a focus to
this study — youth, religion and development — before discussing these in
the context of politics, radicalization, and religious tolerance in the Afri-
can context.

Defining youth

There are a number of studies that have tried to unpack the meaning of
the term ‘youth’. Earlier scholars restricted their perspectives to the age
brackets provided for by constitutions, development agencies, and conti-
nental unions (Wamucii and Idwasi 2011). These age brackets have been
contested and the definition of the term youth has made shifts to accom-
modate men and women who initially, were termed as adults. Wamucii
and Idwasi (2011:188-90) argue that although age specifications are im-
portant for policy-making purposes, this representation has been con-
tested from people’s opinions, standpoints and differences that exist
within a population. The social, economic, political and cultural develop-
ments have also complicated the efforts to determine who a youth is and
who is not. Defining youth in a way that we can claim universal applica-
tion of the term, therefore, is challenged by these norms.

Abbink (2005:5) avers that youth is a socially constructed and constituted
category, like most social phenomena. He cites people who are in their
thirties and have not completed their education, have no jobs and cannot
raise a family. It is now clear that different countries; and, development
and human rights agencies, apply the term ‘youth’ differently, and subse-
quently, contextual definitions that rely on formal nomenclatures and in-
formal factors like culture, tradition and socio-economic conditions that
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have become more prominent. This is the case in Africa, where the pro-
cess of acquiring formal education may run up to the age of 30 and beyond
(Commonwealth 2016). Again, graduating from education to employment
is not automatic; and, moving from dependent to independent status is
no longer a linear process. Miles (2000) indicates that youth should be
viewed as a lifestyle construed through social processes such as family
relationships, labour markets, schooling and training. Due to these varia-
tions, some literature has had to distinguish between linear and non-lin-
ear transitions, which they have termed as accelerated or delayed transi-
tions. The Commonwealth captures these transitions in the following de-
scription:
... [I]n many developing countries, young people continue to live at the pa-
rental home even after achieving full economic independence. In the Mid-
dle East, Africa and parts of Asia, the term ‘waithood’ has been used to de-
scribe the delay in achieving full adult rights and responsibilities... terms
such as ‘young adulthood’ and ‘emerging adulthood’ [have been] introduced
to mark what is regarded as a new intermediate stage between youth and
adulthood. [Therefore] the speed, scale, shape and consequences of youth
transitions vary across countries and contexts depending on a combination
of structural constraints and opportunities, societal expectations and policy
frameworks, as well as individual agency (2016:7).

From these observations, I will not belabour defining the term from a bi-
ological standpoint especially due to the observation that, youth is the cat-
egory of population that lies within puberty/adolescent period (see classi-
fication by UN, Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
[UNESCO], International Labour Organization [ILO], and UN Population
Fund who provide an age bracket of 10 through 15 to 24 years). I under-
score that youth in the African context, is any person that is between the
ages of 15-35 years. This is the age bracket provided for by the African
Union (AU). This population, in Africa, is most likely to be construed as
persons who have not settled in for social, economic, political and reli-
gious responsibilities. Most of them are in search of employment and
leadership roles in the society. Below the age of 15, in most cases, the
category is termed as children, dependents, and not always accepted as
adults. ! Beyond the age of 35, as Abbink argues, people are getting into
middle age and have “lost” the promise of youth.

1 In the African context however, in the case of orphans, especially resulting from HIV &

AIDS, children have taken parenting roles and are forced by circumstances to become
adults (see Nyambedha, 2005).
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Youth, Religion and Development

Inequalities persist within the society and particularly in the youth co-
horts. According to the Commonwealth (2016:6), many young people face
inequalities and discrimination because of their gender, social class, sex-
ual orientation, geographical location, disabilities and ethnicity. In 2015,
as the report of Commonwealth documents, out of 183 countries, just over
one third had achieved gender parity in enrollment at secondary school
level, with the gap widening at tertiary level where only 4 per cent had
achieved gender parity in enrolment. In developing countries, these
achievements are lower. More inequalities in the context of Africa can be
clearly explained through early marriages, genital mutilation, sexual as-
saults, child labour, child soldiers, among many. These are traps for
young people and their potential in the development agenda of the conti-
nent is, therefore, compromised.

Young people respond to the challenges they face in different ways. Now,
more than ever, young people are bypassing the traditional participation
structures and institutions to express themselves. The advent of social me-
dia and mobile telephony has made it possible for leaders to read and un-
derstand the minds and feelings of the youth. Through these media, the
youth are able to mobilize and organize themselves quickly and spearhead
as well as spread their agenda quickly beyond the geographical, cultural
and legal boundaries. It is amazing how the youth are using various social
media platforms to articulate their agenda. The mainstream media has
had to borrow and update their information from the knowledge of the
youth as displayed in the social media. The social media vibe has also
meant that the youth have devised ways of interacting, not just in their
social lives, but also in religious affairs, whether negative or positive. Re-
ligious institutions need to recognize these efforts by young people and
mentor them towards achieving their dreams. The youth have the poten-
tial to contribute to the development of African countries in many ways.

Religion as one of societal institutions has been shown to play both posi-
tive and negative roles. According to Kristian & Hanne (2008:352), despite
its intensity, influence and magnitude, worldwide, religion is a multifac-
eted phenomenon, which shapes one’s explanation of its very role in the
society. The two scholars further argue that within the discipline of reli-
gious studies, it is common to distinguish between two basic perspectives:
on the one hand, there is the substantive approach which focuses on the
elements that constitute religion, or what religion is. This is contrasted on
the other hand by the functionalist approach, which focuses on the social
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and cultural consequences of religion, or what religion does for a social
group or for an individual (also see Biehl 2012:99). These ideas, as Biehl
puts it, display an underlying critical thrust as the functional approach
insinuates that it is not religious belief as such that counts, but what these
beliefs accomplish. In understanding the role of religion, we, therefore,
underscore our role in the society and how this role relates to the others,
the environment, culture and the nature of cosmos. Religion as a guiding
map, therefore, draws on the functionalist approach and subsequently the
practical orientation that motivates attitudes into action that are not just
centred at an individual, but the community.

Kilonzo (2011:9) avers that, there are various reasons that can be used to
explain why religious institutions seem to be viable mobilizing [and de-
velopment] agents in the community. She shows that religious institu-
tions can accommodate diverse ethnicities/groups and therefore, differ-
ent community organs can use this advantage as a point of entry. How-
ever, literature is also quick to point out that religion can be a source of
destruction and harm. Batson (1993:4) explains that the mass suicide and
the murder of the 913 members of Peoples Temple in Jonestown, Guyana
in 1979 was a chilling reminder of the potentials of destructiveness of re-
ligious fanaticism. The suicide bombing of the twin towers in America on
11 September 2001 is another example that suffices. Wars and crusades
have been waged in the name of religion, as have persecutions and tor-
ture. The youth have voluntarily or involuntarily participated in such
atrocities. This then begs the question of whether religion has a signifi-
cant and positive role to play in the lives of the youth in as far as develop-
ment is concerned.

August (2013) shows that in the global South, the religious factor has be-
come an acknowledged and strategic dimension in development thinking
and practice. The South African government has emphatically stated that
“[I]n striving for political and economic development, the ANC recognizes
that social transformation cannot be separated from spiritual transfor-
mation” (August 2013:77). Statistics show that in the global South the
church is an acknowledged institution that is close to the poor and, in
most cases, is the church of the poor. Furthermore, religion is blossoming
in those areas dominated by Islam.

Biehl (2012:105) argues that today, two thirds of all Christians live in the
global South and churches in Africa, Asia and Latin America are continu-
ing to grow. Churches and mosques, in the global South, are dominant
forces. In South Africa, eighty percent of the population belongs to the
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church. The youth in particular, are a target of the Pentecostal movement
on the continent. Their numbers and energy are suitable factors of target
by the Pentecostal leadership. Little evidence, however, exists to provide
statistics on the patterns of religious affiliations by the youth in many con-
tinents, and specifically in Africa. What is available are snippets of the
same from various African countries. In South Africa for instance, the
Usombona Youth Fund (2006) reported that 62. 6% of the youth attended
religious services at least once a month and of those who attend, 10.9%
attended daily or almost daily. However, 20.2% reported that they never
attended religious services (Brittian, Lewin & Norris 2013). Another more
recent study by Lekalake (2016) shows that 3 out of 10 youth (30%) are
active members or officials of a religious group in South Africa, while 15%
are actively involved in a voluntary association or community group.

Though most of the studies do not give particular attention to the involve-
ment of the youth in religion and the role of religion in their livelihoods,
the youth are indisputably an integral part of religious growth. This chap-
ter slices three key aspects: politics; youth radicalization; and, religious
tolerance in Africa; to explicate the role that religion plays in defining the
youth in the context of these issues. These three have been selected from
a pool of many factors as the youth prominently feature in the activities
therein, plus these are current and trending issues that concern the secu-
rity and development of African countries.

Youth, Politics and Religion in Africa

The relevance of youth participation in politics is recognized globally
through international conventions and UN’ declarations, including UN’s
World Programme of Action for Youth and African Union’s African
Youth Charter Article - 11 (Makori 2015). Literature shows that the youth
are involved in informal, politically relevant processes such as activism or
civic engagement. In the majority of country cases, they are however not
formally represented in respective national political institutions such as
the legislature, that may affect or impact on the quality of democratic gov-
ernance (Makori 2005; Abbink 2005, UN 2013). There is evidence, not just
in Africa, but also across the globe that, the participation of youth in for-
mal, institutional political processes is relatively low compared to older
citizens. Because of their demographic dominance, the political elite use
the youth to champion their interests. They are exploited as climbing lad-
ders for others’ political ambitions (Ojok and Acol 2017:95). In political
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platforms, in the history of African elections, the youth have been used to
disrupt normalcy whenever there are contentions on electoral or other po-
litical disputes. The many jobless and/or underpaid youth are easily con-
vinced or compromised to take up roles that would benefit others, includ-
ing acting as child soldiers; demonstrating to appropriate political agenda
of certain leaders; and, forming movements that in the end benefit others
more than they do the youth. This then questions the role of various insti-
tutions in the continent and specifically in the lives of the youth.

