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INTRODUCTION 

Competing Claims to Religious Freedom 
and Communal Self-Determination in Africa 

• 

AbduIIah i  Ahmed  An-Na ' im 

INTRODUCTION 

This book on proselytization in Africa is part of a wider project addressing 
issues of conflict between competing claims to religious freedom, on the one 
hand, and "communal" self-determination,1 on the other, in the context of 
three regions of the world: Eastern Europe, Latin America, and Africa.2 This 
primarily geographical focus of the project as a whole is intended to highlight 
contextual factors, without underestimating the role of cross-regional dynam
ics. Those making competing claims to religious freedom and communal self-
determination neither perceive their claims in exclusively regional terms, nor 
do they act or react in isolation of actors and factors in other parts of the 
world. While opting for specific regional scope in the interest of depth of analy
sis, the project seeks to bring a variety of perspectives to bear on the issues 
through the multidisciplinary composition of its project team and researchers, 
as reflected in the chapters of this volume. 

Another distinguishing feature of this project is that it seeks to apply a 
human rights paradigm to the mediation of competing claims over 
proselytization and its implications. A discussion of how that paradigm might 
apply, and what difference it is likely to make, will follow an explanation of 
the nature, context, and dynamics of proselytization in general, and with ref
erence to Africa in particular. It should be noted from the outset, however, that 
proselytization should not be equated with conversion, as the latter may or 
may not follow from the former. Conversion may also be an unintended con
sequence of commercial, social, or other forms of interaction that cannot be 
characterized as proselytization in the usual sense of the term. 

1  
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On any given day, one can point to numerous religious conflicts and ten
sions within and between communities around the world as a primary or con
tributory cause of broader persistent strife that sometimes leads to massive 
violence and destruction. Regarding each situation, observers will probably 
disagree about such issues as the underlying causes of the conflict; the role of 
religion as such; and the identity, motivation, objectives and relative impor
tance of various internal and external actors. Efforts to explain or understand 
these situations may recall histories of religious and ethnic rivalries or hostili
ties, highlight current economic difficulties and political frustrations, empha
size demographic and geopolitical factors, cite the role of charismatic leaders 
with their complex motivations, and so forth. Prescriptions for resolution of 
such conflicts will also vary with the analysis and orientation of the parties in 
relation to particularities of specific context, as well as pragmatic possibilities 
of implementation. Proselytization is often an explicit or implicit element of 
religious conflict in all parts of the world, usually overlapping and interacting 
with other factors. However, the two phenomena should not be taken as syn
onymous. This project is concerned with proselytization in particular, and not 
with religious conflict and tension in general. 

Part of the impetus for this choice arose out of concerns about what Martin 
Marty, the leading American scholar of religion, has called a "new war for 
souls" among churches and religious groups competing among themselves over 
numerical membership and social and political influence, in addition to more 
conventionally understood forms of proselytization in the sense of seeking 
new converts. While those initial concerns were confirmed in subsequent stud
ies within the framework of the project as a whole, it also became clear that 
the concept of proselytization and its manifestations should not be confined to 
such preconceived notions. In this project, this concept conveys a range of 
meanings and methods of communication of religious ideas. Similar issues are 
raised by the numerous possibilities of "conversion" within the same tradition 
or sub-tradition in response to internal and/or external stimuli. For example, 
Muslim proselytizers not only seek to convert non-Muslims to Islam, or from 
Sunni to Shi'i Islam, or from one Sufi group to another, but may also endeavor 
to motivate and mobilize members of their own sub-tradition of Islam into a 
more active mode in support of local political and economic objectives or in 
response to perceptions of "external" threat, whether identifiable as Islamic 
or otherwise. Evangelical, Pentecostal, and charismatic forms of Christianity, 
which have gained momentum in the last two decades in Africa, are also predi
cated on the spirit of revival within the same religion. 

The basic rationale of the project's focus is the paradox of greater risks of 
proselytization in the modern context coupled with apparently improved pos
sibilities of peaceful mediation of conflict. On the risks side, recent global and 
technological developments dramatically enhance the frequency and efficacy 
of proselytizing initiatives, thereby raising the threat of consequential con
frontation and conflict. The ease of international travel and communication 
and the increased availability of material resources lead to more diverse and 
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potentially conflictual proselytizing initiatives than ever before, thereby rais
ing the political and security stakes for all concerned. What may have been far
fetched scenarios of effective proselytization are now easily implemented (from 
North America and East Asia into Eastern Europe and Russia, from the Middle 
East and South Asia into central Asia or sub-Saharan Africa), and are there
fore more threatening to their opponents. The hold of formally or informally 
established churches over their membership and territories is fast diminishing 
in some places, while resurgent religious groups seek to control or influence 
the state in order to enforce their own models of governance or policy. Mas
sive financial resources, media campaigns, technical expertise, and political 
influence on powerful states can now easily be mounted in support of co-
believers around the world, whether in support of their right and efforts to 
proselytize, or to "protect" them from proselytization by others. Like many 
aspects of domestic and international affairs after the Cold War, previously 
established patterns of religious (sometimes including ethnic) power relations 
no longer apply, with consequent possibilities of political fragmentation or 
reorganization of existing states in pursuit of old or new rivalries and alli
ances. In other words, the same conditions of democratization and economic 
liberalization often provide the conditions for increased religious pluralization 
and proselytization activities. 

On the mediation side, the same dynamic of increased possibilities of con
frontation and conflict may enhance the prospects of negotiations and peace
ful settlement precisely because the stakes can become too high for all con
cerned to pursue hostile means. In other words, the plausibility of violent 
secession and separate statehood with transnational support and encourage
ment may force all sides to a conflict to reconsider their options for just and 
peaceful cooperation within an existing state (An-Na'im and Deng 1996). That 
is to say, deadlock or stalemate resulting from relatively matched power and 
resources of proselytizers and target groups may propel both sides to seek 
peaceful mediation for their competing claims.3 

The key question to be addressed later in this chapter is whether the mod
ern human rights paradigm, and the notion of communal self-determination 
in particular, may provide a theoretical framework for mediation between these 
competing claims. It is important to note here that such a framework should 
also be assessed as a possible source of policy directions, as well as practical 
guidelines for the mediation of these competing claims. As I will argue later in 
this Introduction, the possibility of a human rights paradigm should be ex
plored and developed in this context because it is already part of the founda
tion of freedom of religion, which includes the right to proselytize, on the one 
hand, and self-determination, which can be the basis of resistance to 
proselytization efforts, on the other. 

Prevailing conceptions of democracy stipulate that the state should foster 
religious pluralism without undue preference for a particular religion over 
others. These conceptions of democracy require religions to sustain themselves 
and thrive on the cogency and validity of their message to believers without 
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coercion or undue advantage over unbelievers and their beliefs or lifestyle 4 

This religious "neutrality" of the state is supposed to be enshrined in the con
stitution and legal system of the state, which protect religious rights as well as 
related freedoms of association, assembly, and expression for all, in addition 
to safeguarding the autonomy of civil society organizations engaged in the 
provision of educational, health, or social and charitable services. These ideas 
are also associated with the modern human rights paradigm and the principle 
of self-determination, though with some conceptual difficulty as discussed later 

Unfortunately, it seems that the emerging democracies of Eastern Europe 
and the former Soviet Union, and the recent wave of democratization in Africa 
have failed to live up to these ideals. In Eastern Europe and the former Soviet 
Union, older "established" churches and communities seek to dominate or 
eliminate local religious and cultural rivals. Yet the same older churches feel 
threatened by, and even besieged by, foreign religious groups deploying vast 
material resources and human expertise in attempting to attract converts away 
from their present religious and community affiliations. Unable to match the 
educational, health, and other advantages of the foreign proselytizers, local 
religious groups appeal to the state for protection of their traditional status 
and membership. Yet, the recent veneer of constitutional protection of reli
gious rights and other freedoms is often being subverted by overt state favorit
ism of some religious groups and oppression of others. Rival local and foreign 
religious groups in many parts of the world are now locked in a "new war for 
souls" of mutual defamation, manipulation of political power, and deploy
ment of constitutional norms and legal mechanisms for purported religious 
advantage, with consequent religious fragmentation and fundamentalism. Be
fore highlighting some aspects of the context and processes of this phenom
enon in relation to Africa in particular, it might be helpful to briefly clarify the 
nature of proselytization in general. 

