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Abstract

Addressing the implications of the introduction of the concept of religion to Africa in 
the colonial era, this essay approaches religion from a relational angle that takes into 
account the connections between Africa and Europe. Much can be learned about the 
complexity and power dynamics of these connections by studying religion not simply 
in but also from Africa. Referring to historical and current materials from my research 
in Ghana by way of example, my concern is to show how a focus on religion can serve 
as a productive entry point into the longstanding relational dynamics through which 
Africa and Europe are entangled. This is a necessary step in decolonizing scholarly 
knowledge production about religion in Africa, and in religious studies at large.
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1 Introduction

Sixty years after many countries in sub-Saharan Africa gained independence 
from European colonialism, there is still an urgent need to acknowledge and 
identify the resilience of what Valentine Mudimbe aptly calls ‘epistemological 
ethnocentrism’ (1988, 28). This also plays out in the study of religion—in Africa 
and beyond. His book Invention of Africa appeared more than thirty years ago, 
but even though the need to ‘provincialize Europe’ (Chakrabarty 2001) is often 
emphasized in academic knowledge production about other parts of the world, 
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much thinking about how exactly to decolonize our approaches, concepts, and 
curricula is still to be done. As a scholar born and living in Europe who has 
been conducting research on religion in Ghana for more than 30 years, I opt 
for a relational approach that takes into account the past and present connec-
tions between Africa and Europe. Rather than seeking to reimagine Africa in 
indigenous terms, as advocated by some Afrocentric thinkers, I take a transre-
gional perspective on past and present African-European entanglements, and 
their repercussions for the production of knowledge in the past, the present, 
and for the future (Meyer 2020a, see also Meyer 2018). I use the term ‘entangle-
ment’ to refer to a hyperconnectivity in which historically constituted relations 
between Africa and Europe—and other regions—intersect and criss-cross 
each other on many levels, making it impossible to take a sharp distinction 
between these regions as an imagined starting point. Entanglement cannot be 
reduced to straightforward relations between A and B, but involves a complex, 
dynamic formation that scholars are to unpack.

This perspective is inspired by the point made persistently by Achille 
Mbembe to understand Africa as inextricably connected with the world. 
Speaking from Africa, he states:

It is not simply the case that a part of African history lies somewhere else, 
outside Africa. It is also that a history of the rest of the world, of which 
we are inevitably the actors and guardians, is present on the continent. 
Our way of belonging to the world, of being in the world and inhabiting 
it, has always been marked by, if not cultural mixing, then at least the 
interweaving of worlds, in a slow and sometimes incoherent dance with 
forms and signs which we have not been able to choose freely, but which 
we have succeeded, as best we can, in domesticating and putting at our 
disposal. (2007, 26).

Taking this insight to heart has repercussions for how we, Western and African 
scholars, conceive of the study of religion in Africa. ‘Africa is not what it is 
because of what it is like. Africa is what it is because of what the world is like, 
and vice versa. So we study Africa to understand the world’, as Elísio Macamo 
(2018, 8) puts it aptly. The idea of studying Africa to understand the world in 
ways that transcend a still-lingering Eurocentrism, yet also an Afrocentrism that 
speaks back to criticize this position,1 also drives my own scholarship. Against 
this backdrop I do not regard the study of religion in Africa as being merely 
about Africa; in fact, I wonder ever more what ‘religion’ ‘in’ ‘Africa’ actually is.  
The expression ‘religion in Africa’ normalizes what should be questioned: 
what do we mean by it? How far does the study of religion in Africa always 
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already presuppose a perspective from Europe? How can we develop the study 
of religion in Africa in a critical and productive manner that does not confine 
it to a regional subfield that scholars in the study of religion outside of African 
studies can comfortably neglect? How do we open up vistas ‘to understand the 
world’ from the angle of interwovenness, in the sense of Elísio Macamo and 
Achille Mbembe, through studying religion from Africa?

Obviously such big questions cannot be answered in one essay and require 
extensive discussion among scholars. They are prompted by my research 
among the Ewe in Ghana, which often left me wondering how to convey my 
findings in scholarly discourses about religion. This puzzlement was enhanced 
with my move from cultural anthropology to religious studies in 2011, which 
involved the need to familiarize myself with a more generalizing discourse 
about religion, in the light of which my work on religion in Africa somehow 
seemed to be peripheral. My main concern here is to explain, in the light of 
my research, why it is important to pose these questions and, in so doing, to 
spotlight some crucial issues that are to be addressed in order to deconstruct 
the epistemological ethnocentrism that Mudimbe has already diagnosed. As 
Eva Spies puts it poignantly: ‘Epistemologies are not givens but decisions on 
how knowledge should be produced. To rethink them is one step in the endless 
loops between social exchanges through research, the realities they generate, 
and their theorization’ (2019, 63). Africa, Europe, and religion are epistemic 
objects that, rather than being ‘found’ in the world out there, always already 
determine how we study that world (see also Zobel 2011). The challenge is to 
denaturalize these epistemic objects and critically assess how they inform 
knowledge production about the world without breaking up their historical 
connectedness. In my view, the aim is neither to return to an idea of Africa as 
situated outside of the sphere of Europe (and vice versa) nor to abandon the 
term ‘religion’. The concept of religion is to be opened up from the relational 
dynamics across them.

2 Studying Religion in Africa

The study of religion in Africa is a thriving field with researchers from Europe, 
Africa, and elsewhere. In its history of more than fifty years, the Journal of 
Religion in Africa has been a stimulating forum to assemble this scholarship and 
offer a platform for critical debates. It offers articles based on grounded histori-
cal and ethnographic research about a plethora of themes, with Christianity 
and so-called ATR (African Traditional Religion) being the prime focus, next 
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to Islam and, more recently, religions from Asia. While this regional expertise 
is tremendously important, it also has certain limitations. Once one is inside 
this field the focus on religion in Africa and the ways of studying it may easily 
be taken for granted. However, since religion in Africa is not simply about or 
confined to Africa, its study must be situated in a broader frame than that of 
African studies, extending at the very least into the broader discipline of reli-
gious studies in which region-specific expertise still tends to be marginalized, 
despite persistent calls for reconfiguration and decolonization (Klinken 2020; 
Nye 2019).