It is evident that the youth have the potential to carve out niches for them-
selves. They have recently used their involvement in informal politics to
create their own agenda and spaces. Recent events orchestrated by the
youth in various African countries are an indication of youth’s ability to
bring about social and political transformation in Africa. They were at the
centre of the dissolution of the Apartheid Regime in South Africa in the
early 1990s; the Arab Spring in Libya and Egypt in 2011; the Jasmine Rev-
olution in Tunisia in 2011; the ‘Y’en a Marre (‘Enough is enough!’); the me
carte d/electeur mon arme (‘my voting card my weapon’) campaigns in Sen-
egal in 2011-12; and, the third term revolution in Burkina Faso in 2014
(IDEA 2015:1; and, Ojok & Acol 2017:96). This lot remains at the forefront
in Africa’s democratic struggles. As they assert themselves for some im-
portant roles within the society, they are likely to be the leaders of move-
ments of political reforms and religious renewals as well as innovators
and dupes in the globalization culture (see Honwana & De Boeck 2005:ix).
Though these struggles are commendable, very few of Africa’s people un-
der the age of 35 are in formal political leadership positions. There are few
cases that currently stand out.

Kenya’s 2017 general elections was historic in many ways beyond the nul-
lified Presidential contest. With more awareness through civic engage-
ments, use of technology and the growing need for the youth to assert
themselves, the 2017 elections introduced a number of youths who were
elected into legislative posts. Paul Mwirigi, born in January 1994, cam-
paigned on foot and was elected as the Igembe South (in Central Kenya)
Member of Parliament. He was 23 years old at the time, and the country’s
youngest lawmaker. In Nandi County in North Rift Valley, 34-year-old Ste-
phen Kipyego Sang made history after winning the gubernatorial seat. In-
itially, Sang was also the youngest elected Senator. Mohamed Alj, an in-
vestigative journalist ran as an independent candidate and won as the
Nyali (in Mombasa County) Member of Parliament. Another youth, and a
journalist by profession, Paul Katana also won the Kaloleni (in Kilifi
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County) Constituency seat. Among others were 30-year-old Johnson Sa-
kaja who won the Nairobi Senatorial seat and John Kiarie, a former come-
dian who won in Dagoretti Constituency (Nairobi County). The Kenyan
case is an example of how youth can excel in formal politics if given a
chance or assert their willingness to participate. These few success stories
cannot nevertheless erase certain historical and contextual facts about
youth’s involvement in politics.

Ojok & Acol (2017:94) show that between 1990 and 2015, 60% of elections
in Africa experienced some form of electoral violence. The form of inse-
curity that comes with this violence threatens sustainability and subse-
quently the development of the country in question. At the center of this
violence is youth; and this is the face that is mostly branded on the youth.
In a survey conducted by the UNDP (2012), a majority of 13,000 respond-
ents from 186 countries indicated that the main challenge for youth were
limited opportunities for effective participation in decision-making pro-
cesses. They also have limited resources and exposure, and this hampers
their active participation in politics. The implication, therefore, is that
greater trust between youth and institutions are needed. Young women
should particularly be targeted as well as other vulnerable youth including
the poor and those living with disabilities.

Religion in African politics has never been absent, as Bouta, Ayse and
Abu-Nimer (2005) show. Though there is an effort to separate religion and
politics, this has never succeeded in African politics. During pre-election
periods, politicians take campaigns to the church pews and pulpits.
Mosques, too, are not spared. Gospel songs are used to “bless” political
campaigns, and some of them become the mantra of some political par-
ties. Politicians have also used religious leaders to campaign for them and
urge their congregations to take particular political stands. Kilonzo (2014)
shows that, in Kenya’s run up to the 2007/8 elections, the religious leaders
lost credibility. She explains:
In the run up to the 2007 general elections, several religious groups were
[...] seen as being openly partisan along ethnic lines. Media reports showed
“prophesies” especially by leaders of various Christian churches about who
would win the presidential elections. The churches also had their preferred
presidential candidates according to geographical and ethnic boundaries.
[...] Muslims campaigned for their fellow Muslim candidates. Media re-
leases were to comment that they had seen churches and mosques of Or-
ange Democratic Movement and Party of National Unity but not of the faiths
they profess (2014:114).
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Similar accounts are given in other African countries. Chitando (2013:46),
while analyzing the role of the Church in Zimbabwe’s politics, indicates
that some church leaders have chosen to openly identify with Mugabe and
ZANU-PF, from their identical ideologies and as beneficiaries of Mu-
gabe’s reforms, among other reasons. These leaders, as Chitando argues,
are mainly from Protestant and Catholic traditions, but also a few Pente-
costal leaders. It is to be reckoned that these leaders have good command
over their congregation, including the youth. They, therefore, determine
to a great extent the political alignment of the youth.

The above examples should not display religion as an institution of little
value. Religious actors have been very helpful in resolving social, political
and civil conflicts in Africa. An example that suffices is the role of Sant’
Egidio. Sant’Egidio is a church-based public lay association, formally rec-
ognized by the Catholic Church but with an autonomous statute (Haynes
2009). One of the clearest success stories of Sant’Egidio’s peacemaking
efforts occurred between 1989 and 1992 when the organization was ex-
tremely influential in resolving the civil war that had ravaged Mozam-
bique since the mid-1970s. Following well-intentioned but eventually un-
successful efforts to end the war emanating from the international com-
munity, Archbishop Goncalves thought Sant’Egidio might succeed in
bringing the government together to talk peace with the Mozambican Na-
tional Resistance (RENAMO) insurgents — most of whose actors were the
youth. Sant’Egidio could set up a meeting between RENAMO and the gov-
ernment without it meaning that the RENAMO rebels would be regarded
as an entity with the same status as the ruling regime. Once peace nego-
tiations were successfully completed in 1992, the UN assumed responsi-
bility for the implementation of the peace agreement (Haynes 2009, Ap-
pleby 2006).

While some have argued that secularization has meant decline of “magi-
cal garden of religion” (Hunt 2005), others have shown that different reli-
gions (Mtata 2012) and religious actors are on the increase. This increase
is, therefore, key as politicians use institutions within the society to reach
out to the voters. Religious institutions should, therefore, use the ad-
vantage of their growth to create opportunities for youth and provide the
much-needed support for their participation. Mtata (2012:31) argues that
religion exudes the ethical values that protect human rights beyond mere
formal individual rights. By taking care of the rights of the youth, and
helping them develop politically, religious leaders are, therefore, showing
the effectiveness of the role of religion in the society, especially how the
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leadership has an upper hand in mentoring the youth to positions of po-
litical participation. Smith and Dandon (2005) suggest that religion im-
proves the lives of the youth by enhancing moral order; promoting learn-
ing competencies; increasing social and organizational ties; and, provid-
ing emotional and social support systems. These roles should therefore
be harnessed to the benefit of the youth in Africa. Further, religion should
be at the centre stage in playing the roles of advocacy, mediation, observa-
tory and civic education. This will enlighten the youth and provide the
right path towards political development.

Youth Radicalization and Development in Africa

The concept of radicalization has gained significant currency among gov-
ernment officials, media practitioners, scholars, and security officials in
discourses on terrorism and violent extremism, especially since the ter-
rorist attacks of September 11, 2001 (Onuoha 2014:2). The process of rad-
icalization begins with changes in self-identification due to grievances,
frequently driven by personal or group concerns regarding local issues as
well as international events. A grievance is understood to create the sense
of alienation or disenchantment that provides a cognitive opening for rad-
icalization. A radical ideology - an extreme set of ideas - then provides the
individual with a new outlook and explanation for the world in which he
finds himself. An individual becomes mobilized as he slowly integrates
into a community of other like-minded people (Onuoha 2014:2), and ex-
tremist or violent activities result (Onuoha 2014 and CLEEN 2014). The
rise of religious radicalization is cited as a barometer of what Putzel (1997)
calls the darker side of social capital (also see Shore 2008). Armstrong
(2007:208) argues that Christian fundamentalists are ambivalent about
peace — and especially peace in the Middle East — because their interpre-
tation of the Bible is that the end times will be characterized by war in the
region and that the antichrist will disguise itself as a peacemaker. How-
ever, in the African context, Islamic extremist groups are on the rise.
Some of these include the al-Shabab (in Eastern Africa), Al qaeda (in
North Africa), and Boko Haram (in West Africa).

The violent activities of the Boko Haram sect in Nigeria, which draws its
members largely from the youth, have underpinned growing concern over
youth radicalization and religious extremism in Northern Nigeria (CLEEN
2014). Boko Haram has been for a long time a cause for alarm. This group
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believes that politics of Northern Nigeria are in the hands of fake Mus-
lims. Its aim is to wage war and create a “pure” Islamic state that is ruled
by Sharia law (Walker 2012). Walker (2012:2) argues:
Since 2009 it has been driven by a desire for vengeance against politicians,
police, and Islamic authorities for their role in a brutal suppression of the
group that year. But the group has proved itself to be very adaptable, evolving

its tactics swiftly and changing its targets at the behest of a charismatic lead-
ership.

Narrating on the origin of Boko Haram, Walker explains that the group’s
origin lies in a group of radical Islamist youth who worshipped at the
Alhaji Muhammadu Ndimi Mosque in Maiduguri a decade ago. In 2002,
an offshoot of this youth group declared that it was embarking on Hirja
(like Prophet Muhammad’s withdrawal from Mecca to Medina), and
moved from Maiduguri to a village called Kanama, Yobe State near the
border with Niger to set up a community run on hard-line Islamic princi-
ples. In one of the fights with the police, they overpowered the police and
took their weapons, and the resulting wrangles led to deaths of over sev-
enty group members including their leader Mohammed Ali (Walker
2012:3). Boko Haram draws its members mainly from disaffected youth,
unemployed high school and university graduates, and destitute children,
mostly from but not limited to northern Nigeria. Its membership also in-
cludes some wealthy, educated, and influential people. Some of the rea-
sons given for youth joining Boko Haram include: ignorance of religious
teachings that are opposed to violence, unemployment and poverty, chil-
dren with difficult upbringing, high illiteracy levels, response to excessive
force by the military and corruption (Onuoha 2014:5-7). The movement is
not in the international circle because, unlike Algeria’s al-Qaeda in the
Islamic Maghreb or al Shabab in Somalia, Boko Haram has not attacked
any international interests (Walker 2012). The group, however, hit world
news after kidnapping over 200 schoolgirls in May 2014 (Onuoha 2014).