THE DYNAMICS OF PROSELYTIZATION 

Perceptions of the nature and role of proselytization are often conditioned or 
in uence y such factors as personal experience or religious orientation, and 

iscip inary or professional perspectives. Such perceptions can also be affected 
y t e esire to seek or promote pragmatic approaches to resolving acute po-

itica or security problems in specific situations. Existing scholarship on the 
su ject in nglish reflects this diversity of perceptions and perspectives, but Tom \  m  u r T  t 0  C h r i s t i a n i t y  (Macmullen 1984; Marty and Greenspan 

, . IWlt ltr e on 's'anT which is the other proselytizing religion relevant to 
C\ L- n^an context (Goodman 1994). Moreover, as observed by Christopher 
^lark the largest amount of literature on proselytization is "in house histo
ries, o owe in volume by material from a theological and church historical 
p spective, wit works which take account of political context and social/ 

actors ta ing third place (Clark 1995, 5). Some studies deal with the 
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nature and process of "conversion" and related religious experiences from the 
perspectives of social science theory or psychology (Festinger 1957; Goodman 
1994, 173; Rambo 1993; Hefner 1993).s The following remarks are not in
tended to review or discuss this wide variety of literature. Rather, my purpose 
here is to offer some general reflections on proselytization with a view to ad
dressing the issues in relation to the mediation of competing claims within a 
human rights framework in particular. 

To its proponents, proselytization is about people's freedom to propagate 
their own religious commitments in an effort to reach out and share with 
others the merits and benefits that the religion is held to generate and sustain 
in the individual and communal life of believers. Proselytization is also repre
sented as a religious imperative for believers to pursue for their own personal 
salvation and self-realization. The sacred history of Christianity or Islam, for 
example, is cited to illustrate the transforming power of religious commit
ment—how the very few powerless and oppressed early believers managed to 
transform their own lives and to infuse the values and institutions of their 
religion into many other communities. The underlying claim is that target groups 
would probably "see the light" if only they were allowed to hear the message 
or observe the living example of the believers. That is, proselytization is said to 
be for the "good" of intended target groups as much as it is for the benefit of 
those who seek to proselytize others. 

Such perceptions of proselytization are premised on two claims: The first 
claim is that the members of the target group are free to accept or reject the 
message of the proselytizer once they have had a chance to hear it from the 
believers themselves. The second claim is that proselytizers are entitled "as of 
right" to reach the target group with their religious message, regardless of the 
declared or presumed response of that group. Both propositions are problem
atic because in the majority of cases the target group is unlikely to be truly free 
to accept or reject the message of the proselytizer, nor is the demand of access 
by the proselytizers independent from the material and political interests and 
concerns of both sides. Proselytization is hardly ever simply and exclusively 
about the communication of a religious message, to he accepted or rejected on 
its own terms. Interaction over a religious message is necessarily embedded in 
the cultural and ideological context of the proselytizers and their community 
of believers, on the one hand, and of the target individuals of proselytization 
and their community, on the other. Throughout human history, religious inter
action has always been as much about material interests and power relations 
as it has been about spiritual insights and moral values. Proselytization is by 
definition the effort of believers in one religion to change the spiritual and 
material conditions of perceived unbelievers. Otherwise, the social, economic, 
and political transformation of convert communities may not occur as claimed 
in the sacred histories of proselytizing religions. 

As a consequence of this, the opponents of proselytization perceive it as a 
challenge to the individual and collective self-identity of target groups—a threat 
to their political independence and material well-being. From this perspective, 
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proselytization is inherently dangerous and offensive to its actual or potential 
target group precisely because it seeks to radically change people's identities 
and lifestyle. As discussed in the chapters by Francis M. Deng, Makau Mutua 
and Benjamin F. Soares below, this is especially the case when indigenous groups 
are targeted because their religious beliefs and practices are central to their 
cultural identity. That is to say, the objection is to the very nature and objec
tives of the process, and is only confirmed by the prospects of its success 
regardless of the "fairness" of its methods. At this level, proselytization is 
rejected for the implicit, if not explicit, assumption of the proselytizer that the 
target group needs changing, and that the religion of the proselytizer offers a 
better alternative. This implication of religious and cultural superiority is there
fore integral to the very notion of proselytization, regardless of the methods 
used or the power relations of the two sides. 

Moreover, opponents of proselytization claim that experience everywhere 
shows that it has consistently been used throughout history to spearhead or 
legitimize local domination or imperialist expansion by foreign powers. They 
dispute the facts and implications of the sacred history of Christianity and 
Islam, and challenge claims about the cultural and ideological content of those 
religions, as well as the material objectives of their proselytizing agents. In so 
doing, these opponents emphasize that in the early history or recent experi
ence of their communities the issue was never simply about spiritual insights 
or moral values that were to be freely accepted or rejected as such. The objec
tion here is twofold: First, that the issue is never simply a matter of a "free 
market of religious ideas ' competing on a "level playing field," where only 
the inherent validity of one set of religious beliefs is seeking to expose the 
invalidity of the other in order to simply "persuade" believers in the latter 
religion to freely accept the former. The second and related objection is that 
serious and systematic proselytization is unlikely to be attempted, or to be 
successful, except when the proselytizers are encouraged and supported by 
extra-religious material advantages over the target group. 

This analysis of the all-important dynamics of proselytization can be fur
ther clarified by highlighting the two aspects of agency and self-determination. 
Mrst, advocacy of and opposition to proselytization are usually done by indi-
vi ua s w o claim to speak on behalf of their community of believers or the 
target group respectively. While the moral and material support of the general 
public of each community is actively sought by those elites, the community at 
arge is rare y involved in the actual discourse of competing religions, cultures, 

an 1 eo ogies. Second, and regardless of the apparent terms of the debate, 
ese competing claims are necessarily about communal self-determination, 

e one an , t e proponents of proselytization demand the possibility of 
converting others as matter of exercising their individual freedom of religion-

° 3 orat,on Wlth other members of their own religious community, but 
rhp ITt 3 lnvo'ves an attempt to transform the other community. On 
evict-in er an ' °ppon®nts reiect rhe intrusion in the name of protecting the 

g expression of the self-determination of their community, in material 
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as well as ideological terms, often without substantiating their claim to speak 
for the community or justifying the assumptions they are making about the 
practical content of self-determination for that community. 

In the polemics of proselytization the proponents tend to avoid acknowl
edging its wider implications and seek to challenge the right of their oppo
nents to speak on behalf of the target group. That is, the proponents may insist 
that their objective is purely religious and claim that the target group would be 
freely willing to listen and perhaps accept the message if only their own elites 
allowed them to hear it. Paradoxically, that denial of wider political, economic, 
and cultural agendas is usually coupled with a sense of assertive self-confi
dence that proselytizers derive from their own material advantage over the 
target group. In so doing, proselytizers are appropriating the agency of their 
own religious communities by claiming to discharge its obligation of "a mis
sion of salvation." Since those communities at large are unlikely to agree at 
least on the wider implications of proselytization, there may be problems of 
agency between the claims of the individual proselytizers (and their religious 
organizations) on the one hand, and the wider home communities which fund 
and support them through the use of (or the threat of the use of) economic and 
even military power, on the other. Whatever the private motives of proselytiz
ers may be, they are unlikely to be identical to those of the national communi
ties on whose strength and resources they draw in seeking to proselytize oth
ers. For example, while missionaries for specific religious communities in the 
United States draw on the material and diplomatic resources of their country 
in pursuit of proselytization, other American religious communities and the 
public at large may not be in agreement with that objective as such, though 
they may accept the wider material and political benefits of missionary work. 