Notwithstanding the existence of the African Association for the Study of 
Religions (ASSR) and sections focusing on African religion and religions within 
the American Academy of Religion (AAR) and similar institutions, religious 
studies and the study of religion in Africa are not yet as integrated and syn-
ergized as one might wish. Usually the study of religion in Africa remains one 
regional subfield among others that scholars interested in religious studies—
conceived as a generally applicable set of theories and methods with regard to 
comparative religion—think they can afford to neglect. With this essay I would 
like to assert and explain why this stance is problematic. It forms the counter-
part to my essay ‘Remapping our Mindset’ (2020a), in which I argue that there 
is need for a reorientation of religious studies—and of academia in general—
that takes fully into account the transregional connections between the former 
European centres of knowledge production and areas of imperial European 
outreach so as to develop fresh postcolonial perspectives for the study of 
religion in our entangled world. The point is that region-specific knowledge 
(also beyond Africa) is usually much more sensitive to historical transregional 
entanglements than knowledge produced from the presumed centre with its 
abstract universalizing claims. Hence such knowledge from and about Africa 
must be engaged outside of the confines of African studies, so as to ‘provincial-
ize’ central analytical concepts and build a new, non-Eurocentric conceptual 
framework for the study of religion.

In this part of my essay I concentrate on the epistemological implications of 
the introduction of the term ‘religion’ into Africa. The key question here is how 
religion, as a term denoting a concept, got to Africa and how its introduction 
(mis)represented, yet also affected, the African ideas and practices to which 
scholars, missionaries, and colonial administrators made it refer. My point is 
not that what is referred to as religion in Africa should not be designated by 
that term and be replaced by indigenous alternatives. On the contrary, it is 
exactly by focusing on the use of ‘religion’—taken as an umbrella term that 
encompasses a broader vocabulary—that it is possible to gain a sense of how 
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‘Africa’ is part of religious studies, and of how Africa and Europe are inextrica-
bly intertwined, even though this is ill recognized or, at least from a European 
mainstream perspective, conveniently ‘forgotten’ (Fabian 2009). Here the work 
of David Chidester, who called to resituate ‘comparative religion in the his-
torical context of colonial conflict’ (1996, 1), offers a productive starting point. 
As he points out in his book Savage Systems, the human sciences, including 
comparative religion and anthropology, ‘in their constitution as authoritative 
and eventually, professional knowledge, disguised their origin in this reality of 
intercultural contact and exchange, even preventing any recognition that their 
foundational notion of the human depended upon the new interchanges of an 
expanding global order’ (1996, 1). Chidester traces the emergence of compara-
tive religion back to the frontier zones of European colonial outreach in which 
intruders and indigenous people assessed, constituted, and contested the con-
cept of religion and related terms under unequal power relations.2 As he puts it 
ironically and succinctly: ‘Before coming under colonial subjugation, Africans 
had no religion. After local control was established, however, they were found 
to have had a religious system after all’ (1996, 20). Taken to offer evidence for 
a low stage in the evolution of religion, this African religious system was rel-
evant for the comparative study of religion emerging in the mid-nineteenth 
century. Chidester’s critical epistemological project of tracing back the terms 
employed in the study of religion from the European centres to the colonial 
frontier zones is an important step in assessing the conceptual repercussions 
of knowledge production about religion under imperial conditions that still 
haunt the production of knowledge in religious studies (see also Chidester 
2014). Clearly, studying religion in Africa is not confined to a conceptual space 
‘within’ Africa, but enshrines a long history of African-European economic, 
social, political, and conceptual connections under unequal power relations 
that must be scrutinized and unpacked.

I agree with Chidester that by tracing the history of such entanglements to 
the frontier zones in which European-African relations were shaped, ‘it is pos-
sible that we might clear a space—perhaps even a postcolonial, postimperial, 
postapartheid space—where something new in the study of religion might 
happen’ (1996, 266; see Meyer 2018, 61–62). This wish for something new to 
happen underpins my question ‘What is religion in Africa?’ In my view it can 
only be answered satisfactorily by gaining a sound historical consciousness of 
the relational dynamics through which Africa and Europe became, and still 
are, entangled. In so doing, I want to address two critical issues that underpin 
the study of religion in Africa—the difficulty of translation and Africa’s pre-
sumed religiosity, in the sense of an existential, deeply felt orientation toward 
the divine.
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2.1 Translation
‘How to analyse “religion” in a society in which the concept of “religion” is 
absent?’ Louis Brenner (1989, 87) asks poignantly. External European concepts 
define what is meant by ‘religion in Africa’. This involves the use of a Christian 
concept of religion that emphasizes belief, knowledge, and churchlike com-
munity, at the expense of the dimension of people’s participation in ‘religious’ 
rituals and the ritualized embodiment of knowledge. His critique resonates 
with the point made by such scholars as Talal Asad (1993), that the academic 
study of religion is indebted to post-Enlightenment, Protestant, and by now 
secularized notions of religion that are mistaken as universal, and thus tend 
to misrepresent Islam as well as indigenous traditions. Still, Brenner is not 
advocating abandoning the use of the term ‘religion’; putting it in quotation 
marks, he wishes ‘to encourage a more open and questioning attitude of what 
might constitute “religion” in African societies’ (Asad 1993, 102), especially by 
acknowledging the importance of music, dance, and the body. I agree with 
Brenner’s point that a critical focus on translation yields important insights 
about how the term ‘religion’ touched ground in Africa.

For instance, my research on the activities of nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century German missionaries in what is present-day Ghana and 
Togo (1999) showed that they represented the Ewe, among whom they con-
ducted their proselytizing activities and ethnographic research for the sake of 
conversion and scholarship, from a Protestant viewpoint. In his ethnographic 
work Die Religion der Eweer in Süd-Togo (1911), the missionary Jacob Spieth typi-
cally started with the belief in a distant high God—Mawu—from whom the 
Ewe had become alienated, and then moved to the many indigenous and for-
eign gods (trɔ̃wo), religious secret organizations (Yewe), the belief in the soul, 
to sorcery (dzo), divination (aka), and witchcraft (adze). Relying on translated 
statements of Ewe informants whose identity he did not disclose, the book 
is a highly valuable resource.3 However, in opting for an order from high to 
low and from indigenous to foreign, Spieth presented a normative, theological 
view of actual Ewe religion as degenerated from its initial core and purity. This 
view resonated with a typical Protestant missionary view of African peoples 
having lost their link with a high God, a link that was to be remade through 
conversion to Christianity (for a critical analysis of the attribution of Western 
and Christian features to Mawu see Greene 1996). It also privileged an idea of 
ethnic identity that was understood as pure and authentic, and as challenged 
through encounters with other ethnic groups as well as European influences; 
this problem of loss of purity was, again, to be remedied through conversion, 
with the mission assuming a key role in the formation of a Christian Ewe nation 
(Meyer 2003). Such Christian views became inextricably connected with and 
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lingered on in ethnographic descriptions; they are difficult to spot and get rid 
of, as I also noticed in my research.