The al Shabab in Eastern Africa is quite similar to the Boko Haram. It
appeared on the scene at a time when Somalia was on the verge of form-
ing a stable government. However, just like Boko Haram, little is known
about the al Shabab Islamic extremists worldwide. Mohamed (2010),
while providing a historical background to the al Shabab, indicates that
the group broke out from the militant wing of the pre-2008 Council of
Islamic Courts (CIC) without long-term local or global strategies. They
emerged from two previous Somali Islamist groups - the Islamic Union
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and the Islamic Courts Union (ICU). Their clear break from ICU hap-
pened during the Djibouti peace deal negotiations between the Transi-
tional Federal Government (TFG) and the ICU. They refused to join in
the negotiations, declaring the peace deal as a betrayal. The initial strategy
of the group was to transform and change Somalia Sunni community to
more radical wahabi/sufist followers.

The activities of the group started getting serious regional attention when
the African Union sent a peacekeeping force, African Union Mission in
Somalia (AMISOM) to help stabilize the floundering transitional Somalia
government against a horde of militias, including al Shabab. Kenya was
not part of the initial AMISOM but was quickly drawn in due to two main
factors - the numerous cross-border incursions by the group and the es-
calation of piracy that started off the Somalia coast, but which quickly en-
gulfed most of Eastern Africa coast. Frazer (2012) explains that the al
Shabab’s terrorist attacks became influential in Kenya in 2011, with kid-
nappings for ransom and other unprovoked attacks on civilian and mili-
tary targets. In October 2011, the Government deployed the Kenya De-
fense Force in southern Somalia in an effort to stem the spate of attacks
launched from there. The military operation was dubbed “Operation
Linda Nchi”-Swahili for “protect the country”. The military intervention
appeared to have increased the number of attacks on Kenya. Botha (2013)
shows that, between October 2012 and September 2013, there were 13
terrorist attacks on Kenya resulting in 36 deaths in various parts of the
country. These attacks targeted business premises, pubs and restaurants,
public transport vehicles, markets and churches. In Kampala, Uganda, on
11 July 2010 at approximately 22:25 at the Ethiopian Village Restaurant
and at 23:15 at the Kyadondo Rugby Club, suicide bombers targeted
crowds watching a live screening of a FIFA World Cup match, claiming
74 lives and leaving 70 others injured. Al-Shabab claimed responsibility
for the attacks, saying they were in retaliation for Uganda’s participation
in AMISOM (Botha 2013).

Currently, there has been a marked increase in the number of youths
drawn to al Shabab extremism as evidenced by rising recruitments and
terrorist attacks in various parts of Kenya and re-emergence of radical
groups such as the Mombasa Republican Council (MRC). Most of these
youths are made vulnerable to the forces of radicalism and criminality due
to the feelings of real and perceived marginalization, hopelessness, iden-
tity crisis, exclusion from national resources, frustrated expectations, and
relative deprivation. Idleness and widespread unemployment make most

115



BiAS 25| ERA 4 | RELIGION AND DEVELOPMENT IN AFRICA | UBP 2020

of the youth be easily recruited. Most of the radicalized youths returning
from Somalia have undergone military training on the use of explosives
and are capable of launching lethal attacks which, besides the loss of lives
and property, could undermine state stability and therefore regional sta-
bility (GOK 2015).

A number of policy recommendations have been suggested that are in
line with government’s role in taking care of the growing populations of
the youth. There is, however, an important need to focus on the role of
religion and religious institutions/actors and the services that they can
give to the youth with an aim of building their capacities to acknowledge
their relevance within the community. Since the factors that lead to radi-
calization of the youth are known, the need to design programmes that
address these factors should be clarified. Religious institutions should
come up with robust programmes for destitute children, engage the youth
in civic education that promotes peace, and encourage literacy that should
help them with the reading and correct interpretation of religious texts.
There is also need for a coordinated approach between religious and in-
terfaith groups on civic and religious education that should target the rad-
icalized individuals and groups. Within different African countries where
radicalization is rampant, the religious groups should establish a national
faith-based framework for inter-faith engagement and dialogue on coun-
tering radicalization and extremism and promoting inter-faith tolerance
and cohesion. In all the dialogue meetings for religious groups at various
community level venues, the youth should be well represented and at the
centre of discussions since they are the target group of radicalizations.

Youth, Tolerance and Development in Africa

The instrumentalization of violence in politics, where politicians use the
youth to serve their personal interest, is in no way different from any other
form of violence that the youth engage in, especially if they are following
orders from the leadership. In religious circles, for youth to take part in
any form of violence resulting from intolerance of religious beliefs and
practices, much of the responsibility lies in the hands of the religious lead-
ers, just like in politics. The youth can only increase mutual respect, tol-
erance and understanding if the risk for manipulation into violence re-
duces. This is, therefore, a shared responsibility of youth and their reli-
gious leaders.
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Religion has a valuable role in finding common ground for building peace
and furthering the development agenda among divided groups. This is
because many religious peacebuilding programmes focus on identifying
shared values between religions while celebrating the uniqueness of their
own differences in beliefs and practices (Ehmer et. al. no date). It is evi-
dent that beliefs promoting peace and development can be found in nearly
every religion (Bouta, Ayse & Abu-Nimer 2005). For instance, the golden
rule of love is almost universal. By teaching young people to love, virtues
such as empathy, compassion and support for neighbours are indirectly
transmitted.

A specific case where the youth were in the mix of religious intolerance
are the occurrences of the late 1980s in Nigeria when Muslim members
of the Constituent Assembly wanted Sharia law in the Nigerian constitu-
tion, while Christians would not countenance such a move. Negotiations
on the issue broke down (and were to an extent superseded by other con-
troversies) whilst President Babangida was forced to affirm in October
1988 that Nigeria would remain a secular state. Tensions between the two
communities had already escalated into political violence, and inevitably,
the youth were the perpetrators. In early 1987, and again in May and Oc-
tober 1991, anti-Christian riots broke out in parts of northern Nigeria
(Maier 2001). In total, over 3,000 people were killed in Christian—-Muslim
clashes between 1987 and 1993. One of the worst-hit regions was the
northern state of Kaduna (Haynes 1996). This led to the founding of the
Muslim—Christian Dialogue Forum (MCDF) in 1995, a charity to foster
Christian—-Muslim dialogue that would encourage religious tolerance. It
was the result of the combined efforts of two former enemies —a Christian
pastor, James Movel Wuye, and a Muslim imam, Muhammed Nurayn
Ashafa, both esteemed members of their religious communities. They
served as joint national coordinators of MCDF, based in Kaduna. Both
made the decision to turn away from similar paths of violence and mili-
tancy. Instead, they embraced non-violence, reconciliation and the advo-
cacy of peaceful relations between their communities and sought to en-
courage others to join them in this goal (Haynes 2009). This evidences the
point that leaders are always at the centre of showing the way, and since
youth rely on role models for directions, religious institutions through the
leadership, hold the key to dialogue or conflict.

There are specific activities that organizations can engage the youth irre-
spective of their religious backgrounds. Community theatres for instance,
that aim at coordination for education and provision of technical skills
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such as tailoring; photography and graphic design; and activities such as
production of beadwork, crafts, murals; counseling and empowering com-
munities through civic education, environmental conservation, waste dis-
posal and cleanups. These activities can lead to peace and stability at var-
ying degrees (Quadros 2014:5). Churches have used community organi-
zation to help youth from different religious backgrounds. Foundation of
Hope, for example, is a youth-based organization established in 2006 with
an aim of engaging youth to be catalysts of change. Its genre of commu-
nity theatre uses choreograph and spontaneous group dance, forum the-
atre media and poetry, to discuss social and political issues. Through the
youth, the foundation conscientizes the wider community about health
matters, inter-ethnic cohesion and the need for peaceful co-existence
within Kibera — an informal settlement in Kenya - (Quadros 2014:34). The
structure of the group is such that it restores hope and dignity in people’s
lives through the use of life experience performances that relate to the
problems that require solutions within the community (2014:35). Creat-
ing safe spaces for sharing ideas, inter-faith and inter-ethnic dialogue
among the youth is therefore an incredible approach to building healthy
relationships that translate to mature relationships free of hatred and sus-
picion along religious and ethnic divides.

While designing religious programmes for the youth with diverse reli-
gious perspectives, Ehmer et. al. (no date) explain that there is always the
need to understand these backgrounds and perspectives, and how the pro-
gramme can accommodate youth from these diverse backgrounds. If
there are adjustments that need to be made to make the programme eq-
uitable to youth with diverse religious backgrounds, then that should be
given priority. In fact, in times of crises, these backgrounds are often not
prominent and reconciliation commissions, for instance, have all encom-
passing approach for brokering dialogue among the warring groups. An
example that suffices here is the South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation
Commission (TRC).

The ‘truth’ recovery process in South Africa was led by the churches
through TRC, and Archbishop Tutu in particular, for they had a residue
of legitimacy that came from their strong anti-apartheid credentials
(Brewer, Higgins and Teeney 2010). Though in the proceedings of the
TRC there was little or no mention of justice, in the hearings there was an
explicit appeal to religion, especially Christianity, as a legitimate method
for truth-telling, and as a way to foster reconciliation among former ene-
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mies. The TRC adopted a more restorative approach (forgiveness+recon-
ciliation) than a retributive one (Justice=Punishment). This approach was
not fair to those who wanted justice and therefore TRC adopted the Afri-
can concept of Ubuntu, which is translated from the Xhosa axiom
“umuntu ngumuntu ngabanye bantu”, meaning people are people through
other people. This approach created artificial polarity between reconcilia-
tion (Ubuntu) instead of adopting Western retributive approaches of jus-
tice. The TRC was a result of the political negotiations between Nelson
Mandela’s African National Congress and F. W de Klerk’s National Party
which ended over 40 years of apartheid (Shore 2008:161).