In contrast, opponents tend to emphasize the wider implications of 
proselytization by believers in another religion and may avoid acknowledging 
the real nature and internal contradictions of their claim to protect the exist
ing expression of self-determination of the target community. While present
ing the proselytizer as simply and purely the agent of an imperial or colonial 
power, opponents tend to claim that they are only protecting the beliefs or 
religious identity of their community without admitting the ramifications of 
that claim. Even to the extent that opponents of proselytization might ac
knowledge the latter, they are unlikely to recognize that the status quo they are 
defending may not be a true and valid expression of self-determination by the 
community at all. In other words, opposition to proselytization is premised on 
an alleged communal (even national) consensus on the religious beliefs and 
material conditions of the community (or country at large) that must be de
fended against external intrusion by the proselytizers and the imperial powers 
they serve. Internal disagreement about that, they would assert, must be sup
pressed in the interest of unity against the greater external alleged danger of 
proselytization and its purportedly detrimental consequences. 

In my view, a more plausible position between these two polarized claims is 
to acknowledge the positive aspects of proselytization while trying to guard 
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against its risks and/or excesses. Notwithstanding the absolutist claims of pro 
ponents and opponents, proselytization initiatives can have positive conse 
quences for both sides of the relationship. The challenge proselytization repre
sents can invigorate the religious, social, and political life of the target group 
as it attempts to better articulate its own beliefs and enhance the individual 
and communal life of its members in order to more effectively resist that exter
nal threat. The reality of open contestation forces the community to seek to 
demonstrate to its own members the validity of its claims about their religious 
and material well-being under the status quo. In the process, significant posi
tive change can occur in practice, if only in an effort to match or do better than 
the benefits the proselytizers claim to bring to the religious and material life of 
the community in question. It is also reasonable to expect these processes to 
generally promote the political awareness and organization of the target com
munity. Similar consequences can also be expected to occur within the reli
gious community represented by the proselytizers, as it will be challenged to 
live up to its claims of religious enlightenment and social and personal well-
being. The fact that the religious community of the proselytizer is presented as 
a model for other communities to follow will in itself attract scrutiny and 
criticism by others, thereby generating internal efforts to address social, politi
cal, and economic, as well as religious, problems. In other words, it is true that 
competition in a "free market" of religious ideas can be beneficial to both (all) 
sides, even though this market is hardly ever as free as its proponents claim. 

In light of these remarks, I would conclude that despite its problematic 
nature and negative associations, proselytization is actually a vital part of the 
dynamism of spiritual and intellectual development of individual persons, as 
well as the social, political, material, and artistic life of communities and soci
eties at large. Proselytization is too integral and important to people's lives for 
it to be suppressed altogether, yet it is too problematic to leave totally unregu
lated for the powerful to manipulate and exploit at will. Accordingly, the ques
tion is not only how can proselytization be practiced subject to appropriate 
limitations, but also how can such regulation be effectively implemented in an 
orderly and peaceful manner? In order to address this question properly, the 
issues should be placed in the present African context. 

CONTEXT AND PROCESSES OF PROSELYTIZATION 
IN AFRICA 

Like many other issues of public policy in Africa today, the mediation of com
peting claims to religious freedom and communal self-determination should 

consi ere against the background of two related phenomena, namely, 
European colonialism and globalization. Though African societies were cer-

ln/n0t  'SO atec* frorn each other or insulated from external influence in the 
anH ' V*lr io.us ^PeS European colonialism have had the most far-reaching 

uring impact by the sheer scale and magnitude of the changes they 
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introduced in the continent. For the purposes of this chapter in particular, I 
would emphasize that it was colonialism that primarily determined the nature 
of the postcolonial states which continue to rule African societies and control 
their interactions with the rest of the world in this age of growing globaliza
tion. What does this mean, and how is it relevant to the mediation of compet
ing claims about proselytization? 

Present states in Africa are direct successors of the colonies established by 
agreements among European powers (especially the Berlin Conference of 1884-
85) regardless of the wishes of local groups. The borders of the colonies which 
African states came to inherit were established hy European continental parti
tion and occupation rather than by African political realities or geography. 
Colonial governments were organized according to European colonial theory 
and practice, as modified by expediency; their economies were managed with 
imperial and/or local colonial considerations primarily in mind; and their legal 
systems reflected the interests and values of European imperial powers. The 
vast majority of the African populations of those colonies had little or no 
constitutional standing in them (Jackson and Rosberg 1986, 5-6). 

When independence came, it usually signified the transfer of control over 
authoritarian power structures and processes of government from colonial 
masters to local elites (Ayoade 1988,104). With few exceptions, the postcolonial 
state in Africa, was 

both overdeveloped and soft. It was overdeveloped because it was erected, 
artificially, on the foundations of the colonial state. It did not grow or
ganically from within civil society. It was soft because, although in theory 
all-powerful, it scarcely had the administrative and political means of its 
dominance. Neither did it have an economic basis on which to rest po
litical power (Chabal 1986,13).6 

Since independence, the preservation of juridical statehood and territorial in
tegrity, rather than promotion of the ability and willingness of the state to live 
up to the practical requirements of sovereignty, became the primary concern 
of African states. 

To make matters worse, the vast majority of first constitutions were either 
suspended or radically altered by military usurpers or single-party states within 
a few years of independence (Okoth-Ogendo 1991; Shivji 1991). For decades 
after independence, successive cycles of civilian and military governments, alike 
in the majority of African countries, maintained the same colonial legal and 
institutional mechanisms to suppress political dissent to their policies and to 
deny accountability for their own actions (Young 1994, 287).7 Lacking any 
sense of "ownership," expectation of protection and service, or a general be
lief in their ability to influence its functioning, African societies often regard 
the postcolonial state with profound mistrust. They tend to tolerate its exist
ence as an unavoidable evil but prefer to have the least interaction with its 
institutions and processes (Young 1994, 5). Nevertheless, the postcolonial state 
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is supposed to be firmly in control of the formulation and implementation of 
public policy at home and the conduct of international relations abroad. In 
other words, it is the primary framework within which African societies seek 
to realize their right to self-determination in an increasingly globalized world. 

As a working definition, I take globalization to refer to, inter alia, transfor
mation of the relations between states, institutions, groups, and individuals-
the universalization of certain practices, identities, and structures; and the glo
bal restructuring of economic relations within the modern capitalist frame
work (Falk 1995, 71). Mlinar defines the term as "extending the determina
tive frameworks of social change to the world as a whole" and suggests the 
following five dimensions of the process: (1) increasing global interdependence 
whereby the activities of people in specific areas have repercussions that go 
beyond local, regional, or national borders; (2) the expansion of domination 
and dependence; (3) homogenization that tends to emphasize uniformity rather 
than mutual exclusivity; (4) diversification within "territorial communities" 
as they open to the wealth of diversity of the world as a whole; and (5) over
coming temporal discontinuities by, for example, temporal inclusiveness re
sulting from the functioning of particular services to global spaces (Mlinar 
1992,20-22). 

In my view, a crucial element of such definitions for our purposes here is the 
fact that globalization is simply a more effective and comprehensive vehicle or 
instrument of perpetuating existing power relations within the same country, 
as well as in its relationship to other countries at the regional and international 
level. As Tade Akin Aina rightly observed, commonly cited definitions of glo
balization fail to address "the importance of notions such as coercion, con
flict, polarization, domination, inequality, exploitation and injustice... . There 
is little or nothing about monopolies, disruption and dislocation of the labor 
and other markets, the emergence of a global regulatory chaos and possible 
anomie and how these are being exploited for gain" (Aina 1997, 11). Accord
ingly, one would expect globalization to facilitate and intensify neocolonial 
relations between African and developed countries (Bach 1993; Othman 1993); 
the domination of civil society by the state within African countries them
selves, as well as any hegemonic or conflictual relations that may exist within 
African societies themselves. 