As noted, the possibility of detecting the misrepresentation of African ideas 
and practices that occurred by describing them through a European mission-
ary lens that shaped ethnographic descriptions depends on tracing the work of 
translation, through which certain associations and analogies were construed 
(see also Horton 1984, Shaw 1990). In Ewe, for example, the term that came clos-
est to religion was subɔ̃subɔ̃, which could better be translated as ‘worshipping’ 
or ‘serving’. These terms emphasize practices, whereas the missionaries’ notion 
of religion foregrounded cosmologies and beliefs. For them, Mawu was the 
lost God the Ewe were longing to be fully reconnected with, and Sasabonsam, 
the bush-monster, became the devil who presided over the trɔ̃wo whom the 
Ewe falsely worshipped and the charms (dzokawo) they used for protection 
and inflicting harm on enemies. These were powerful missionary translations 
that drew Ewe terms not only into a Christian vocabulary and made it com-
patible with Christianity, but also into a narrative of degeneration and pos-
sible redemption through conversion that was broadly shared in Protestant 
mission circles (Warneck 2015[1897]). Such a ‘theological reductionism’ is due, 
as Emefie Ikenga-Metuh pointed out long ago, to a ‘failure to realize that the 
differences in the beliefs of different cultures are at least as important as their 
similarities in an interpretation’ (1982, 14).

For scholars studying religion in Africa, such translations and the views they 
transport cannot be taken for granted, yet they persist despite longstanding 
critiques of ‘theological reductionism,’ especially in the context of debates 
about African notions of a high God (Greene 1996; Horton 1975a, 1975b, 1984; 
Ikenga-Methu 1982; P’Bitek 2011; Shaw 1990, 343–345). The point is that such 
translations yielded misrepresentations that became ossified and still linger 
on in how Africa is represented, also on the part of Africans (see below). From 
a critical anthropological angle (Asad 1986; Hanks and Severi 2014), the aim of 
translation is not to submit foreign terms to Western ones, thereby smoothing 
out differences, but to engage with differences. Translating and studying trans-
lation in this manner makes it possible to discern the coexistence of the known 
and the foreign in specific power relations. Since ‘translation in the colonial 
setting produces the objects of our historical knowledge’ (Hanks and Severi 
2014, 7), scholars of religion must pay utmost attention to how their scholarly 
discourse mediates missionary translations of indigenous views, and negotiate 
whether to employ existing translations or suggest new ones. Translation being 
a key feature of colonial encounters and the entanglements that ensue from 
them, it is a crucial task for scholarship to reflect on the language employed 
to convey knowledge about religion in Africa. An open-minded translation of 
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religion and associated terms, and the critical tracing of past translations can 
spotlight alternative possibilities and break open the concept of religion as 
narrowly understood from a European, Christian angle.

Speaking about religion in Africa thus requires, to invoke Dipesh Chakrabarty 
(2001), the preparedness to ‘provincialize’ a European take on religion in the 
light of alternative human-spirits relations. As Michael Lambek argues,

to provincialize God is to draw on European thought and yet at the same 
time to try to step outside the Abrahamic traditions to recognize how 
it has influenced secular thought about religion  … and to try to imag-
ine how something like ‘religion’ … might look outside the Christian and 
Islamic spheres. (2008, 121)

He substantiates his point by turning to the Nuer religion, as documented by 
Evans Pritchard (1956). Lambek argues that translating the Nuer term Kwoth 
as God was problematic because this translation failed to capture the specific, 
deictic manner in which Kwoth was spoken about among the Nuer: not as an 
objectified God out there, but in an indexical manner that signals the presence 
of Kwoth in relation to the speaker mentioning his name.

For scholars translation involves not only a search for roughly equivalent 
terms for God, the devil, or the Holy Spirit in vernacular vocabularies and vice 
versa, as I realized through my research. Even more complicated, as Lambek 
shows, is the problem of conveying equivalent semiotic relations between 
humans and spirits as they are mobilized in modes of speaking. Taking a ‘pro-
vincializing’ stance toward the translation of Western terms with regard to reli-
gion and related terms into African languages and vice versa recognizes that 
it would not be possible to engage in conversations about such human-spirits 
relations without these terms, and yet acknowledges that they are incommen-
surate and inadequate. In order to decolonize the study of religion in Africa, 
as scholars we should be much more aware of the extent to which our object 
of research and the language we employ is conditioned by translation in that a 
hitherto foreign set of terms under the umbrella of ‘religion’ was introduced to 
describe, value, and govern specific forms of human-spirits relations in Africa.4 
To retrieve and reconsider what was lost in and yet created through transla-
tion is all the more important since the concept of religion was part of colo-
nial policy in regulating—and at times policing—ways of engaging with the 
spirit world, and also has become part of postindependence state policies (see 
Meinema 2021). As a concept translated from Europe to Africa, religion was 
pluralized in administrative policies, scholarly discourse, and public debate, 
producing essentialized distinctions between Christianity, Islam, and what 
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was reconfigured as African Traditional Religion (ATR). ATR itself is a concept 
that emerged through a highly problematic generalization (Shaw 1990), and 
movements claiming this term often adopt a Christian form that is to be filled 
with traditional content (de Witte 2004). Mapped on yet brushing over pre-
viously existing semantic networks, categories, and hierarchies, the distinc-
tions between such ‘world religions’ as Christianity, Islam, and ATR also shape 
the study of religion in Africa. This yielded a bifurcated field of scholarship 
on Christianity on the one hand, and Islam on the other, at the expense of 
research on modalities of religious coexistence in the past and present (Janson 
and Meyer 2016; Janson 2021; Nolte, Ogen, and Jones 2017). Older relations, 
mutual influences, and views about each other, especially between Islam and 
indigenous traditions (Pontzen 2019), got out of view.