As a people who are at the centre of conflicts, especially in countries where
ethnicity has played a key role in dividing communities, and religious per-
spectives, the youth can be taught certain key tenets that cut across all
religions, including love, forgiveness and reconciliation. Religion in such
instances should be used as a uniting force that fights against hatred and
animosity that result from intolerance among communities. Such sensi-
tizations change not only the perspective of community members, but
also more specifically, the youth who perpetrate violence. Religion pro-
vides a number of tools that can be employed in any form of conflict. Re-
ligious rituals, sacred scriptures, religious leaders and community leaders
as moral authority are just a few of these resources. In the African per-
spective, truth, justice and reconciliation commissions have always been
informed by the role that religion provides in ceasefire, reconciliation, for-
giveness, and healing processes.

The Mastercard Foundation (2015) survey on building economic opportu-
nities for young people in Africa discovered that, some of the ways in
which intolerance and insensitivity to religious and other rights of people
can be avoided is through enlightening the youth to be sensitive to incite-
ment and early warnings; strengthened intercultural, inter-ethnic and in-
terreligious dialogue; development of conflict resolution and manage-
ment mechanisms; civic education at all levels of schooling on histories
of genocides and other atrocities; and, development of networks of re-
sources and trainers who can be called upon to sensitize the youth on is-
sues of concern. Religious non-governmental organizations are also an
important resource in the community and can harness their experiences
to build peace that encourages development. One case in point suffices
here:

In December 2013, during the height of inter-communal conflicts in Central
Africa Republic, schools were closed out of concern for staff and students’
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safety. Almost a year later, in October 2014, classes resumed but there were
no Muslim students and teachers in schools because they were afraid to
leave their neighbourhood. Concerned that their friends were not attending
school, Christian students reached out to Search (an organization that works
with people to transform how the world deals with conflict), who in turn
trained 30 youth (15 Christians and 15 Muslims) on social cohesion and
nonviolence including rumour control and conflict management. They
worked together to organize community events that created confidence and
eliminate fear as they advocated for Muslims’ safe return to schools (Ehmer
et. al. no date:8-9).

This is an indication of how organizations within communities can part-
ner with youth from diverse religious backgrounds to create spaces for
advocacy and train to equip the youth with skills needed for resolving and
managing conflicts and encouraging conducive environment for holistic
development (Krienbuehl 2014). At the heart of interreligious dialogue,
there is an effort to build trust and deepen communication across conflict
lines.

Conclusion

The youth cannot be ignored in Africa’s development agenda; and, reli-
gion is an important aspect in shaping the youth towards this agenda.
There is, therefore, need to make deliberate effort to effectively integrate
youth in religious institutions and shape them towards becoming respon-
sible citizens who are incorporated within the mainstream development.
This therefore requires that the youth be given equal opportunities in lead-
ership and employment. As Mtata (2012:32-3) shows, such inclusion de-
pends on the efficacy of religious leadership or the main shapers of the
dominant opinion. Education that strengthens this perspective and takes
into account the role of religious leaders in the development agenda, and
specifically guidance of the youth who in turn get involved in develop-
ment, therefore, remains very vital. Radicalization, religious extremism
and intolerance are retrogressive aspects that undermine development.
Factors that push the youth towards these beliefs and practices should be
addressed through programmes that are specific to their needs. Deliberate
efforts to inculcate religious values and virtues that emancipate them
from such are deemed key, if Africa’s development agenda is to be accom-
plished.
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Sacralization of the Humanitarian Space: Faith Based
Organizations, Mission-Aid and Development in Africa

Hassan J. Ndzovu

Introduction

For the last two decades, religious organizations have actively been en-
gaged in development and humanitarian projects in Africa. Most African
states and donor agencies seem to have confidence in religious bodies as
reliable “partners in development” (Burchardt 2012). This attitude to-
wards religious bodies is attributed to the re-assertion of religion as a key
player in influencing public discourse across the world. The introduction
of neo-liberal policies, de-privatization of religion, and the changing of
state-religion relationships in the majority African states prepared the
ground for the emergence of faith-based organizations (FBOs). The con-
spicuous low development due to neo-liberal policies, high rate of crisis
among African states and the resultant insistence by the donors on all-
inclusive development initiatives and privatization of service delivery by
the state worked favourably for the formation of FBOs across the conti-
nent (Lynch 2011; Saggiomo 2012). Despite skepticism towards religious
institutions in development, the FBOs are still considered crucial partners
in undertaking development projects that cut across the arena of educa-
tion, health, civic awareness, democratic reforms, and conflict resolution.
This scenario on the rise of FBOs in providing humanitarian aid and ini-
tiating development projects demonstrates the interaction between reli-
gion and development in contemporary Africa.

Though earlier considered as the duty of the government, the collabora-
tion between the State and FBOs in offering social services in Africa is
necessary as they are both devoted in addressing societal needs of their
communities. Such cooperation can address the goals of government, the
religious sector, and the targeted communities (Smith 2008). Due to de-
velopmental gaps and unresolved crises on the continent, religious actors
took the responsibility to initiate development and resolving some of the
long running conflicts thereby ensuring economic growth in the region.
There have been remarkable illustrations of effective FBOs intervention
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in local civil conflicts and advocating for political reforms in Africa. The
Inter-Religious Councils in Sierra Leone, Liberia and Sudan, for instance,
were significantly involved in ending the long running civil wars in these
countries (Conteh 2011), championing “human rights and increased gov-
ernmental accountability” (Smith 2008). The religious bodies were suc-
cessful in their efforts because they created inclusiveness that shrunk “po-
litical and religious boundaries” thereby increasing “the confidence of
conflicting parties” during the dialogue (Smith 2008).

At this point we raise the question: What is a Faith Based Organization?
The phenomenon of FBOs is complex and as a result challenging to de-
fine. But Jonathan C. Agensky (2013:6-7) has attempted to present a com-
prehensive understanding of FBOs arguing:
[Faith-Based Organization] encompasses a broad constellation of religious
traditions, denominations, and communities. It entails various practices,
such as disaster management, refugee resettlement, and the delivery of food
and material goods. It entails direct and indirect forms of engagement, such
as project implementation, emergency appeals and donations, and public
awareness campaigns and community mobilisation. Last, it entails different
forms and scales of organisation, ranging from large professionalised inter-
national organisations to ad hoc, informal projects initiated by small com-
munities and groups. At root, [Faith-Based Organization] draws its moral
imperative to alleviate the physical suffering of others from religious tenets.

Thus, FBOs are voluntary nonprofit organizations with a religious back-
ground whose major basic driving principle is their loyalty to serving fun-
damental human interests, by drawing religious support (Molloy and
Heath 2014; Burchardt 2012; Schmidet al 2008). However, one should not
confuse between religious congregations and FBOs engaged in delivering
social services and development. John D. Terry (2015) gives a clear dis-
tinction of the two arguing, “FBOs are professional or paraprofessional
organizations...Where FBOs have a primary social service mission, con-
gregations may include social service as an important secondary mission”
(Terry 2015:213). It is Terry’s meaning of FBOs that will be used through-
out this chapter.

Despite this theoretical distinction that seems to overlap, within the Afri-
can context, both local and transnational FBOs have been operating in the
region offering humanitarian services and developments. Undoubtedly,
FBOs have been active in various parts of Africa since the 1980s, and as
religious organizations they represent two of the significant power blocs
in the contemporary world, Euro-Christianity and Islam. Africa has long
been at the crossroad of Western and Middle Eastern spheres of influence,
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and for this reason has been a strategic area of intervention for Islamic
and Christian FBOs. Among the transnational Christian FBOs that are
known to have widely engaged in initiating developmental aid activities in
sub-Saharan Africa include Catholic Relief Services (founded in 1943),
World Vision International (founded in 1950), Lutheran World Relief
(founded in 1945) among others, which operate across all major sites of
conflict, emergency, and underdevelopment in the continent. Conversely,
since the 1980s some of the transnational Islamic FBOs operating within
the continent comprises International Islamic Relief Organization
(founded in 1978), the Africa Muslims Agency (founded in 1982), the In-
ternational Islamic Charitable Foundation (founded in 1986), Al-Ha-
ramain Foundation (founded in 1988), among others.

The numerous FBOs’ participation in intricate humanitarian emergen-
cies and development demonstrates the diversity of the agencies provid-
ing services in Africa, calling for attention to the role of the religious sector
in initiating development on the continent. The chapter will, therefore,
show how religious actors in Africa have mixed the spiritual and the ma-
terial in their religious activities, a phenomenon influenced by “overlap-
ping and sometimes competing ‘religious’ and ‘emergency’ imaginaries”
(Agensky 2013:5). As ‘professional’ and ‘paraprofessional’ organizations,
FBOs generate enormous operating budgets, demonstrating the crucial
role of funding in the realization of humanitarian aid and development
by the religious actors in Africa. Virtually all FBOs projects are mostly re-
liant on international funding, especially from the West and Muslim-Mid-
dle Eastern donors. This raises the salient questions: To what extent are
the FBOs influencing certain projects while responding to emergencies
in society? How are the various activities of FBOs affected by their respec-
tive religious beliefs and practices? While responding to these questions,
the chapter will demonstrate how FBOs in Africa oscillate between the
‘mission’ and ‘aid’ end of the spectrum. Though FBOs are important ac-
tors in development and providing humanitarian aid in Africa, their reli-
gious nature can either be an obstacle or an advantage to their success.

Background: Religious Agentive role in Humanitarian services and
Development in Africa

What is the role of religion in development in Africa? Africa has always
been framed as a continent that is lagging behind in development, which
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is to a certain extent synonymous with modernity. Undeniably, “the mod-
ern idea of development has a genealogy in Western Christianity” and is
linked with education, modernization, technological advancement and
democratic nation building (Ter Haar 2009:76). Despite this understand-
ing of development, religiously motivated social welfare provision is as old
as the religious traditions themselves. Since the medieval period, social
welfare and development support was traditionally provided by the vari-
ous religious institutions, giving them power and prestige in society
(Akstirmeli 2012).