Against this background, I will now briefly review available iiterature on 
prose ytization in Africa. As with the earlier review of literature about 
prose ytization in general, my purpose here is only to highlight aspects that are 
pertinent to the subject of this chapter, namely, the mediation of competing 
claims to religious freedom and communal self-determination. For this reason, 

am concerned with works that take into account historical and political con
text, sociocu tural factors, and so forth, as opposed to material produced by 
e lgious gr°ups or their own internal use or from a theological perspective.s 

ven or t is social science type of literature, it is not surprising to find noth-
ng speci ica y on the subject of mediation of competing claims as such, because 

ormu ation o the issue brings together different disciplinary approaches of 
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scholars who have not been open to possibilities of collaboration. In other 
words, while scholars of religion rarely consider human rights aspects of their 
work, lawyers and political scientists who are concerned with human rights 
issues tend to have a secular perspective. 

Available works can be reviewed under the following headings: "conver
sion" and related religious experiences; Islamic proselytization; Christian 
proselytization; and works that consider relations between these two prosely
tizing religions. 

An example of the first type is the dialogue between Robin Horton and 
Humphrey Fisher regarding the nature and circumstances of conversion from 
"traditional" to "world" religions. Horton began (in a book review of John 
Peel's study of two Aladura or "prayer healing" churches in Nigeria) by as
serting that both Islam and Christianity have achieved only conditional accep
tance, suggesting that beliefs and practices of the so-called world religions are 
only accepted where they happen to coincide with the responses of traditional 
cosmology to other, non-missionary factors of the modern situation. He saw 
Islam and Christianity as catalysts which trigger reactions in which they do 
not always appear among the end products, and he asserted that the success of 
these two religions as institutions depends on the extent of their willingness to 
accept these roles (Horton 1971, 104-5). Fisher responded by suggesting that 
Horton has "overestimated the survival ... of original African elements of 
religion; and more important, has under-estimated the willingness and ability 
of Africans to make even rigorous Islam and Christianity their own" (Fisher 
1973, 27). Following other exchanges, Fisher subsequently defined their dis
agreement as between Horton's view that "the essential patterns of religious 
development in black Africa are determined by the enduring influence of a 
traditional cosmology which arises from the ashes of colonialism and conver
sion," on the one hand, and Fisher's view that "a genuine religious transfer
ence is possible," on the other (Fisher 1986,153; Horton 1975; Hackett 1989).'' 

Recent scholarship, however, reflects concern about the analytical utility of 
the term conversion, even within the framework of a single religion like Chris
tianity. Noting the European connotations of the term, John and Jean Comaroff 
wonder whether it oversimplifies the real process it purports to describe: "How 
does it grasp the highly variable, usually gradual, often implicit and demon
strably 'syncretic' manner in which social identities, cultural styles, and ritual 
practices of African peoples were transformed by the evangelical encounter?" 
(Comaroff 1991,250). According to K. F. Morrison, "It is a confusion of cat
egories to use the word conversion as though it were an instrument of critical 
analysis, equally appropriate to any culture or religion.. . . The word is more 
properly a subject, rather than a tool of analysis" (Morrison 1992, xiv). Talal 
Asad comments that "it would be better to say that in studying conversion, 
one was dealing with the narratives by which people apprehend and describe 
a radical change in the significance of their lives. Sometimes these narratives 
employ the notion of divine intervention; at other times the notion of a secular 
teleology" (Asad 1996, 266). 
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On Islamic proselytization, J. Spencer Trimingham provides a historical 
analysis in which he divides Africa into seven culture zones and treats each as 
a historical unity to provide data on the processes and consequences of "Is-
lamization" in each region (Trimingham 1968, 5).10 He discusses factors that 
affected the spread of Islam and suggests that it has always followed the routes 
of traders (Trimingham 1968, 38-39). A deeper and more focused historical 
analysis of the spread of Islam in West Africa is presented by Mervyn Hiskett 
who offers detailed critical examination of proselytization in the context of 
specific case studies. For example, he describes the roles of several ethnic groups 
who differed in their Islamic emphasis and discusses the role of Islamic educa
tion (Hiskett 1984,44,55-58, respectively). Reiterating that conversion takes 
place on a continuum between military conquest and peaceful persuasion, he 
suggests that although the military means have been labeled less effective, the 
change in political and social institutions by the conquerors often forces ideo
logical change. Distinguishing between "trade" as an institution and "trad
ers" as people using that structure, he insists that it was the institution which 
was the most influential factor in spreading Islam in the region (Hiskett 1984, 
303-5). He also further asserts that literacy is often the impetus that propels a 
society through the stages of conversion and concludes by saying that the un
broken thread throughout the history of Islam in West Africa is "a triumph for 
the power of literate ideas" (Hiskett 1984, 305, 319; Banwo 1995)." 

Regarding Christian proselytization, Ruth Rouse represents an early pre
cursor to what has since become an important point in discussions of 
proselytization; namely, the role of the motive of the missionaries in under
standing their beliefs and actions, and their relationship to the proselytized 
(Rouse 1936). More recent and broader analyses include the work of Thomas 
O. Beidelman from a social anthropology and colonial history perspective in 
which he suggests six basic themes or principles for organizing field and theo
retical data, namely, secular aspects of missionaries, religious beliefs and mis
sionary activities, theories of conversion and associated beliefs, careers in mis
sion work compartmentalization of sacred and secular affairs, and parallels 
in colonial structure (Beidelman 1982, 9; 1981, 73; 1974, 235). Elizabeth 
sic ei s work on the growth of Christianity in Africa includes analysis of mis

sionaries as agents of change" and examines the wide variety of their eco
nomic and educational backgrounds and the differing roles of missionary 
women. She also discusses the relationship of the missions to commerce and 
imperia expansion (Isichei 1995, especially chap. 3). Lamin Sanneh makes the 
pomt t at y their root conviction that the gospel is transmissible in the 
mot er tongue, missionaries opened the way for the local idiom to gain ascen-

ancy over assertions of foreign superiority" (Sanneh 1993, 19). A few other 

„ I S 3 .rCSS ls^aes Pr°selytization, either in specific case studies or gen-
ism inrl^rpW' T 'J 0t^ers include responses to questions of religious plural-
McCracken"*977)'UmentS of Vatican " (Yates 1994; Isichei 1970,209-27; 
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The few works which discuss Christianity and Islam together in relation to 
Africa fail to address the issues most pertinent to this chapter. For example, 
Noel King traces the growth of both religions since the fifteenth century, but 
he does not address their methods of proselytization (King 1971). Johaanes 
Haafkins asserts that "Christian authenticity" warrants a pan-African view 
which accepts Africa's rich linguistic, cultural and religious pluralism and sug
gests that Christians will have to accept the nondifferentiation of sacred and 
secular, including Muslim belief in Shari'a as divinely inspired law. But he does 
not address issues on which Islam and Christianity conflict (Haafkins 1995; 
Haafkins 1994).12 Craig Bartholomew raised the question of how Muslims 
and Christians can live together in a pluralistic society in Africa, but he does 
not mention proselytization except to criticize Muslim "fundamentalists" for 
not allowing religious evangelism (Bartholomew 1994). More recently, how
ever, serious scholarly attention is being given to issues of proselytization and 
Christian-Muslim relations in Africa (Sanneh 1997). 

My purpose in presenting this brief review is to show that even social-sci
ence scholarship tends to study Islam and Christianity as universal proselytiz
ing religious "actors" transforming their African "subjects" without being af
fected by them except in terms of adapting the proselytizer's methods of 
operation to local conditions. Proselytization is presented as an exclusively 
"one-way" flow of influence and change from the propagators of the two 
"world religions" to local communities, with implicit assumptions of freedom 
of choice, "fair play," and the occasional plea for mutual understanding in the 
interest of coexistence. In light of the available literature, it seems clear to me 
that the following conclusions are warranted regarding the context and pro
cess of proselytization in Africa: 

1. The actual process of proselytization in Africa is an inherently hege
monic, unilateral process that seeks to transform local communities. 