2.2 Africa’s Presumed Religiosity
Notwithstanding the constraints posed by translation, the term ‘religion’ was 
successfully introduced across Africa. By now Africa often features as a privi-
leged site for the study of religion, and of Christianity in particular. Despite 
the fact that the term ‘religion’ was of European origin, the idea of Africans as 
being profoundly—‘notoriously’ (Mbiti 1969, 1) or even ‘incurably’ (Parrinder 
1969, 235)—religious was also embraced by African scholars of religion, many 
of them situated in the ambit of liberal Christian theology. Asserting the 
deep religiosity of Africans and tracing it back to their traditional religiosity, 
the work of such scholars as John Mbiti resonated with the search for a pan-
African personality launched by Kwame Nkrumah and Senghor’s project of 
Négritude in the 1950s and 1960s. The assertion that Africans are, above all, 
deeply religious beings was initially made as a critical pan-African response 
to the repercussions of earlier denials of religiosity in regard to Africans in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and their characterization as being 
exponents of ‘primitive’ and ‘bad’ religion—‘idolatry’, ‘fetishism’, ‘paganism’—
with the onset of colonization and missionization in the nineteenth century 
(Chitando 1997; Platvoet and van Rinsum 2003).

Assertions of an essential Africanness rooted in religion may be a resource for 
pride and self-esteem, but also has certain problematic consequences (for an 
early critique of the ‘devout’ stance taken by such scholars as Mbiti and Turner 
see Horton 1984). It is one pole of a false ideological binary that opposes a view 
of Africa as religious to a view of Europe as secular, echoing the well-trodden 
contrast of a presumed African emotionality with a European rationality. In 
the current global configuration, Europe has indeed gone through a process of 
remarkable dechurching, with the Netherlands, where I live, at the vanguard. 
There on average one church is closed down per week, and religion tends to 
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be taken as a matter of the past and valuable as heritage, while in its living 
form it is often seen as a nuisance (Meyer 2019). At the same time, a charac-
terization of Europe as secularizing, in the sense of the eventual disappear-
ance of religion, is wrong; religion continues to thrive in many forms, even as a 
‘secular sacred’ (Balkenhol, Hemel, and Stengs 2020). Nonetheless, in line with 
mainstream public discourse, for many people in Northern Europe religion 
connotes backwardness—especially Islam, but also Evangelical Christianity. 
Against this backdrop the characterization of Africans as being ‘notoriously 
religious’ transports, once again, a temporalizing idea of Africa as not yet secu-
lar and rational.5 In the light of the earlier view of Africans as not having reli-
gion, the irony of this characterization cannot be missed. By the same token, 
for some Christians in Europe and the United States Africa is made to stand 
for the future and hope of Christendom, supported by the recent statistics pro-
vided by the Pew Research Centre (2015). Also, it is regarded as the place from 
which a ‘reverse mission’ (e.g., Adogame 2013) is unleashed to re-evangelize 
Europe which many African Christians see as morally defunct.

My point is not to deny the existence of these views and activities, but to 
deconstruct the naturalization of Africans as religious, as well as the taken-
for-granted manner in which ‘religious’ is often understood from a European 
angle. Here I echo the point made by the religious studies scholar Eze Chitando 
more than twenty years ago:

One may sympathise with their (Mbiti cum suis, BM) cultural national-
ism, but celebrating African religiosity is no substitute for a critical exam-
ination of what the term ‘religion’ implies in an African context. To speak 
of religion in the manner that they do is to extirpate the very concept 
they seek to clarify. (1997, 90)

In their much-debated article Is Africa Incurably Religious? (2003), Jan Platvoet 
and Henk van Rinsum point out that the ontologization of Africa as religious 
purports a problematic ‘mythic dichotomy of religious Africa versus secular 
Europe’ (2003, 8) that affirms a false opposition of ‘us’ and ‘them’ mapped on 
the religious-secular distinction.6 Such a stance continues to produce Africa as 
Europe’s eternal Other, with the religion-secular binary serving as the ground 
for their separation. An idea of Africa as deeply religious, ‘still enchanted’ 
(Taylor 2007, 11), or as ‘never-secular’ (Luhrmann 2012) is wrong not only 
because it lacks empirical evidence, but also because it denies Africa coeval-
ness (Fabian 1983) with secular Europe, thereby affirming longstanding exoti-
cizing stereotypes with regard to Africa and an idea of European supremacy 
vested in secularity. Maintaining this idea is doubly problematic. It not only 
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unquestionably transports to Africa a Western, Christian understanding of 
religion in terms of belief, but even attributes religion with a persistent and 
encompassing influence on all facets of life. This neglects the fact that tradi-
tionally differentiations were made between what in retrospect one could call 
‘religious’ and ‘secular’, or ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’ (Chitando 1997, 91), as well as 
that modern states in Africa actually do have secular constitutions and relate 
to religion in a secular framework (Engelke 2015). The characterization of 
Africans as religious by nature stands in the way of exploring the implications 
of the introduction of the concept of religion—and on its flip side that of the 
secular—into Africa for scholarship, governance, and everyday life.

To conclude this part, the point is that a casual use of the expression ‘reli-
gion’ in Africa can easily make us brush over the fact that religion was intro-
duced to Africa as a concept from Europe. It was made operational in colonial 
rule, missionary activities, and scholarship, and in the process was appropri-
ated by African converts to Christianity, so-called traditionalists as well as 
policy makers and scholars, and eventually even adopted as a key character-
istic of Africans by Mbiti and others.7 Spotlighting European colonial influ-
ences and their appropriation in the study of religion in Africa so as to create 
awareness for the biases and histories of scholarly concepts is an important 
step in developing a decolonial perspective on global religious history and in 
grasping global entanglements. Having problematized translation and cau-
tioned against a naturalizing characterization of Africans as religious, I opt to 
approach the study of religion in Africa as an open project through which we 
can extend our understanding of religion by studying it from Africa.