All the three major religions observed in sub-Saharan Africa (African in-
digenous religions, Islam and Christianity), have historically been linked
with development and provision of humanitarian services. Do the three
religions have a religiously informed grassroots perception of develop-
ment and humanitarian services? In the world view of African indigenous
religions, development is observed by emphasizing the establishment of
a harmonious relationship between the human and the spiritual (ances-
tors, spirits, deities and God(s)) realms (Awuah-Nyamekye 2012). Once
human beings have succeeded in creating a harmonious order with the
spiritual world, prosperity is guaranteed in societal life. More so, in Afri-
can indigenous religions, the small ejaculatory prayers and petitions to
the spiritual beings are usually intended for material blessings, and as
Bolaji Idowu (1962:116) describes:

They consist usually of asking for protection from sicknesses and death,

gifts of longevity, children, prosperity in enterprises, victory over enemies,

protection from evil spirits and of relatives near and distant, rectification of

unhappy destinies, and abundant provision of material things; blessings on
all well-wishers and damnation on ill-wishers.

On the other hand, the construction of Christian humanitarianism and
development is attributed to a series of biblical commandments, as well
as to history of overall Christian activism as epitomized by the slave abo-
lition movement, the medical mission, education empowerment and pov-
erty reduction. Historically, Africa is awash with illustrations of Christian
missionaries, acting as humanitarians, beginning with the evangelical
movement that inspired Protestant initiatives at the end of the eighteenth
century, with Anglican and Roman Catholic missions joining in later dec-
ades. Missionary organizations such as the Baptist Missionary Society
(formed 1792), the interdenominational London Missionary Society (es-
tablished in 1795), the evangelical Church Missionary Society (created in
1799), and many others played crucial roles in the evangelization of Africa,
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with anti-slavery agenda being part of their core mission (Vilhanova 2007).
More so, during the colonial period, the missionary churches were in the
forefront in providing education and health services to most African com-
munities as a way of realizing their ‘civilizing’ mission. For many Chris-
tian-FBOs, humanitarianism links to a continuous legacy of Christian
charity, activism, and compassion (Agensky 2013). To Christian-FBOs,
therefore, their conceptualization of humanitarianism is a form of Chris-
tian call that focuses on assisting the less fortunate members of society.

With the appearance of the Pentecostals/Charismatic churches in Africa,
the nexus between Christianity and development took another dimension
through the preaching of the prosperity gospel that emphasizes “investing
in the invisible world, in the hope for future returns in the form of mate-
rial prosperity” (Ter Haar 2014:17). The prosperity gospel is considered
biblical and “affirms a theological mindset of success and well-being as-
sociated” with these churches (Asamoah-Gyadu 2004:340). Within Pente-
costal/Charismatic churches, the power of the Holy Spirit is believed to
have the ability to change lives of the believers in a moral sense, but also
in attaining material success. The prosperity theology teaches that salva-
tion has the power over spiritual sin, and other earthly maladies like sick-
ness and poverty, making these churches popular among certain seg-
ments of the African population. Such, religious “message can be very
empowering with its emphasis on positive thinking, the maximization of
potential and the use of abilities and talents, which encourage the up-
wardly mobile youth to have faith in the God who saves people in order to
turn them into success stories” (Asamoah-Gyadu 2004:351).

Similarly, the amalgamation of religion and development is also evident
among Muslim communities in Africa. Since Islam does not idealize a
society that is classless, prosperity or poverty are conditions that are con-
sidered to be always there as long as humanity exists and are thereby re-
garded as test for believers (Quran 8:28). Each of the two conditions has
certain moral obligations, which the believers are expected to abide with
to win God’s pleasure. One of the popular hadiths of Prophet Muhammad
declares, “the one who sleeps full when his neighbor is hungry is not from
us”, illustrates that donating is an essential ritual for the wealthy Muslim
members of society. Through the alms ritual, believers supposedly
cleanse their property and themselves. Consequently, funding of FBOs
engaged in initiating development and social services is considered a reli-
gious obligation and as an act of worship by donors (Aksiirmeli 2012).
Historically, Sufi orders in sub-Saharan Africa continue to be a powerful
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expression of Islam on the continent in which the Sufi saints integrated
spiritual and material aspirations of their followers (Seesemann 2010:
608). One Sufi order, the Muridiyya, organized into agricultural commu-
nities, where the devotees had the opportunity to study Islamic knowledge
from the sheikh while they in return provided manual labor on the peanut
farms. The proceeds collected from the farms were kept by the sheikh in
charge of a particular Sufi community, a practice that has been interpreted
as exploitation of the masses by greedy and wealthy religious leaders. But
to the disciples, working for the sheikh has a vital meaning “for the puri-
fication of the self” and entailed blessings in the hereafter together with
worldly success (Seesemann 2010:610; Seesemann 2002:103). This reli-
gious innovation of the Sufi order in Africa, demonstrates a clear integra-
tion of “spiritual pursuits with material affairs”, ingrained “on a strong
master—disciple relationship” (Seesemann 2010:611).

With the advent of post-colonial States and their involvement in the pro-
vision of social welfare and development, religious institutions did not
lose this crucial role to the States in Africa. Most post-colonial States in
Africa realized that they could not continue to provide social services and
initiate developments on their own, turning to the religious sector to sup-
port them in this area (Ndzovu 2014). The situation was made dire follow-
ing the introduction of neo-liberal and structural adjustment policies that
led to increasing unemployment and poverty across Africa as States re-
duced spending on provision of social services, facilitating the emergence
of FBOs (Saggiomo 2012). As welfare provision by the State decreased,
the religious sectors through the FBOs increased its involvement of
providing social services by filling in the created gap. The emergence of
FBOs in initiating development and providing aid contributed to social
integration by addressing injustices created by neo-liberal and structural
adjustment policies.

In justifying their participation in the provision of services, FBOs employ
religious discourses that sanction philanthropic ventures and alleviation
of poverty among the less fortunate members of society. As a conse-
quence, personal donations that are considered as part of a religious ritual
by the donors are significant in filling the budgets of FBOs. The over reli-
ance of FBOs on private sources of funding, mostly their co-religionists,
compels them to a large extent to continue adhering to the commitments
and religious values of their donors. Here, the notion of ‘mission and aid’
comes into play. The two elements overlap the activities of FBOs as it is
possible to find some FBOs also engaging in practices that contravene
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mainstream ‘rules of engagement’, such as distribution of religious books
(bibles or Qur’an), constructing places of worship (church or mosque
building), and discipleship or imam training. For instance, apart from of-
fering humanitarian aid to various parts of Africa, the Voice of the Martyrs
(VOM) has also a clear evangelizing agenda in which “bibles and blankets
go hand in hand” (Agensky 2013).

As a powerful cultural force, religion has been observed to have negative
attitudes on certain practices and policies. For instance, most of the major
religious traditions in Africa are uncomfortable in discussing openly is-
sues of sexuality; they are indifferent to female genital mutilation (FGM);
prohibit the usage of condoms; discourage reproductive health education
to the school going adolescents; fazed by homosexuals’ rights campaigns;
and increase stigmatization of people living with HIV & AIDS (Schmid et
al 2008). Despite this generalization about religious institutions, some re-
ligious leaders have been in the forefront in advocating for change, which
has sometimes contradicted with the theological views of the majority in
a particular religion. This double sidedness of religion in the development
arena could be illustrated with the Catholic Church in Africa, which has
been criticized for its position against condoms, but concurrently extolled
for providing health and education on the continent (Schmidet al 2008).

Mission and Aid: Religious Charity, Ambivalence and Suspicion
against FBOs in Africa

The engagement of religious actors in welfare in Africa is not a new phe-
nomenon. In various parts of sub-Saharan Africa, humanitarian and de-
velopment aid has mostly been undertaken by religious institutions due
to their long history of social service provision in the continent. Unlike
African indigenous religions, which are not properly institutionalized,
Christianity and Islam are the two religious traditions that formally en-
gage in development projects in Africa. Many of the global FBOs with af-
filiation to Christianity working in sub-Saharan Africa have significantly
contributed in offering crucial social services projects and intervention
programs. For instance, the Ecumenical Pharmaceutical Network (EPN,
est. 1981) came into existence initially as the World Council of Churches’
Christian Medical Commission. It later developed into an autonomous
network with a secretariat in Africa. This FBO is a “non-profit Christian”
organization working in reduction of poverty and providing health ser-
vices on the continent (Schmid et al 2008:75). It is a global network, with
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members in thirty-one countries, supporting church-related health ser-
vices by offering impartial, effective and well-organized pharmaceutical
services.

Its mission is “to facilitate development of compassionate, just and sus-
tainable quality pharmaceutical care in and through the church health
care system” (Schmid et al 2008:75-76). The main focus of the EPN in-
clude: 1) development of an active network with increased impact, 2) max-
imizing access to crucial medicines for church health services, 3) increas-
ing the capacity of church leaders and church-related health services to
respond to the challenge of HIV & AIDS treatment, 4) training of phar-
maceutical assistance not recognized in most countries (Schmid et al
2008:76). EPN is credited for running various projects across sub-Saharan
Africa, including Increasing Access to ARVs/ART in Africa Project whose
intention is to increase the competence of church leaders and church
health services to deal with HIV & AIDS treatment and related organiza-
tional management.

Similarly, the Islamic Relief Worldwide is a transnational relief and devel-
opment charity organization founded in the UK in 1984, with branches in
35 countries. “Regardless of race, religion or gender, Islamic Relief works
in four main sectors: emergency relief, development, orphans, and pov-
erty alleviation endowments (Waqf)” (Schmid et al 2008:77). Apart from
addressing issues of relief services, the main activities of IR in the health
sector includes: (1) the construction and rehabilitation of medical clinics
in Mali; (2) distribution of medical equipment and ambulances to hospi-
tals, e. g. in Sudan; (3) raising health and dietary awareness in poor com-
munities, e. g. HIV & AIDS awareness in South Africa, malaria cam-
paigns in Sudan, cholera campaigns in Mali among others (Schmid et al
2008:77). Though the illustration by the two FBOs indicates that they op-
erate in ways similar to secular NGOs, there are other FBOs that are una-
ble to dissociate themselves from activities of evangelization and da’'wa
(propagation) while delivering humanitarian services and initiating devel-
opment in Africa.