2. The assumptions of well-informed freedom of choice and fair play of 
matched protagonists on a "level playing field" are difficult to verify and 
apply in practice. 

3. Even if verifiable and applicable, these assumptions are inappropriate 
for the nature and dynamics of the process of proselytization in the Afri
can context because they envisage autonomous individual action in a 
profoundly communal situation. Individual decisions to convert, even if 
one assumes them to be well-informed and freely made, tend to under
mine and erode communal identity and institutions (without allowing 
the community opportunity of response.) 

It is in this context that I see a vital role for the state not only as mediator of 
competing claims of proselytizers according to some basic "ground rules," but 
also as protector of the interests of the target groups. To the extent that the 
postcolonial state is unable and/or unwilling to perform this regulatory func
tion, the so-called right to proselytize would be open to serious abuse without 
the prospects of redress. As globalization simply intensifies existing power 

I A\M _r,rV 
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relations, it is likely to enhance any hegemonic or conflictual relations that 
may exist within the same African society, both among competing proselytiz-
ers, and between them and their "subjects." Nothing in the existing literature 
addresses the general question of mediation of competing claims, in particular 
from a human rights perspective. 

THE MODERN HUMAN RIGHTS PARADIGM 

Historically, and up to the present time, disputes about proselytization were 
often settled by the use or threat of force or other form of coercion, rather 
than through negotiations and agreement as a matter of principle. Proselytiz-
ers were sometimes able to compel access to the target group, while at other 
times they were successfully resisted by their opponents, with religious ratio
nale being used by both sides to legitimate their actions or mobilization of 
people and resources in support of their cause. The question raised by this 
chapter is whether it is possible and useful to cast these issues in human rights 
terms, for both proselytizers and target groups: Why and how is a human 
rights paradigm relevant? What difference is it likely to make to the mediation 
of conflicts and tensions over proselytization? How can the potential of a 
human rights paradigm in this regard be realized? 

The realm of what is presently known as human rights can be traced to 
ancient beginnings of normative attempts to define human relationships in 
ways that are conducive to peaceful resolution of conflict and tension under 
the rule of law (Steiner and Alston 1996, 117-65). The rule of law can also be 
traced to similar beginnings and long evolution. Those early normative defini
tions evolved in content and mechanisms of implementation with the develop
ment of each community. As European models of states gradually prevailed 
throughout the world, national governments became responsible for regulat
ing uman relationships through the normative systems and mechanisms of 
implementation of each country. This function continues today under consti
tutional schemes of rights as discussed in the present African context in J. D. 
van der Vyver's chapter in this book. 

While it is supposed to have undergone drastic transformation since the 
adoption of the Charter of the United Nations in 1945, the modern concept of 

uman rig ts remains bound to domestic frameworks for its practical specifi
cation and implementation, including questions of competing claims of reli
gious ree om. On the one hand, under the United Nations system,13 as well as 

e regiona systems it inspired,14 normative propositions about human rela-
ons ips are now made on behalf of all human beings as such, rather than as 

wnr!TS part icu '3r states- On the other hand, the international law frame-
I Inirpdxi' ^  ̂  "8 forCe t0 3,1 treat ies> including the Charter of the 
nirec i atI,(jmS l tSe anc* t ' le  human rights conventions adopted under its aus-
eienrvTnT, ^ * OSe ac*optec* under regional systems), presupposes the sover-

exc usive territorial jurisdiction of the state. Not only must a state 
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freely ratify a treaty in order to be bound by its terms, but the international 
legal obligations assumed by a state under such treaties are supposed to be 
implemented by the state itself through its own domestic jurisdiction. 

Moreover, the purported transition of certain norms from domestic civil 
liberties into universal human rights of all human beings retains some of the 
features of that conceptual origin. For example, a key feature of the "univer-
salization" of the domestic civil liberties paradigm is the notion that human 
rights can only be claimed against the state and its official agents, rather than 
against whoever might challenge or violate them. Two corollaries of this con
ception are particularly relevant to the analysis of this chapter: the persistence 
of the notion that human rights can only be held by individual persons, and 
the realities of a hierarchy of rights despite repeated claims of the interdepen
dence and indivisibility of all human rights. While the first feature tends to 
frustrate possibilities of articulating and implementing rights for groups or 
collective entities (herein called collective rights),15 the second gives priority to 
civil and political rights over economic, social, and cultural rights, such as the 
right to food, shelter, health care, and education. 

It is true that a people's right to self-determination is recognized under the 
United Nations system, but this right is generally believed to mean the right of 
a people to political independence from foreign or colonial rule, rather than 
the collective right of groups and communities to cultural survival and integ
rity within an existing state (short of secession and separate statehood). I will 
return to the question of the meaning and scope of self-determination in the 
next section of this chapter. Other examples of what might be called collective 
rights under international law can be cited,16 but strong opposition to the con
cept itself persists among human rights scholars and activists. 

Under what has become the established framework after the adoption of 
the Universal Declaration of 1948, proselytization is generally understood as a 
matter of freedom of religion of individual persons and their human rights of 
expression and association as individuals practicing their religion in commu
nity with others. While a right to proselytize was taken for granted, the pri
mary concern was with the ability of an individual person to adopt a religion, 
or change it, according to his or her own free will, without compulsion or 
coercion. I believe that this conception of individual freedom of religion re
mains vitally important throughout the world and could certainly be used to 
achieve some degree of protection for both the proselytizer and individual 
members of the target group. But I also believe that this conception of indi
vidual freedom of religion cannot adequately address the concerns of commu
nities about proselytization, and its consequences, as indicated earlier in this 
chapter. Individual religious choices, however freely made, do affect commu
nal interests, especially in view of the dynamic of proselytization as highlighted 
above. For example, apostasy as a capital crime under traditional Islamic law 
(Shari'a) should be seen in light of the linkages between religious faith and "citi
zenship" in early Islamic states, and the consequences of individual choices for 
the community. For a Muslim to abandon belief in Islam, it has been argued by 
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some modern Islamic scholars, was tantamount to treason in the modern sense 
of the term (Al-Mubarak 1981, 24-28; An-Na'im 1990, 86-87, 109). 

In view of such linkages between individual choices and communal con
cerns, I suggest that the present human rights paradigm should include a dy
namic and creative understanding of collective rights in order to address those 
concerns, as well as individual rights to safeguard freedom of belief. But in 
suggesting adoption of collective rights, I see them as complementing, not re
placing, individual rights. In fact, individual rights will always remain neces
sary for the definition and implementation of any collective right. For example 
the protection of individual freedoms of expression and association is extremely 
important for the integrity of the process of regulating questions of member
ship, political representation, equality, and justice within the group. Without 
valid resolution of such questions, a group cannot be entitled to claim collec
tive human rights. This thesis will be further explained and substantiated in 
the next section of this chapter as it applies to issues of proselytization. What 
I propose to do here by way of introduction is to develop a general argument 
in support of the possibility of the inclusion of collective rights within the 
human rights framework. I say "possibility" because I am calling for the care
ful examination of the candidacy of each claim for a collective right and not a 
blanket inclusion of every assertion of such a right. 