3 Studying Religion from Africa

What then could studying religion from Africa mean? Back in the 1970s Ugandan 
scholar Okot P’Bitek stated that there is need to get rid of ‘the very disparag-
ing assertions of Western scholars about African religious conceptions’ (2011, 
33). His powerful book points out that African scholars who sought to move 
beyond colonial and missionary accounts of religion were trapped in Western, 
Christian modes of analysing religion in Africa, failing to describe African reli-
gions in their own terms (see also Horton 1984, 391–392 for an appraisal). This 
failure, of course, is due to the fact that what was framed as religion in Africa 
was not confined to a separate domain in society, but was grounded in entirely 
different conceptions than those prevailing in theological—and scholarly—
approaches to religion in mentalistic terms.
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For P’Bitek, studying African religions in their own right could only be 
achieved through a decolonizing move that critically traces the history of the 
study of African religions in Western scholarship, and seeks to develop alter-
native insights. For him this meant getting out of the trap of speaking back in 
colonial, missionary terms. He urged African scholars to do this so as to develop 
a more truthful picture of religion in Africa. ‘Disentangling’, as Ghanaian phi-
losopher Kwasi Wiredu put it in the essay that precedes a reprint of P’Bitek’s 
book, ‘African frameworks of thought from colonial impositions, is an urgent 
task facing African thinkers at this historical juncture’ (2011, xxxvii). For him 
this is the condition for rethinking the universal from the bottom up, rather 
than from the top down in the usual Eurocentric manner.

The study of religion is to be decolonized not only in African studies but also 
in academia at large, and in this regard Western scholars also have a respon-
sibility to rethink their approaches and remap their mindset. As pointed out 
in the beginning, in my view the aim is not a turn to an indigenous Africa, 
imagined as stripped of Western ideas and influences. Even if this would be 
possible, it would not be an option I could take as a scholar trained in Germany 
and the Netherlands. Taking as a starting point the entanglement of Africa 
and Europe under highly asymmetrical conditions, I seek to develop a sym-
metric anthropology (Latour 2010). This means that one has to work through 
subsequent layers of translation and (mis)representation as they occurred in 
historical encounters that critical scholarship is to unpack through a detailed 
analysis of sources. Proposing to study religion ‘from’ rather than simply ‘in’ 
Africa, I want to signal the importance of taking an alternative vantage point 
for the study of religion, rather than it—implicitly—being studied ‘from’ 
Europe. The point here is to view Europe not simply in geographical terms, but 
to deconstruct it as the claimed centre for the production of knowledge about 
the world in the name of the universal (Mbembe 2017). Even though colonial-
ism has passed, the way in which scholars produce knowledge about religion 
still bears traces of the very same Eurocentric and Christian bias signalled by 
P’Bitek and Wiredu.

The expression studying religion from Africa resonates with the ‘Theory 
from the South’ project launched by Jean and John Comaroff. Thinking theory 
from the South, from Africa, does not aim to affirm the North-South binary, but 
is to ‘lay bare the larger dialectical processes that have produced and sustained 
it’ (2011, 2). Studying religion from Africa, I would say with the Comaroffs, 
‘invites us to see familiar things in different ways’ (2011, 2). This project also res-
onates with Mbembe’s proposal to think (about) the world from Africa. Doing 
so does not increase the distance between Africa and Europe, as well as other 
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parts of the world, but decentres relations of power so as to create the possibil-
ity of a new universality beyond the Eurocentrism of the Enlightenment (2017), 
according to which Africa was deemed unable to bring forth the universal and 
doomed to remain particular and deviant: a dark world apart epitomized by 
the racist figure of the ‘Negro’ (Mbeme 2014, 100–101).8

So how does taking Africa as a vantage point allow scholars of religion to 
see a presumably familiar thing as ‘religion’ in different ways? Posing this ques-
tion, my concern is to help reconfigure religion as an open concept ‘through 
which certain practices, ideas and things—e.g., with regard to the mediation 
of a sense of a “beyond”—can be grouped and compared’ (Meyer 2020b, 3). It 
is a concept that is not yet fixed and filled, but still to be developed through 
research ‘from’ Africa (and ‘from’ other places in the Global South). There are 
many important themes; in the following I want to highlight two: being in the 
world, and relationality.

3.1 Being in the World
P’Bitek states:

African religions are not so much concerned about the beginning and 
end of the world, they are rather more concerned with the good life here 
and now, with health and prosperity, with success in life, happy and pro-
ductive marriage, etc.; they deal with the causes of diseases, with fail-
ures and other obstacles in the path of self-realization and fulfillment. 
(2011, 30)

The point here is not to make an essentialized statement about what ‘African 
religions’ really are, but to counter the ideology that underpins their misrep-
resentation. This misrepresentation was due to the fact that they have been 
described from a Western, Christian mindset that was geared to an ontologi-
cal difference between transcendent and immanent, spiritual and material, 
belief and reason. For this very reason Wiredu even suggests that the engage-
ments of Africans with superhuman spirits should not be termed religion at 
all. However, as proposed, I think that we can also take notice of such engage-
ments to think about religion otherwise.

In my recent work I have sought to contribute to developing a material 
approach to religion (Meyer 2012). The aim of this approach is not to reduce 
religion to sheer materiality, but to recapture a crucial dimension of religion 
that has been sidelined by its Protestantization and dematerialization (see also 
Bräunlein 2016, 370–373).9 Such a dematerialized, mentalistic understanding 
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of religion served as the yardstick to classify and hierarchize other religions 
across the world. Africa was taken to be an abode of ‘idols’ and ‘fetishes’ by mis-
sionaries, and a prime site of primitive religiosity by scholars. By critically ana-
lyzing the ideological use of such a notion of religion its limits become evident, 
and by turning to Africa possibilities open up to see religion in a different light.

In my research work on the operations of the Norddeutsche Missions-
gesellschaft (often referred to as Bremen Mission) among the Ewe, I noted 
that the missionaries were not only preaching against so-called heathen-
dom and idolatry, but also purported a new mentality and possibilities for 
participation as producers, traders, and consumers in the modern colonial 
economy. In this sense the mission was quite worldly and mundane even 
though the missionaries themselves did not like to acknowledge this in full, 
and rather lamented about the materialism and lack of spirituality of their 
converts (Meyer 1997). Above all, the missionaries’ descriptions of their 
endeavors laid bare their own concerns and contradictions, which arose 
from promoting conversion in a new colonial world of so-called legitimate 
trade that succeeded centuries of slave trade. When reading missionary 
texts—including propaganda for the mission as well as internal reports and 
ethnography—from a critical angle, Ewe interlocutors appear to be very rea-
sonable and calculating persons, both in their religious practices and their 
mundane activities. In fact, it would even be artificial to separate these. There 
are spirits in relation to all domains of life, but they are not understood as 
immaterial gods: they become material in certain places and through cer-
tain things at certain times, while at the same time these places and things 
are not always approached as being or hosting spirits (Adjei 2019; see also 
Platvoet 2004 with regard to Akan stances towards spirits).