There is a clear ambivalence and confusing overlap that exists between
‘mission’ and ‘humanitarian aid’ associated with FBOs in Africa, and else-
where globally. The emerging connection involving development plan
and religious practices, raises the question of how FBOs balance between
mission and aid. For a long time religion has been perceived as an obsta-
cle to development, thereby ignored as a relevant player in the process of
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development (Tomalin 2013). Despite its religious connection as illus-
trated above, development began to be conceptualized in secular terms
relegating religion in the development programme (Bompani and Maria
Frahm-Arp 2010). But this attitude shifted in the early 1990s when States
and donors began to appreciate the significant contribution of the reli-
gious actors in advocating for democratization and economic initiatives,
changing the “religious factor” from an impediment into a critical player
in development. In the spirit of inclusive politics, the working relations
between religion and development transformed from rivalry to collabora-
tion as the liberalization wind was blowing across Africa. These changes
were increasingly driven by the desire to reduce the role of the State and
encouraging the participation of non-state actors in delivering humanitar-
ian aid and initiating developments. These demands were occasioned
with dissatisfaction and lack of trust with most African States in using the
donor funding as intended due to rampant corruption.

In their judgment, the donors took for granted that, because of FBOS’
proximity to local communities, religious actors are better placed in artic-
ulating the interests of target populations. As a result, religious commu-
nities participated in various strategies of articulating societal needs to en-
able them secure funding. Consequently, many religious institutions cre-
ated humanitarian aid and development agencies, while some councils of
the various religious traditions such as the Supreme Council of Kenya
Muslims (SUPKEM) and the National Council of Churches of Kenya
(NCCK) turned into effective FBOs (Ndzovu 2014). In order to improve
their management and qualify for funding, religious institutions mor-
phed into FBOs. Gradually, they embraced the NGOs’ language of “capac-
ity building,” “gender mainstreaming,” “social capital formation,” and
“community outreach,” knowing that the usage of such categories con-
forms to the agendas of possible donors (Burchardt 2012).

Arguably, discourse on Christian FBOs working on development and hu-
manitarian aid could be situated within the framework of the colonial era
in Africa when Christian missionaries and their civilizing agenda acted as
a forerunner to the project of development (Agensky 2013). In their civi-
lizing project, the missionaries considered the conversion to Christianity
as also synonymous with embracing modernity (Vilhanova 2007). Con-
versely, the appearance of Islamic FBOs in Africa is a post-colonial phe-
nomenon. Following severe famine and conflicts in various parts of Africa
in early 1980s, individual Muslims and Muslim majority governments
founded a number of Islamic FBOs to provide humanitarian assistance
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(Lynch 2011). The historical connection between Christianity and coloni-
zation in Africa supports the suspicions surrounding contemporary
Christian FBOs. Present day Christian FBOs re-ignite the dualism of ‘mis-
sionary-colonialism’, which frames debates about the genuineness of aid
and development associated with these FBOs. This attitude is influenced
by various past claims that associate Christian missionaries to colonial-
ism, including; (1) the missionaries served as ‘foot-soldiers’ for European
colonization; (2) they undermined local rulers for specific civilizing pur-
poses; and (3) they condemned and looked down at local customs and be-
liefs (Agensky 2013:13).
Similarly, some Islamic-FBOs have also been treated with a lot of suspi-
cion by States both in Africa and in the West, particularly following the
‘Global War on Terror’. Numerous Muslim organizations have been
closed and their bank accounts frozen. In Kenya, following the 1998
bombing of the US embassy in Nairobi, the State de-registered five Is-
lamic FBOs. They include Mercy Relief International, Al-Haramain Foun-
dation, Help African People, the International Islamic Relief Organisation
and Ibrahim Bin Abdul Aziz Al Ibrahim Foundation on allegations that
they were funding terror activities (Seesemann 2007). With the rise of ji-
hadi-minded groups in various parts of Africa, any association of “Islam”
with “development aid” and “relief” has stirred negative reactions from
some African states and even the population. Though suspicion also sur-
rounds some Christian FBOs, particularly the contemporary evangelical
stream, their critique follows different lines of argument. For instance,
the increasing relationship between African and American based evangel-
icals raises questions about the nature of their relationship. Thus, Evan-
gelical Christianity has become an important political resource in which
some African political leaders have used their evangelical membership to
seek for support from the US leadership despite their poor track record in
governance, democracy, and corruption (Agensky 2013).
More so, some Christian FBOs in Africa, mainly those led by the American
evangelical missionaries, have been accused of using financial incentives to
the needy with the intention of converting them to Christianity. Of concern
for the FBOs affiliated to the evangelical stream is their unwavering support
for supposedly fundamentalist churches in Africa; the ‘natural family’
agenda and ‘pro-family’ movement; and the influence of the conservative
evangelical agenda on global HIV/AIDS policy. These seemingly rigid poli-
cies of the evangelical FBOs raise concerns about their agendas in delivering
services, which seem to focus on evangelization and alleged “unethical con-

version” (Agensky 2013). Correspondingly, Islamic FBOs have also been ac-
cused of proselytism in Africa. Apart from initiating missionary activities to
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those Muslims, who in the assessment of these organizations are not ‘true’
believers, in Africa such efforts have also been directed towards non-Muslim
population. In some parts of Africa, for instance in southern Chad, Islamic
FBOs such as al-Makka al-Mukarrama (Saudi Arabia), the Africa Muslim
Agency (Kuwait) and al-Muntada (Saudi Arabia) have centers for new con-
verts for religious instruction, feeding and accommodation (Kaag 2007).

As religious organizations, FBOs also have a missionary function apart
from providing humanitarian aid and development. They are ultimately
concerned with advancing their respective religious traditions. This mis-
sionary desire is demonstrated in their activities that involve distributing
religious materials together with aid. While addressing humanitarian cri-
ses in Africa, FBOs respond in different ways. Most Christian FBOs ad-
dress all forms of disaster and appear not to ‘discriminate’ in their delivery
of aid. This could be demonstrated with the presence of Christian FBOs
in non-Christian majority environments such as Somalia, Darfur and
Chad, but which has been interpreted by Muslims as a strategy to win
converts (Ahmed 2009). Some Christian FBOs are known for specifically
targeting non-Christian sites for evangelism purposes through mission-
aid (Agensky 2013). Christianity in Africa is associated with development
projects in the areas of education, health, housing, as well as relief and
humanitarian services, which are intended to attract followers. Thus, “In
this regard, salvation is not only equated to liberation of the human being
from sin and hell but also from fear, hunger and anything that obscures
God’s image in human beings, distracts human potential and dehuman-
izes people”, Oliver Mtapuri (2017:119) observed.

Despite the praising of Christian FBOs for their ‘non-discrimination’ in
delivering aid, this does not suggest lack of some Christian FBOs that
seem to favor helping their co-religionists. This attitude comes out clear
during hiring of staff. With regard to recruitment policy, some Christian
FBOs emphasize employment of Christians, except when working in a
predominantly non-Christian zone. Such organizations would demand a
statement of faith from prospective applicants; letters from church lead-
ers; rigorous questions about the applicant’s spiritual life, among other
considerations (Agensky 2013). However, those Christian FBOs working
in non-Christian areas have been compelled to hire non-Christian staff,
but only to certain levels of seniority (Agensky 2013). Without doubt, em-
phasizing on specific criteria of employment, “religion operates as a
mechanism of social closure, offering opportunities for some while ex-
cluding others” (Burchardt 2012:21).
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While Islamic-FBOs in sub-Saharan Africa have been criticized for alleg-
edly engaging in discrimination in delivering services and initiating de-
velopment, the example of Mustadafin Foundation (in South Africa) re-
futes this blanket condemnation of Muslim FBOs whose programmes
also cater for “overall community irrespective of the religion or culture”
(Sadouni 2007:112). The universality with which such Islamic FBOs dis-
tribute aid to underprivileged populations has enhanced their popularity
among both Muslim and non-Muslim communities. Nevertheless, there
seem to be a thin line between mission and aid framing during service
delivery as far as FBOs are concerned. It should be appreciated that FBOs
participation in humanitarian crises is mobilized through religious essen-
tials, which desires specific religious end results such as increasing mem-
bers to their respective religions. Despite this awareness, the involvement
of FBOs in development aid also compels them to ‘privatise’ their religion,
where they are expected to adhere to general codes of conduct while deliv-
ering services, which bars religiously biased activities. Such is the pre-
dominant framework through which FBOs operate in Africa.

Conclusion

This chapter has shown that Africa has witnessed the rise and institution-
alization of an independent civil society reflected in the massive spread of
FBOs since 1980s ranging from Christian FBOs to Islamic oriented FBOs.
The appearance of FBOs delivering services has seen donors granting fi-
nancial support to FBOs in various critical areas relevant to development
in Africa. In their efforts to eradicate poverty and other devastating social
circumstances, governments in Africa have come to the realization that
FBOs are important agents for initiating development on the continent.
The chapter focused on the interface of religion and development net-
works, raising broader questions about how religious institutions balance
between the two notions of mission and aid while offering services and
undertaking development. There are those FBOs that mix service delivery
and proselytization, while others deal with social provision as the main
domain of their activities. Since FBOs operate as intermediaries that de-
pend on their co-religionist benefactors and constituencies, this religious
connection influences “the ways people access the networks and re-
sources offered by FBOs” (Burchardt 2012:16). Also demonstrated in the
chapter are the successes and controversies surrounding the activities of
most prominent FBOs in Africa, particularly, the alleged involvement in
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terror related activities and deliberate propagation of their faiths to the
recipients of the humanitarian aid and development projects. Despite this
supposed shortfall, FBOs’ delivery of services should be broadened and
encouraged on the continent to complement the dwindling efforts of the
States in Africa.
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Africa’s Muslim Non-Governmental Organizations:
Competitive Charities, Altruistic Allies?

Muhammed Haron

Introduction

Throughout the 20" century both majority and minority Muslim commu-
nities have been ably represented by a plethora of organizations that have
been active in various types of social welfare and humanitarian work. Over
the years these organizations, which have been classified by social scien-
tists as Faith Based Organizations (FBOs) that is a sub-category within the
Non-Governmental Organizations’ (NGOs) sector, have indeed made a
qualitative difference in the lives of those communities that encountered
severe starvation, famines, sanitation difficulties, and a host of other neg-
ative experiences. Since Africa has experienced many of these during the
past decades without any relief in sight for some of these communities,
the international and national Muslim NGOs - as they shall be referred
to throughout this essay — have made substantial inputs to bring about
some if not total relief to their plight; the pro-active position that these
organizations displayed among Africa’s nation-states where communities
—irrespective of their social, ethnic, linguistic, cultural, and religious back-
grounds — have gone through trying times, is admirable and commenda-
ble; they have most certainly helped to alleviate and assuage these com-
munities’ distressing circumstances.