My first point is to question the present conceptual opposition to the idea 
of collective rights as human rights simply because it does not fit the individual 
human rights paradigm. In my view, this objection not only mocks the univer
sality of human rights but also contributes to the growing isolation and irrel
evance of the international human rights movement. Since a collective frame
work for the realization of rights is essential for the majority of human societies 
and communities around the world, rejection of any possibility of collective 
rights undermines the assumption that universal human rights are accepted 
and applicable everywhere. Moreover, the categorical exclusion of this per
spective from the human rights paradigm is making this paradigm increasingly 
ess re evant to the daily lives of many societies. As emphasized by one author, 
the Western liberal perspective 

acknowledges the rights of the individual on the one hand, and the sov-
ereignty o the total social collective on the other, but it is not alive to the 
ric variety o intermediate or alternative associational groupings actu-

y oun in uman cultures, nor is it prepared to ascribe to such groups 
nrIJ?g *-S n°f LCC*UC'k'e either to the liberties of the citizen or to the 
prerogative of the state (Anaya 1995, 326). 

two reasonsWl ,e*KC'USIOn any Possibility of collective rights is untenable for 
and (2) the in A & 3CtUa lnterdependence of individual and collective rights; 
Regarding the fCqUaCy ° an lndlvlcJual-rights paradigm in certain situations. 
reahzed wi ho 7 T™'' ̂ that neither can individual rights be fully 
realized without collective rights, nor can the latter be ensured without the 
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protection of the former (Shepherd 1981, 215). This is particularly true, 1 
believe, because of the need for structural change and long-term solutions, as 
opposed to the piecemeal, case-by-case approach of individual rights, as ex
plained below. This combination of an acceptance of interdependence of rights 
and appreciation of the need for long-term structural approaches is clearly 
reflected in Article 5 of the International Convention for the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women (1979),17 which provides that "States 
Parties shall take all appropriate measures: (a) To modify the social and cul
tural patterns of conduct of men and women, with a view to achieving the 
elimination of prejudices and customary and all other practices which are based 
on the idea of the inferiority or the superiority of either of the sexes or on 
stereotyped roles for men and women." The presumed objective of this Conven
tion is to protect the human rights of individual women, yet it is clear that a 
more structural approach is needed to eliminate root causes of the violation of 
these rights. In imposing this obligation under Article 5, the Convention is clearly 
envisaging men and women as groups, rather than as individual persons. 

As to the inadequacy of an individual-rights approach in some situations, 
we should recall the assumptions and nature of the process by which these 
rights are supposed to be protected in everyday life. It is commonly asserted 
that the main advantage of individual human rights from a practical applica
tion perspective is their "justiciability," which signifies the ability of a court of 
law to identify an individual victim, a violator, and to prescribe a remedy for 
the violation. The way this is supposed to work is that when a person or group 
of persons believe that one of their individual human rights has been violated 
by a state policy or administrative action, or the behavior of a state official, 
the aggrieved party or parties can sue for redress (or prosecute if criminal 
charges are warranted, as in a torture case) before a court of law. If the issue is 
not settled out of court, a trial may follow whereby the court will determine 
whether a violation has occurred and direct the implementation of appropri
ate remedy. 

It is therefore clear that this conception of legal protection of individual 
human rights presupposes that the violation of rights is the exception rather 
than the rule, because no system for the legal enforcement of rights can have 
the resources and political will to cope with massive violations. This concep
tion also assumes that potential victims have access to and can afford to pay 
for legal services, that the judiciary is independent and effective, that govern
ment officials will comply with court orders, and so forth. As such, this model 
is not only limited, exclusive, expensive, and inaccessible to most Africans 
whose human rights are routinely violated by officials as well as nonofficial 
actors, but it is also incapable of redressing the type and scope of violations 
most frequently suffered by Africans. Recent experiences with genocide and 
ethnic cleansing, massive forced population movements, increasingly unequal 
economic and political power relations, unpayable national debt, and coercive 
structural adjustment programs in Africa make an exclusive focus on indi
vidual human rights unrealistic, if not counterproductive. 



18 • Abdullah! A h m e d  A n - N a ' i m  

Finally, I believe it is important to recognize the possibility of collective 
rights as human rights (Van Dyke 1985), rather than as part of domestic 
constitutional structures, or under international law in general (Thornb 
1991; Kymlicka 1995; Anaya 1996). The special value of the modern human 
rights paradigm is that it provides an external normative frame of reference to 
which victims can appeal for redress against their own governments in accor 
dance with universal standards applicable to all human beings without dis
tinction on grounds such as race, gender, belief, or national origin. 

While drawing on previous and existing experiences, the proposed approach 
to the development of collective rights can be distinguished as follows. Treaty-
based regimes for the protection of religious and ethnic minorities can be seen 
as one of the antecedents of the present human rights paradigm in that they 
imposed obligations under international law. But those minority-rights regimes 
offered only specific protections for discrete minorities, rather than as a mat
ter of general principles of international human rights law applicable to all 
groups throughout the world. In any case, the whole system ended with the 
collapse of the League of Nations and was deliberately rejected at the time of 
the drafting of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Steiner and Alston 
1996, 86-89). Domestic constitutional regimes not only vary with the peculiar 
historical, economic, and political context of each country but are also sup
posed to operate only within the domestic constitutional framework of the 
country in question (McDonald 1991). In other words, domestic regimes as 
such do not permit the possibility of challenging their own scope and/or imple
mentation in terms of internationally established norms and institutions. My 
point here is that, while constitutional regimes of rights should certainly be 
maintained and improved, they should not be seen as an adequate substitute 
or t e evelopment of an internationally recognized regime of collective hu-

man rig ts which brings the benefits of the above-mentioned external, inter
national frame of reference. 

It is true that the notion of collectivities as bearers of rights is problematic 
ecause of ambiguities of the nature and dynamics of membership, as well as 

agency an representation, as will be briefly discussed in the next section of 
this paper (Johnston 1995). But it should be noted that the notion of indi-

ua uman rig ts as entitlement of all human beings by virtue of their hu-

nari!^ I3" •Wlt ?Ut c*ist'nct'on on such grounds as race, gender, belief, or 
vidua! h °ng,n a so. a^ 'ts problems. That is, the present concept of indi-
and nppnrv" 1S* e pro^uct ^ a 'on8 historical process of contestation 
tinues m K ' u" C Pjact'ca' implementation of individual human rights con-
territorial i|C ' ^mpere y entrenched notions of sovereignty and exclusive 
and so forth"! 'Ct'°n,wea^ acceptance of economic, social, and cultural rights, 
notion of collertf '"u" t0 facing Slmi,ar difficulties of implementation, the 
it has nor vet tS rema'ns conceptually problematic precisely because 
activists. Whatr^ceive se"ous consideration by human rights scholars and 

is important is that when collective rights are considered, they 
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should not be expected to fit the same conceptual framework and implemen
tation strategies of individual rights (Abi Sab 1980, 163). 

In conclusion of this section, I suggest that the same dynamics that have 
transformed the rights of citizens into universal rights of all human beings will 
probably continue to propel further evolution of the concept, as well as its con
tent and implementation mechanisms. The initial transformation of the concept 
of domestic constitutional rights into the paradigm adopted by the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 was produced by a sequence of local and 
global developments culminating in the catastrophic events leading to and in
cluding the Second World War, which exposed the drastic inadequacy of exclu
sive national jurisdictions for the protection of civil liberties. The political will to 
combat a state's oppression of its own citizens generated the conceptual and 
institutional instruments of the modern movement for the promotion and pro
tection of universal human rights. While much needs to be done to realize that 
vision, significant progress in the protection of individual civil and political rights 
has already been achieved around the world. The same drive must continue 
today, I suggest, to expand the conceptual and institutional limits of the present 
framework in response to new threats to the protection of human rights arising 
from local and global developments. This possibility is particularly important 
for the application of a human rights paradigm to issues of proselytization. 