Rather than seeing this link between spirits and matter as an expression of 
‘animism’ or ‘fetishism’, it makes much more sense to acknowledge that from an 
Ewe or Akan view-point spirits are ‘a regular part of the resources of the world’ 
(Wiredu 2011, xxvii). Indeed, ‘if human beings understand how these powers 
function and are able to establish satisfactory relations with them, humans can 
exploit their powers to their advantage’ (ibid.). This insight, which is broadly 
shared across Africa and beyond, certainly undermines conventional views of 
Africans as being deeply religious in the usual sense of devout belief and com-
munity worship. It is rather a grounded, embedded, and to some extent instru-
mental and quite individualistic religiosity that is not separate from what we 
call economy but inflected with it, in that spirits themselves are understood 
as even human-made (Barber 1981) resources that feature in the allocation of 
other resources (see also Mbembe 2017, 193). This implies that what is referred 

Downloaded from Brill.com09/26/2023 01:46:15PM
via free access



170 Meyer

Journal of Religion in Africa 50 (2020) 156–181

to as ‘religion in Africa’ should not be narrowed down to the sphere of belief 
as conventionally conceived, but be understood as a mobilization of spiritual 
resources for all sorts of human projects.

As Hermen Kroesbergen points out in a recent article (2019), European mis-
sionaries and scholars failed to recognize these attitudes toward spirits as reli-
gion because they were confined to a European concept of religion that took 
belief and community as key elements.

Interestingly, according to Kroesbergen Pentecostalism, which is often 
criticized as being a foreign Christian movement that is against African cul-
ture and religion, brings back ‘an African concept of religion without wor-
ship groups defined by an adherence to a particular picture of the world’ 
(2019, 1). Indeed, notwithstanding the sharp criticisms Pentecostals have 
with regard to indigenous African traditions, they share with the proponents 
of these traditions a strong worldly orientation (see also de Witte 2008). 
Across Pentecostal churches the Holy Spirit is mobilized as a resource that 
allows the achievement of spiritual resources in a highly competitive world 
in which health and well-being are under siege, and people feel anxious and 
insecure. The point here is that rather than express some kind of puzzlement 
about religion in Africa being world oriented and materially grounded, it is 
important to think about these orientations as a normal dimension of reli-
gion that has been sidelined and devalued due to the proverbial Protestant 
bias that has had strong repercussions on knowledge production about 
religion. In this sense, research on religion in and from Africa can correct 
a narrow, Eurocentric conceptualization of religion that, though subject to 
critique, still lingers on in religious studies.

3.2 Relationality
While conducting research among the Ewe and working through mission-
ary materials, I have always been struck by the strong idea of persons being 
connected with other persons and spirits. This shows a sociality of relations 
in which people derive their identity through connections. Connections can 
also be a source of trouble and mishap, as is the case with witchcraft since 
witches are understood to have access to a person through blood ties and other 
intimate links (see also Geschiere 1998; Richter, Flowers, and Bongmba 2017). 
Connections with spirits may also come about by receiving certain objects 
(gifts as well as commodities), consuming food, or having sex.

In indigenous Ewe religiosity much emphasis is placed in practices of bind-
ing, for good and bad. In Pentecostal deliverance sessions during which people 
come with certain afflictions, I often heard that people felt invaded by forces 
from outside, which they experienced as harmful. During my research pastors 
talked about the importance of cutting blood ties through deliverance so as to 

Downloaded from Brill.com09/26/2023 01:46:15PM
via free access



171What Is Religion in Africa?

Journal of Religion in Africa 50 (2020) 156–181

prevent spirits from invading a person (Meyer 1998). People asserted that there 
was a need to actively close themselves to prevent intrusion of their basically 
permeable selves, for instance by using Jesus as a ‘hedge’. Moreover, there are 
many narratives about illicit connections through which a person gets ‘spiri-
tual’ access to another person so as to extract his/her riches, or to sacrifice him/
her in exchange for money.

I find this awareness of being connected with other people, spirits, and things 
very intriguing. This grounded sense of relationality (Spies 2009) and personal 
permeability is part of a different sense of being in the world than that stipu-
lated by modern Western models that emphasize individualism, grounded in 
the idea of what Charles Taylor called a ‘buffered self ’ (2008). While some con-
nections are to be blocked, others are to be actively pursued and exploited. 
This has been one of the reasons for Ewe people’s strong interest in the spiri-
tual powers they sought to access via Western missionaries. Throughout my 
research I have been fascinated by people’s preparedness to accommodate new 
and foreign powers, ideas, and practices, a finding that not only complicates a 
view of Africans as mere passive victims of missionization and colonization, 
but one that is also at odds with conventional representations of Africa as ‘tra-
ditional’ in the sense of fixed/conservative and as consisting of ethnic groups 
imagined as ideally pure and authentic. Tradition itself may rather be the abil-
ity to recreate and incorporate, as the mediation of ‘tradition’ through images 
from Hollywood in video movies (Meyer 2015, chapter 7) or recent instances of 
traditional priests presenting themselves as experts in voodoo and magic via 
Facebook and other social media poignantly show (Grossi 2017).