This essay reflects upon the nexus between religion and development by
looking at it through a Muslim lens; and also describes a few Muslim
NGOs that have been involved in different parts of the continent and
showing to what extent they complement and differ from each other; and
in the process it also wishes to illustrate whether they are competitive
charities or altruistic allies. And by way of concluding, it also questions
whether these Muslim NGOs (and their Christian counterparts) are in-
tently mission oriented or whether they are purely humanitarian agencies
that complement one another as they purport to be.
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Development and Religion (Islam): Their Nexus

Before the new millennium ushered in, the relationship between ‘Devel-
opment and Religion’ was generally understudied and an ignored field.
Ver Beek (2000) reached this conclusion after he undertook a longitudinal
study of the contents of three well-known and regularly circulated jour-
nals, namely World Development, Journal of Development Studies and Jour-
nal of Developing Areas. He assessed their contents over a period of 15 years
(that is, from 1982 to 1998) and he argued that religion was given scant
attention throughout this period. While one agrees with Ver Beek’s overall
conclusions, it appears that he neglected to factor in the World Develop-
ment’s special edition (Vol. 8 Issue 7-8) that gave special attention to this
theme (Bosco 2017). In the same article Ver Beek correctly underlined that
even its concomitant concept, that is ‘spirituality’ was sidelined and re-
garded as a taboo topic. Ver Beek’s observations were further reinforced
by, among others, the Danish Centre for Development Research’s
(DCDR) views; this centre’s protagonists expressed the opinion that “reli-
gion has generally been ignored in the development debate. Development
researchers and practitioners have devoted much too little attention to the
theme although politics and religion in most non-western countries are
closely intertwined and, in particular, political conflicts often have an ob-
vious and very strong religious dimension” (www.dmcdd.org/knowledge-
center/religion-and-development/). According to DCDR, religion’s ne-
glect as a potential force in the development arena may be attributed to
various processes that have been at work for a number of decades; the
processes that affected development were secularization, modernization,
and globalization.

On the whole it appears that Ver Beek’s significant study seems to have -
but not necessarily so — stimulated a series of research projects (including
those that were initiated by the mentioned Danish Centre). As a spin-off,
one noted that in the 2000s the research theme was taken up by, inter alia,
scholars at UK’s University of Birmingham (that was guided by Carol Ra-
kodi [http://www.idd.bham.ac.uk]), The Netherland’s Erasmus University
Rotterdam (that was led by Gerrie ter Haar [http://www.religionanddevel-
opment.nl/]), and USA’s Georgetown University (that was mentored by
Katherine Marshall [http://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/]); these schol-
ars and their teams of researchers set up special projects that had ‘Reli-
gion and Development’ as its main theme and focus. More than one and
a half decades passed and looking back one observed that many studies
have since been produced by the mentioned scholars and their
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teams/partners. Though much of the current research, as observed by
Lodahl (2016: 3), leaned towards the study of Development and Christian-
ity (Petersen 2010), others have turned to Islam and other religious tradi-
tions, as noted when browsing through Bosco’s (2017) revealing article
that succinctly assessed the field and Swart & Nell’s (2016) useful biblio-
graphical essay (also see Jones & Petersen 2011).

Since this chapter’s concern is ‘Islam’, it confined itself to this religious
tradition only. But before elaborating on it, the author wishes to comment,
albeit briefly, on the definitions of both concepts; two variables that have
been described by scholars such as Selinger (2004) as having an ‘uneasy
relationship’ and by Mesbahuddin (2010) as ‘uncomfortable bedfellows’
because ‘development’ — as a crucial concept - has been underpinned by a
neoliberal philosophical frame that not only challenged the position of re-
ligion in the secular sphere but one that went up against the spirit of reli-
gious traditions such as Islam. Be that as it may, here the focus turns to
the concept ‘development’ that was defined and elaborated upon by nu-
merous scholars including those who have chapters in this volume. The
rationale for summarily capturing its definition here is to not only com-
plement its coverage as discussed in this volume’s other chapters, but it
wishes to lay the grounds for how Muslims view and interpret it.

Development Defined, Development Defended

From the onset it should be mentioned that ‘development’ as a concept
was mooted by social scientists; scholars who were influenced by secular
thought. They thus defined and described the term in a rather restricted
and narrow sense. These scholars stressed the significance of develop-
ment with regards to economics, politics, and social issues as they were
reflected in the South (aka the Third World) as opposed to their advance-
ment and transformation in the North (aka First World), Since it was con-
fined to these three interrelated sectors, it automatically implied that the
meaning that it inherently contained and conveyed was indeed — and
rightly so - a highly contested one (Tittensor & Clarke 2014; Bosco 2017).
Since the understanding of the concept varied in meaning from one group
of scholars to another and even across a variety of disciplines, it is under-
standable why one social scientist observed that whilst it was “a product
of personal preference”, it too reflected a ‘value judgment’; the concept
has, moreover, also been termed a two-edged/ double-edged sword
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(Adamu 2011). On the one hand, development from a purely socio-eco-
nomic perspective brought numerous benefits (such as improving a com-
munity’s material well-being and its technological gains); and, on the
other, it produced several losses and it also generated value conflicts (such
as the destruction of settled communities’ cultures through the twin pro-
cesses of secularization & modernization and damaging the pristine envi-
ronment through excessive and uncontrolled mining).

Tyndale (2003) drew some of her ideas from the late Sri Lankan, A. T Ari-
yaratne, who was the founder of the Sarvodaya Shramadana Movement.
Ariyaratne (1980) regarded development as a process of awakening of all;
for him, the awakening procedure was an integrated one. In other words,
it is an all-encompassing system that included the spiritual, moral, cul-
tural, social, political and economic aspects of human life. Defining the
concept slightly differently, the Dutch based Knowledge Centre borrowed
Amartya Sen’s (1999) thoughts and according to it the concept of ‘devel-
opment’ should be “described as the expansion of the effective freedom
of human beings to strive for what they find important (and) impediments
to freedom are of a political and economic as well as an ecological, social
and cultural nature. ” Alkire (2006) expanded upon Sen’s (1999) under-
standing and definition; she stressed the point that “if development aims
to expand the freedoms (that) people value and have reason to value, and
if religion is so valued, then religious freedoms should be part of develop-
ment (along with tolerance and democratic practices”. Since Alkire ex-
plained by building on this definition, this essay goes along with the idea
of viewing development as a variable that integrates with the other men-
tioned variables seamlessly; via this process, it may be argued, it widens
and enlarges the freedoms of people wherever they are located.

Religion Defined. Islam Described

When closely reflecting on what has so far been discussed by scholars
outside the house of Islam, one may argue that Muslims would not differ
much with Ariyaratne’s conceptualization, nor would they disagree with
Sen’s notion of it as ‘freedom’ as expanded by Alkire; they would find syn-
ergies with these perspectives and reinforce them. The reason for making
this assumption is based on the fact that when searching for a definition
of religion, as articulated by Crawford (2002) and briefly discussed by Ber-
ger (2006), or more specifically for the definition of Islam as a religion as
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expressed by Nasr (1996) and noted by Shepard (2009), Muslims compel-
lingly pronounced it as their ‘way of life’ (Pramanik 2002); they persua-
sively put forward, as Al-Jayyousi (2012) stated, the view that Islam en-
compasses everything that is associated with life.

Worded differently, for Muslims Islam is not a religion that can easily be
compartmentalized and divided though some progressive Muslim groups
hold this view. Aside from this, Islam is also not viewed as a religion that
concerns itself with an individual’s private or personal life (Selinger 2004).
On the contrary, it is conceptualized as an indivisible structure that con-
nects all its aspects such as politics, economics, and culture, and religion
into an integrated whole. From this angle, Muslims always considered
everything as one; according to their unwavering belief in the five articles
of faith, they argued that all of these variables are rooted within the con-
ceptualization of God whom they regard as indivisible and one. So, for the
Muslims, politics and development form segments within the house of
Islam and they are not apart from it. And in addition, they would consider
humanitarianism as a natural spin-off or sub-section of development.
Here it is appropriate to quote Saggiomo (2012) who stated that the “no-
tion of development tended to be defined (according to Muslims) ... in
terms of the(ir) struggle against poverty and fulfillment of the fundamen-
tal needs, interpreted under the Islamic religion as the achievement of
peace and harmony at the individual and the collective levels (respec-
tively).”

Related to this note, one turns to Kroessin’s (2008) study; one that inves-
tigated the ‘Concepts of Development in Islam’. This study provided rea-
sonably deep insights into how Muslim scholars grappled with the con-
cept though he did not offer a useful definition that one could appropriate
and apply. In the light of this, one draws on Pramanik (2002) and Al-
Jayyousi (2012), among others, who provided insightful reflections on the
concept. While the former compared the secular vis-a-vis the Muslim view
of development and made the seamless connection between development
and Islam, the latter demonstrated the significant relationship between
Islam and Sustainable Development during this era of globalization; a
process that caused religious traditions (such as Islam and Christianity)
to dramatically resurface and reclaim their rightful position in the public
sphere.

When evaluating the definition of Islam as understood and expressed by
the traditional Muslim scholars, then it is agreed that Islam, like other
religious traditions, consists of an essential set of beliefs and practices that
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undergird its overall philosophy and outlook that are embedded in their
two primary sources, namely the Qur'an (i.e. God’s words) and Hadith
(the prophetic statements) . Drawing upon these sources and their general
reflections regarding life, contemporary Muslims argue that Islam is ‘a
way of life’; one that does not see itself confined and restrictive but one
that includes development and encompasses humanitarianism as essen-
tial extensions of it.