THE MEDIATION OF COMPETING CLAIMS 
OF PROSELYTIZATION AND SELF-DETERMINATION 

In the section on the dynamics of proselytization above I have attempted to 
highlight the basic dilemma presented by such activities, especially in the present 
African context. For one thing, the issue is hardly ever simply and exclusively 
a matter of communicating a religious message to be accepted or rejected on 
its own terms. As a deliberate effort to change the spiritual and material con
ditions of target groups, proselytization is by definition offensive and hege
monic—it is premised on the assumption of proselytizers that the belief sys
tems and institutions of target groups need to change, and that those of the 
proselytizer offer a better alterative. Moreover, the claims of proselytizers that 
they have a "right" to propagate their beliefs, while their target groups have 
the "freedom" to accept or reject the message, overlook the role of power 
relations. Without a power differential in their favor, proselytizers would not 
have the self-confidence and resources needed in seeking to convert others. 
Yet, without redressing that differential, the freedom of the target community 
to accept or reject the message cannot be realized. Nevertheless, I have con
cluded, proselytization is too integral to people's lives to be suppressed alto
gether, yet it is too problematic to leave totally unregulated. 

In response, I suggested that a human rights paradigm should be applied to 
mediate competing claims about proselytization and its consequences. However, 
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given the communal nature and implications of the interaction, especially in 
the African context, the proposed human rights paradigm should include col
lective or group rights as well as the rights of individual persons. The primary 
reason for the need for collective rights is that communal concerns are nec
essarily those of the community at large, rather than of some of their specific 
individual members. Otherwise, certain self-appointed elites will claim to 
speak on behalf of the whole community without credible accountability to 
that community. That is precisely what the human rights paradigm is sup
posed to prevent. In other words, for the human rights paradigm to play its 
mediatory role, it has to include collective rights as well as individual rights. 
Without the former, communal concerns cannot be properly formulated; and 
without the latter, there is the risk of elite appropriation of the voice of the 
community. 

Assuming that the case made earlier for collective rights is accepted, how 
will these rights operate in practice without violating the rights of individual 
persons in the community? In particular, how will questions of membership, 
agency, and representation be resolved and by whom? For example, who is to 
decide on the existence and termination of the membership of a person in a 
specific community? To address these questions in proper context, it might be 
helpful to briefly specify some of the problems raised by the competing claims 
of proselytization and self-determination. 

If the conclusions made earlier about the context and process of 
proselytization in Africa are to be formulated as problems to be overcome, 
they may read as follows: 

1. How does one reduce, and eventually eliminate, the hegemonic, unilat
eral nature of proselytization in Africa? What is that rationale as agreed 
among all parties? Moreover, since that presupposes that all sides must 
understand and appreciate the concerns of one another, how can this 
prerequisite be realized? 

2. If the validity of the assumptions of well-informed freedom of choice 
and fair play of matched protagonists on a "level playing field" is part 
° t e answer to the above question, how can that be achieved and 
veri ed in practice? Would a voluntary "code of conduct" be sufficient 
wit out independent verification of compliance? If such verification is 
entrusted to a judicial or quasi-judicial institution of the state, what 
wi sa eguard against other forms of state interference for ulterior 
motives? 

3. If another part of the answer is for proselytizers to respect the apprehen
sions o communities about the profound communal conditions of pre-
suma y autonomous individual action, how can that be achieved? Can 
proselytizers accept the proposition that individual decisions to convert, 
even i t ey were well-informed and freely made, undermine and erode 

-1 anc^ 'nst i tutions, and yet still maintain the vigor of 
mission . Doesn t such vigor require disrespect, if not contempt, 
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for the communal identity and institutions of the communities they seek 
to convert, which are probably based on the religion the proselytizers 
wish to replace with their own? 

The approach I propose for addressing these questions in the African con
text is the process of mediation of competing claims rather than an attempt to 
prescribe specific solutions in advance. It is in this context that I see a vital role 
for the state not only as mediator of competing claims of proselytizers accord
ing to some basic "ground rules," but also as protector of the interests of the 
target groups. As noted earlier, given the inability and/or unwillingness of the 
state in Africa to perform this regulatory function, the so-called right to pros
elytize would be open to serious abuse without the prospects of redress. It was 
also noted above that since globalization simply intensifies existing power re
lations, it is likely to exacerbate any hegemonic or conflictual relations that 
may exist within the same African society, both among competing proselytiz
ers, and between them and their "subjects." 

But despite the importance of its role, the state is only one party to the 
process of mediation I am proposing. Other parties include existing religious 
institutions within the communities, other civil society organizations (what
ever form or manner of operation they may actually take in the community), 
as well as representatives of proselytizing organizations or groups. Moreover, 
the external constituencies of those non-state actors also have their role. One 
of the consequences of globalization is that the increasing ease of communica
tion and expanding reach of the media enable groups and communities through
out the world to cooperate in pursuit of shared objectives. As recently shown 
by the cases of Ogoni of Nigeria and Sabbistas of Mexico, apparently isolated 
local communities can now attract much attention and support for their cause 
among human rights organizations, environmental groups, and other constitu
encies from around the world. 

Much of the success of the proposed process of mediation will depend, in 
my view, on the effectiveness of educating all parties about the concerns of the 
others. A related but slightly different requirement is the need to inspire or 
persuade all sides to positively respond to the concerns of the others. But first 
of all, there has to be an appreciation of the need for the mediation of compet
ing claims. It is hoped that this book will contribute to the generation of such 
appreciation and the education of all the parties about each others' concerns, 
as well as inspire or persuade them to respond positively. If the proselytizers 
are true to their claims of moral commitment, they should understand and 
appreciate the concerns of the communities about the survival of their identity 
and institutions. Should that happen, then the communities would have no 
justification for refusing to allow proselytizing activities. But if either or both 
parties fail to live up to these mutual expectations, then the state should act as 
arbiter. The state in turn should be held accountable to civil society institu
tions for its performance of its role as arbiter. In this way, the mediation pro
cess acts as its own guardian. 
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R E V I E W  O F  C H A P T E R S  

This volume moves from broader theoretical analysis to specific case studies 
that attempt to develop their own frameworks out of the concrete experiences 
of particular African countries or communities within a certain time frame 
The two approaches clearly overlap. While theoretical analysis should draw 
on practical experience, case studies should lead to theoretical conclusions 
Besides this introductory chapter, general theoretical analyses are also offered 
in the chapters by Farid Esack, J. Paul Martin and Harry Winter, and Lamin 
Sanneh. Political, theological, and legal aspects of proselytization in Africa are 
discussed in the chapters by Makau Mutua and J. D. van der Vyver. Specific 
case studies are presented by Tshikala K. Biaya, Chabha Bouslimani, Francis 
M. Deng, Rosalind I. J. Hackett, Hannah W. Kinoti, and Benjamin F. Soares. 

The issue of definition is taken up by Martin and Winter in their analysis of 
the processes and dynamics of proselytization. Van der Vyver discerns a range 
of components of proselytization in terms of constitutional regulation in Af
rica. Deng compares modes of religious intervention in Sudan, identifying the 
varying elements of coercion and persuasion therein. Biaya examines new forms 
of popular proselytization whereby rival religious groups address each other 
through oral dialogue in the public sphere. Hackett argues that the increase in 
the use of modern media technologies has reshaped proselytizing techniques. 
Coupled with the growth in revivalist activity, this has aggravated Christian-
Muslim relations in Nigeria especially. 

Several of the authors address the question of proselytization within wider 
contexts, whether that of relations between religion and the state, constitu
tional law, religious freedom, or religious growth and pluralization. The latter 
is particularly salient in the African context. Countries such as Kenya (Kinoti), 
Nigeria and Ghana (Hackett), and Congo-Zaire (Biaya) have experienced re
markable religious development and diversification in the postcolonial phase. 
Even predominantly Muslim countries such as Mali (Soares) and Algeria 
(Bouslimani) are characterized by a variety of Muslim groups with consider-
a le diversity in religious discourses and practices. This type of development 
receives its impetus from both local and international agents. 