Stressing the strong awareness of relationality—for better and for worse—
that underpins African ways of being in the world and doing religion (Bongbma 
2001) does not deny that Africans engage in exclusivist identity politics, privi-
leging authochtons above newcomers who have less rights to a particular area, 
or call on tradition and heritage to fix a particular identity (Geschiere 2009). 
As a scholar who studies religion from a historical and anthropological angle, 
it is not my aim to make ethical-philosophical statements that seek to define 
Africa in essential terms. This would resuscitate culturalized views of Africans 
as Europeans’ eternal Others and evoke longstanding stereotypes (Geschiere 
2021). My interest in ethical-philosophical reflexions by scholars from Africa 
who spotlight a sense of incompleteness and openness as a central attitude 
towards the world (e.g., Nyamnjoh 2017; Mbembe 2016) is due to the fact that 
these reflections are very close to empirical realities that I encounter in my 
research on the ground, and yet find difficult to articulate via the conventional 
vocabularies at hand in religious studies and anthropology. Their reflections 
offer a conceptual entry point for studying religion from Africa.
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My research findings echo certain aspects of the attitude Mbembe famously 
coined as Afropolitanism: ‘a stylistics and a politics, an aesthetics and a certain 
poetics of the world. It is a manner of being in the world which refuses, on 
principle, any form of victim identity—which does not mean that it is not con-
scious of the injustices and the violence which the law of the world inflicted on 
this continent and its people’ (2021, 212). As an ethos of relating to the world, 
Afropolitanism acknowledges hybridity and relationality rather than insisting 
on a bounded purity and originality that, as noted, has underpinned Western 
Christian epistemologies of writing about Africa. It is an ethos taken by people 
located in between worlds (see also Ott 2017), directed by colonialism to set 
themselves in relation to a European centre as Other, and yet able to engage 
‘in a slow and sometimes incoherent dance with forms and signs which we 
have not been able to choose freely’, to invoke Mbembe once again. Of course, 
I am aware that Afropolitanism is subject to heavy debate among African intel-
lectuals and artists (Coetzee 2017), especially since it questions the ground 
for race and nation as binding and exclusive concepts for pan-African iden-
tities (Balakrishnan 2018; see also Appiah 1992). My point is not to celebrate 
Afropolitanism as the ‘right’ attitude, but to acknowledge that the dispositions 
to which it refers are alive on the ground. Religion, studied in and from Africa, 
is very much about accommodating Otherness (see also Kramer 1993)—in 
Ghana this means powerful Islamic spirits from the north, the Christian 
God, Jesus, Mami Water—and searching for new technologies to access such 
powers, including possession as well as the use of social media for spiritual 
purposes. This makes the study of religion from Africa a prime resource for 
grasping alternative politics and aesthetics of religious worldmaking.

So when studied from Africa, religion may well look otherwise than con-
ventional European ideas suggest. Other attitudes and practices than those 
one would normally expect when dealing with religion come into the picture. 
Materiality and relationality are important dimensions of religion that are not 
confined to Africa, but are relevant to the study of religion at large. There is 
certainly more to be detected so as to broaden what we take religion to be. 
Once the givenness of religion in Africa is questioned, alternative possibilities 
for research emerge.

4 Studying Religion from Africa in Europe

Studying religion from Africa is even more important at a time in which many 
Africans come to Europe as refugees and migrants. In fact, European metropo-
les may well be described as the new frontier zones in which religious and 
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other differences are negotiated (Meyer 2018). While people hailing from Africa 
know a good deal about the longstanding entanglements between Africa and 
Europe, in Europe many people have no clue about them. For the broader pub-
lic the colonial history is neglected or simply forgotten, and it is barely realized 
that Europe too is in a postcolonial phase. Taking seriously the effects of his-
torical entanglements on the here and now is the sine qua non for understand-
ing and intervening in the world, as Macamo and Mbembe convincingly argue. 
In my view scholarship on Africa has phenomenal resources to help unpack 
these entanglements and connections, and to spotlight traces of the colonial 
past and remnants of coloniality in Europe. One important and intriguing pos-
sibility to push this further is to study the trajectories of objects assembled in 
colonial times in Africa, as well as in other zones of colonial outreach. Such an 
endeavour speaks to the current concern of ethnological museums to critically 
rethink their collections and the provenance of their objects; the urgency of 
doing so is enhanced in the light of calls for their repatriation and restitution 
to Africa (Sarr and Savoy 2018). Many of these objects have been classified as 
religious, and exactly for this reason expertise in the study of religion in—and 
from—Africa is indispensable to understanding their trajectory across the 
entangled African-European colonial history and its aftermath. This certainly 
forms an exciting future research field.

For example, I have just embarked on a research project that focuses on 
a collection of legba-figures (so-called fetishes) and dzokawo (a collec-
tion of charms), assembled more than 100 years ago by missionaries of the 
Norddeutsche Mission among the Ewe and given to the Übersee-Museum (for-
merly the Städtisches Museum für Natur-, Völker- und Handelskunde). These 
objects are particularly interesting since many of them were discarded by their 
original owners and users who converted to Christianity and were expected 
to get rid of them. The objects were packed and classified as ‘fetishes’ and 
‘charms’, and started a new life in the museum as ethnographic exponents of 
Ewe religion that the missionaries regarded as ‘idolatrous’ or ‘fetishist’ and 
scholars as primitive. The objects underwent reclassification because the term 
‘fetish’ came to be considered embarrassing, and most of them are tucked away 
in the underground depot or in the Schaumagazin, an archive accessible to the 
public. These collections are fascinating instances of religion from Africa in 
Europe—literally.

Analysing their trajectory and the change of meaning and valuation they 
underwent also requires a critical analysis that takes into account how their 
original use and value for the Ewe was overlaid by European classifications as 
‘fetishes’ and ‘charms’, and later on simple ethnographic objects to be kept and 
protected by the museum. These objects invite us not only to discover more 
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about their original use and function as well as the powers vested in them, 
but also to explore their conversion into ‘idols’, ‘fetishes’ and ‘charms’, through 
which they became specimens of hierarchically ordered types and stages of 
religion. During a visit to Ghana in January 2020, I presented to Ewe priest 
Christopher Voncujovi a set of pictures of legba-figures and dzokawo that I 
had received from the curator Silke Seybold.10 In his shrine legba-figures are 
alive and kicking, and he was highly surprised that these objects were kept in a 
museum in Bremen. He very much wondered about the circumstances under 
which they had been collected. He also thought that these objects still con-
tained power, and probably were hungry since they had not been fed for more 
than 100 years. They might want to come back, but since many Christians, 
certainly Pentecostals, view such objects as dangerous ‘fetishes’ or ‘idols’—the 
two terms are used interchangeably—from which they are to stay aloof, he 
could not imagine the Ghanaian government asking for restitution. It remains 
to be seen how a close study, not simply of the objects as such but of the sta-
tions of their trajectory, will allow a critical study of religion from Africa that 
will prompt us to rethink the notions of ‘bad objecthood’ (Mitchell 2005) such 
as ‘fetish’, ‘idol’, and ‘charm’. These are matters from the past to be remembered 
in the here and now (Fabian 1996). As this example shows, European muse-
ums contain a great deal of such ‘colonial objects’ that are a ‘pressing matter’ 
(Modest 2017). These objects enshrine colonial entanglements and ask to be 
unpacked through a collaborative effort that involves African and European 
scholars, curators, and priests.