In other words, according to this contemporary understanding, develop-
ment - and by implication humanitarianism - forms a fundamental part
of the Muslims religious life; it is one that equally stresses both spiritual
and material development; it does not give more weight to the latter at the
expense of the other. However, even though they generally weigh equally
in this temporary abode, they subscribe to the opinion that whatever good
they undertake (such as extending a helping hand to their neighbour or
assisting those who need humanitarian aid), they would eventually be re-
warded by God in the eternal life-to-come for their material contributions
in this locale. So, for them, all good deeds and tasks that were and are
performed have spiritual value; these have tangible and intangible spir-
itual outcomes that will eventually come to their rescue and assistance
when they return to God’s eternal abode; a place where they will be hand-
somely rewarded in spiritual terms.

Since it is not the intention to unpack the notion of humanitarianism in
this chapter, it briefly draws on Abuarqub and Philips (2009) Islamic Re-
lief report that provided a helpful overview of its history in and beyond the
Muslim world. In their report they pointed out that, “...humanitarianism
is a very broad concept that encompasses traditional forms of charity, with
which modern humanitarian aid is more often associated, and (it is) also
more holistic interactions between human beings and indeed all crea-
tures” (2009:3). They then went on to explain that there are obligatory and
voluntary charities that by and large involve the material transfer from
those who have to those who do not possess anything; besides these char-
itable acts, one may also perform charity by saying a kind word to one’s
neighbour or to a child. This implies that charity is not restricted to mate-
rial matters but that it includes others as well. The two rapporteurs cor-
rectly argued that, “The concept of charity (in Islam) is central to social
justice, which is (indeed a) sacred (act)...” (ibid.). They added that as a re-
sult of its sacredness within Islam, it is also regarded as a key tenet of
Muslim belief that all should adhere to privately and publicly. In essence
then, the act of doing humanitarian work within the house of Islam is a
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pivotal part of being and acting out one’s beliefs in all sectors of human
life; be it in political life, social affairs, or in the developmental sector.

Islam and Development:
Muslim NGOs Making the Move (Ragab 1980)

Now when one considers charity or rather humanitarian work as a sacred
act that contributes towards social justice, then one can understand the
reason why, despite divergent approaches among Muslims, much empha-
sis has been placed on showing the intimate connection between Islam
and Development. Since various ways of demonstrating this relationship
exists, certain Muslim organizations have set up Muslim NGOs as a
means of expressing their understanding and interpretation of Islam’s
primary sources. These sources inspired them to establish structures such
as charitable organizations and humanitarian agencies in order that they
may pursue their altruistic objectives in and beyond their religious com-
munities.

While some of these Muslim institutions have thrown their nets wide by
addressing various issues ranging from educational matters, health-care
concerns and environmental affairs to human rights advocacy tasks, oth-
ers restricted themselves to humanitarian aid since these groups saw this
as a neglected sector. Returning to the understanding of Islam as ex-
pressed earlier and when viewing these organizations through a Muslim
lens, it will be observed that they see all of these activities as part of a
whole; and they do not really limit themselves to particular matters as
might be the case with secular NGOs. Considering these points, it may be
prudent to turn to the definition of Muslim NGOs; institutions that may
be viewed as concrete extensions of their religious identity in action. Sag-
giomo (2012:1) simply defined Muslim NGOs as “formal and informal
organizations that carry out aid work on the basis of their Islamic faith,
while using Islamic charitable funds”.

Even though Muslim NGOs form an integral part of those that have been
categorized and defined as Faith Based Organizations (FBOs), this author
chose to steer clear of using this term partly because of its impreciseness
and its ambiguity. In fact, Clarke & Ware (2015) mentioned that ‘a precise
definition’ for it was not found. Even so and a decade prior to this, Clarke
& Jennings (2008:6) defined an FBO as, “any organization that derives
inspiration and guidance for its activities from the teachings and princi-
ples of the faith or from a particular interpretation or school of thought
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within the faith”. Though an acceptable term, another reason for employ-
ing the alternative term is that FBOs do share similar NGO characteris-
tics; they are independent, voluntary, altruistic, and for non-profit pur-
pose.

Coming back to Muslim NGOs, one may wish to assertively argue that the
formation of the Muslim NGOs - though this was an unfamiliar term
then - began more than a century ago if not earlier; as operational struc-
tures, they complemented the empire/state’s public services when the
need arose. As a matter of fact, newspaper reports of the early 20" century
reflect the presence of such Muslim NGOs in Muslim minority commu-
nities that were economically mobile and that responded to the needs in
and beyond their communities. This thus counters the argument put for-
ward by Osman (2003), Salih (2004), Petersen (2010), Saggiomo (2012),
and Kobo (2016); each of them advocated the view that these types of or-
ganizations only came to the fore during the late 20" century. In any case,
Singer (2016) correctly pointed to the fact that some of these Muslim
NGOs were preceded by Wagqf (endowed) institutions that played the same
role. Each of these institutions illustrated tangibly how they were able to
bring about a qualitative difference in the lives of those that deserved at-
tention and that needed moral-cum-financial support.

Before addressing the Muslim NGOs that have been and are active in Af-
rica, it is important to acknowledge that some international Muslim
NGOs were and continue to be monitored, restricted, and closed down.
The reasons for these actions are largely connected to the USA’s “War on
Terror,” justified or not. However, some national/regional organizations
managed to escape the surveillance system by remaining loyal to the coun-
try where they operate since the services that they carried out were lauded
by the local and regional government.

Muslim NGOs in Africa: Making Interventions, Bringing Changes

Over the years ample literature evaluated the contributions of FBOs gen-
erally and the Muslim NGOs specifically (Rakodi 2007; Jones & Petersen
2011). These review texts demonstrated that there was bias towards ‘Chris-
tianity and Development’ and the reason for this was fairly simple; at the
end of the 20" century, Christian NGOs led by Archbishop of Canterbury
led a delegation at the invitation of the World Bank, which had until then
held onto a narrow notion of development (Petersen 2010), to discuss
ways of partnering since the Christian NGO network was wider and more
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expansive than the secular ones. From then onwards they struck a mean-
ingful partnership and received the necessary financial injection to pursue
research. The outcomes of this relationship paid off handsomely in that
conferences were hosted, and publications produced under the supervi-
sion of Katherine Marshall (Petersen 2010).

Even though Christianity has been the tradition that was given much at-
tention by Marshall and others, she saw to it that other traditions such as
Islam were also covered. Some of the research publications that she co-
authored/co-edited had chapters or sections that dealt with the Muslim
NGOs’ activities. From among these were local (African) Muslim NGOs
and others were international organizations; the latter were among those
that were set up in the West and opted to extend their tentacles into Af-
rica’s heartlands where communities experienced unbearable hardships.
These communities faced, among others, famine and hunger that nega-
tively affected their health. In response to these developments, Muslim
NGOs came to their rescue offering the necessary humanitarian aid. It is
to these international Muslim NGOs that this essay first turns since they
have been active for a very long time across the continent.

International Muslim NGOs in Africa

During the past number of years Muslim NGOs, which were set up in
both Muslim majority countries and in Western-based Muslim minority
communities, have expanded their networks and increased their activities
from being small-time zakat collectors to big-time humanitarian aid agen-
cies. These Muslim NGOs extended their hands to assist in whichever way
they could in order to relieve those who were affected by the various ca-
lamities and misfortunes. As a consequence of these organizations’ qual-
itative inputs, their contributions have been recognized by international
bodies such as the UN and Organization of Islamic Cooperation. From
among these transnational organizations that have extended their wings
far and wide across borders (Weiss 2008; Nejima 2016), the following or-
ganizations come to mind: Britain’s Islamic Relief World Wide, Britain’s
Muslim Hands International, Britain’s Muslim Aid, Turkey’s IHH, Ku-
wait’s African Muslim Agency/Direct Aid, Sudan’s Islamic African Relief
Agency, Sudan’s Munazzamat al-Da’wat al-Islamiya, and South Africa’s
Gift of the Givers (Petersen 2012). One may visit the following site to view
a few well-known Muslim NGOs: (www.thoughtco .com/top-islamic-char-
itable-organizations-2004028). Since it is somewhat beyond the scope of
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this chapter to provide a fair insight into each of these, it will select some
to show the extent of their presence in Africa.

(a) Britain’s Muslim Hands (www.muslimhands.org)

Unlike Islamic Relief World-Wide’s founder Hany al-Banna (Egyp-
tian/British medical doctor) who witnessed the suffering in Sudan during
December 1983, Muslim Hands (MH) had its origins a decade later when
the regrettable Balkan communal conflict escalated. A group of Muslims
from Britain’s city of Nottingham realized the desperation of the Bosnian
(Muslim and Christian) communities that were ethnically cleansed and
literally wiped out by the oppressive Eastern Orthodox Serbian forces.
Since 1993 Muslim Hands developed into one of Britain’s foremost char-
ities and it set up field offices in over 20 countries; it however, works in
more than 40 countries and has an annual budget of more than
£ 7,000,000. The expenditure covered a range of issues: from disaster re-
lief to basic education and this has resulted in millions benefitting across
the global village (Haron 2010; 2017). An important point to recall at this
point is that organizations (such as MH that started out doing charitable
work) were forced to shift their focus to disaster relief and humanitarian
aid since the situations that they encountered necessitated that their net
be thrown wider and include those communities that were heavily af-
fected by natural disasters. MH and others did this quite naturally since
their understanding of Islam’s teachings was fairly broad and accommo-
dative; one that considered humanitarian aid as part of developmental aid.

Nevertheless, though MH started with activities in the Balkans, it eventu-
ally extended its wings to far beyond Europe and set up an ‘Orphan Spon-
sorship Scheme’ in Africa; a project that was also established in the Bal-
kans and some Asian states. Apart from having paid attention to Africa’s
orphans, it concerned itself with building educational structures as was
the case during 1994 when it built a primary school in Gambia; it planned
to construct similar schools in Niger, Mali, and the Sudan. MH forwarded
the following argument for pursuing this particular project: “Nearly one-
third of children missing school are African and of the 40 million African
children out of school, the majority (of them) are girls. Muslim Hands will
work to build schools alongside ongoing work to treat and prevent
HIV/AIDS as this disease is set to claim the lives of 10% of Africa's teach-
ers in the next five years, with 20% of school-age children being AIDS
orphans” (s