In several of the chapters, the historical dimension of proselytization is 
emphasized. Soares compares the efforts of Malian Muslims in the nineteenth 
century to persuade others to abandon traditional practices such as spirit pos
session with the proselytization campaigns of a contemporary Muslim reli
gious leader. Sanneh discusses how debates in precolonial Muslim Africa sowed 
t e see s or the separation of the religious and political spheres, despite sub-

un amentalist attempts to join the two. He also compares the separa-

•10fi. Vf6 m ^S'am to t'le 'on§ history of discussions on church-state relations 
Th C • TT ̂ CSt' Martin and Winter note the evolution of attitudes in 

stian t eo ogical and missionary circles with regard to religious pluralism 
interre lgious dialogue. Bouslimani traces the interweaving of intra-Islamic 
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strands of Algeria's historical experience with the significant emergence of 
Islamist tendencies at present. Biaya describes the changing interreligious con
figurations and political manipulations of religious constituencies against the 
backdrop of the history of Zairian nationalism and the secularization of the 
postcolonial state. 

Issues of identity and cultural self-determination recur in several papers. 
Mutua links the problems of the modern African state to persistent efforts by 
colonial, missionary, and present-day political leaders to propagate ideas that 
were antithetical to African values and identity. Deng demonstrates, through 
his exposition of Dinka religious thought, the importance of preserving cul
tural identity and continuity, and of resisting self-denying assimilation with
out excluding the possibility of integrating traits and ideas from other cul
tures. Bouslimani analyzes the complex interplay of religious, cultural, political, 
and ethnic forces which constitute the continually negotiated matrix of Alge
rian identity. 

A number of authors analyze the conditions which give rise to or hinder 
proselytizing activities. These may be external and/or internal forces, viz. colo
nialism (Sanneh); the development of the modern African state (van der Vyver, 
Mutua, Sanneh); changing economic patterns (Kinoti); political manipulation 
(Biaya, Mutua); introduction of new actors, such as humanitarian agencies 
(Martin and Winter); new religious organizations, or influences, such as Chris
tian and Islamic revivalist movements (Hackett, Soares, Bouslimani, Biaya, 
Kinoti); or Eastern mystical movements (Kinoti). 

The chapters display the range of agents involved in proselytization—whether 
individuals (rulers, missionaries), groups (youth and women's groups, reli
gious organizations, professional associations), institutions (mission agencies), 
nation-states, or world bodies (transnational religious associations). The state 
emerges as the primary actor in many cases (Mutua, van der Vyver, Deng, 
Sanneh, Bouslimani, Biaya). Yet, importantly, the covert and creative strate
gies employed by non-state actors (Soares, Biaya) in their efforts to proselytize 
and enjoy freedom of religious expression and association—even when con
strained by political ideologies and institutions—are brought out. 

Suggestions for resolving tensions created by excessive or coercive prosely
tizing are discussed by Hackett, Sanneh, Deng, and Kinoti. Several of the au
thors show, through their specific or more general examples, how the rights of 
(usually minority) religious groups to operate in the public sphere are shaped 
not just by official public or religious policy, but also by popular perceptions 
which circulate through the print and broadcast media, as well as more infor
mally. A number of the chapters describe the effects of more sustained and 
militant forms of proselytization (Bouslimani, Soares, Hackett, Kinoti), which 
are often highlighted by news organizations and campaigners for religious 
liberty. 

It is hoped that this book will provide a more nuanced and enhanced under
standing of the complexity of proselytization in the present African context. 
The various contributions in this volume underscore both the pressing need 
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for, as well as the potential of, the type of mediation model proposed above 
They also explicitly or implicitly indicate the complex relationship between 
proselytization and self-determination, and hence individual and group rights 
All of these issues call for careful and well-informed reflection from different 
perspectives. In any case, it is hoped that the following chapters will show that 
proselytization is a much more compelling, challenging, and multifaceted sub
ject for analysis than has been appreciated to the present time. 

NOTES 

1 The term communal here indicates, as elaborated below, that the right to self-
determination should not be confined to achieving political independence and sepa
rate statehood. 

2 This project builds directly on two preceding projects of the Law and Religion 
Program of Emory University. The first project was "Christianity and Democracy" 
(1989-92), and the second "Religious Human Rights" (1992-95). The themes of the 
extensive program of discussion and publication generated by those two projects 
clearly indicated that issues of proselytization and its implications are intimately con
nected to conceptions, institutions, and processes of democratization, as well as to 
the definition and protection of religious human rights in all parts of the world. 

3 While proselytization efforts usually target individuals, rather than the whole 
group as such all at once, I am here using the notion "target group" as the opera
tional term to indicate the strategic use of individuals in transforming the status of 
the community as a whole. Reference to groups is also appropriate for the purposes 
of this chapter in particular because conflicts generally occur between communities 
(whether religiously, culturally, or politically conceived), rather than isolated and 
autonomous individuals. 

The term beliefs is used instead of faith throughout this Introduction because 
the latter term is normally used to refer to so-called world religions to the exclusion 
of indigenous traditions, which are particularly important in the African context. 

For example, as a cognitive psychologist, Leon Festinger sought to develop a 
theory of why and how proselytization occurred. Goodman draws on variations of 
this theory in arguing that the early Christians could not agree on certain important 
theological questions, so they focused on proselytizing new members to calm the 
movement's internal disagreement. For social-science analysis, see Rambo 1993 and 
Hefner 1993. 7 

\99^2\2 Cr'SIS °f ^ pOStColonial state and the search for explanation, see Young 

Young calls the postcolonial state in Africa the "integral state," which he de-
mes as a esign of perfected hegemony, whereby the state seeks to achieve unre

stricted domination over civil society." 

JI am referring here to the classification made by Clark 1995, 5. 
n page 170 of this article, Fisher characterized his disagreement with Horton 

s a matter o ocal point in the consideration of religious development. See also 
Hackett s discussion of different types of "conversion." 

flmnlJT A 15 USef,U,1 35 3 historical overview, though somewhat dated. For ex-
«I l 'i C . °".not address Islamic political movements, and his use of the term 
Islam,zation is not nuanced in the modern sense of the term. 
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1' Hiskett supports Humphrey Fisher's three stages of conversion to Islam—quar
antine, mixing, and reform—but stresses that they cannot be applied rigidly. For 
another example of specific case studies on the spread of Islam, see Banwo 1995. 

12 This second source includes a statistical table of Muslims and Christians in 
Africa. 

'1 When the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was adopted in 1948, it was 
envisaged that binding treaties would follow. In due course, the two main human 
rights treaties—International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights, 
and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights—were adopted in 1966. 
The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimina
tion already had been adopted in 1965. Others followed, such as the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women of 1979; Convention 
against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment or Punishment 
of 1984; and Convention on the Rights of the Child of 1989. On the UN human 
rights system, see Steiner and Alston 1996, 347-455. 

14 Namely, the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms of 1950; The American Convention on Human Rights of 
1969; and the African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights of 1981. There is no 
regional system for Asia yet. On these regional systems, see Steiner and Alston 1996, 
563-705. 

15 On the concept of "collective rights" and its relation to ideas of individual 
rights see, for example, Van Dyke 1982, 21-40; Garet 1983, 1001-75; MacDonald 
1989,117-36; Sanders 1991, 217-419. 

16 See, for example, the International Labour Organization's Convention concerning 
the Protection and Integration of Indigenous and Other Trihal and Semi-Tribal Popu
lations in Independent Countries (ILO, No. 107) of 1957 and the Convention con
cerning Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries (ILO, No. 169) of 
1989. The European regional system is also beginning to tentatively explore the pos
sibility of collective rights, as can be seen in the 1994 document "Framework Con
vention for the Protection of National Minorities." However, the most far-reaching 
formulations of collective rights so far are to be found under the African Charter of 
Human and Peoples' Rights of 1981. 

17 This Convention was adopted 18 December 1979 and entered into force 3 Sep
tember 1981. At the time of writing, the Convention has been ratified by more than 
150 states, reflecting a truly remarkable consensus across regional, cultural, political, 
and economic boundaries. 
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