5 To Conclude

So what is religion in Africa? I hope to have conveyed that this is not a straight-
forward question, and that there is no simple answer. The question itself is 
already embedded in a historical frame that exceeds Africa: religion in Africa 
must be traced to the connection with Europe, through which religion was 
introduced as a concept in the first place. Rather than discarding the concept 
as foreign, I argued that it is more productive to investigate what religion might 
have been in Africa and could be in the future by focusing on the repercussions 
of the introduction of the concept and related terms into Africa. Through inad-
equate and imperfect translations, new possibilities for conceptualizing reli-
gion arise that exceed the problematic Western, Christian bias from which it is 
usually studied. In this sense we could say, albeit provisionally, that in and from 
Africa religion appears as down to earth, open to the foreign, and grounded in 
relational webs—and thus as a modality of being in and relating to power in 
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the world that cannot be contained by concepts such as belief and (church) 
community. Of course, scholars studying religion in Africa have long known 
this, and their scholarship offers an important resource in explicitly rethink-
ing what religion in Africa is. Clearly, religion in Africa cannot be contained 
by, and at the same time challenges, the ‘epistemological ethnocentrism’ that 
has long informed its study. It is something else than has long been assumed, 
and what it might be can only be answered through the joint and collaborative 
efforts of African and Western scholars.
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 Notes

1   See Elisio Macamo’s (1998) book Was ist Afrika? Zur Geschichte und Kultursoziologie eines 
modernen Konstrukts (What is Africa? About the history and cultural sociology of a modern 
construct) in which he unpacks, from the angle of sociology of knowledge in the footsteps 
of Karl Mannheim, how an idea of Africa as antimodern paradoxically emerged out of the 
modern genesis of the concept of Africa that African philosophers have deployed since the 
late nineteenth century in response to the experiences of the slave trade and colonization.

2   For an extensive discussion of Chidester’s notion of the frontier zone and his overall approach 
see Meyer 2018.

3   Translation depended on intense collaboration between Ewe mission workers and the mis-
sionaries. Without the former the latter would not have been able to convey their ideas to 
the Ewe, let alone to translate back. However, in this translation the two languages were not 
equal. Ewe terms were brought into a German-Christian mould. Exactly for this reason, it is 
important to study translation as embedded in power relations. Translation is about making 
and breaking worlds. In my work (1999), I have attempted to follow the practice of missionary 
translation so as to open up other possibilities for meaning that emerge from an Ewe point of 
view.

4   Matters become even more complicated when the concept of din (Arabic) or dini (Swahili), 
which is usually translated as religion, is taken into account. On the one hand, Islamization 
involved the spread of this concept and its translation into indigenous ideas, and on the 
other hand din/dini were employed as equivalent to ‘religion’ in the European sense. See 
Nieber 2020 for unpacking the complexities of the dini/religion relation in Zanzibar.

5   Over and over again, when trying to convey research findings to a mainstream German or 
Dutch public, I encounter certain prejudices and stereotypes according to which Africa is 
understood to be far away, a continent in which irrational beliefs and superstitions are ‘still’ 
thriving. Such ideas are also projected on African migrants and refugees in Europe.

Downloaded from Brill.com09/26/2023 01:46:15PM
via free access



181What Is Religion in Africa?

Journal of Religion in Africa 50 (2020) 156–181

6    Launched as a somewhat polemical critique of Christian appraisals of African religiosity, 
especially in the context of intercultural theology, the authors draw a strong line between 
a religionist and a methodologically agnostic view (the prevailing stance in religious 
studies). They were strongly criticized by Olabitman (2003), who argued that they failed 
to notice the shift toward postmodernism that, in questioning the distinction between 
belief and science, allowed for adopting a religionist stance as a scholar. Frans Wijsen 
(2017) offers a thorough analysis of the debate grounded in discourse analysis. While 
I agree with the basic argument made by Platvoet and van Rinsum, my concern is not 
to criticize religionism but to problematize how a Western notion of religion that even 
extends to the notion of secularity shapes scholarly epistemologies in the study of reli-
gion in Africa.

7    While the question of whether the term ‘religion’ could be equivalent to din or dini 
(Arabic and Swahili for ‘religion’, see Nieber 2020) has been subject to debate among 
Muslims, from the perspective of the state Islam was framed as a religion comparable to 
Christianity, and hence to be subject to the same religion (Meinema 2021). How ‘religion’ 
and ‘din’ differ or overlap forms an important issue for future comparative research. My 
thanks to Benedikt Pontzen for pointing this out to me.

8    While my thinking resonates with Walter Mignolo’s idea of the pluriverse as ‘a world 
entangled through and by the colonial matrix of power’ and this ‘as a way of thinking und 
understanding that dwells in the entanglement, in the borders’ to a great extent, I still 
think that it is worthwhile and important for scholars to strive to develop a metalanguage 
that allows us to compare and speak across. That the ‘universalization of universality 
in the West was part of its imperial project’ (2013, waltermignolo.com/on-pluriversality) 
is in my view all the more reason to strive toward an alternative universalism that accom-
modates differences in a nonhierarchical manner. This is what I am trying to contribute 
to with this essay.

9    Post-Enlightenment Protestant ideas about and stances toward the world became part 
of the study of religion in secular form, and the ensuing mentalistic bias had a stronger 
influence on concepts and approaches than Catholicism. The extent to which Catholic 
missionary ideas informed the study of religion in Africa is still to be unpacked.

10   I was introduced to Christopher Voncujovi by my PhD student Angelantonio Grossi, who 
conducts research on traditional priests and their use of social media.

Downloaded from Brill.com09/26/2023 01:46:15PM
via free access




