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| would like to start this lecture with some small ethnographic observations that relate to the
question of how emotions and sentiments are important to the new formations of religious
youth that we see emerging in many places in Africatoday. | am interested in researching the
religious play on emotions and sentiments in view of their importance for what can be called a
hardening of identities(cf. Hackett & Soares)y(), by which hmean the ways in which some
religious youth demonstrate their eagerness to differentiate themselves from others, especially
so in the area of sexuality @andyrelationships: This hardening, which,appears to address
emotions and sentiments in certain religious circles, can perhaps be best captured under the
rubric of ‘religious anesthesia’; that\is, religiously sanctioned forms of non-feeling. This is, |
argue, important to understanding a hardening of identities among young people. My
observations are placed in the context of Pentecostalism in Gaborone, Botswana, where this
form of Christianity hassbecome highly popularespecially among urban, modern, and middle-
class yuppies.

Here, 1 noticed how, in particular female members of these Pentecostal churches, seemed to
be waiting endlessly and patiently for the so-called ‘God-sent’ and right husband to arrive.
The church’s ideology.impresses on them the notion of controlling their emotions, feelings
and desires as pre-marital,sexuality is considered a moral abomination and a constant self-
inspection is demanded in‘terms of what kinds of feelings young people would allow to
surface (see Van Dijk). Waiting patiently for the right husband can lead to situations in which
this is taking so long that young women become spinsters (see also Frahm-Arp). Here, never
having had a meaningful intimate relation with somebody of the opposite sex, in fact, boils
down to an effective blocking of what are considered inappropriate emotions.

In other cases, young people in these churches talked to me for instance about the need they
felt to take cold showers in order to cool down their feelings and emotions. These young
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people are part of the city’s middle-class economy, dressing up smartly, showing off their
style and fashion to demonstrate that they are making a good living while being attracted to
one another as highly suitable partners. And yet, despite their bright and secure futures, they
had a problem; how to contain their feelings and yearning for one another ?

These Pentecostal churches and their doctrines are strong on abstinence, as sexual relations
before marriage are highly sanctioned; sex is reserved exclusively for the marital relationship,
and young people in church are urged to promise not to engage in such relations so as to
remain “pure’ and not to fall into temptation (Bochow & Van Dijk). Hence, couples know all
too well the moral, church-based conditions and requirements of their relationship. A practice
known as ‘Christian courtship’ is an option for lovers, yet requires high levels of discipline,
supervision and inspection as pre-marital virginity is to be maintained at all cost (Frahm-Arp).
Usually, Christian courtship means that the couple can meet while being in love, but that
meeting one another can only take place in the presence of others. Couples become really
concerned, some explained, about the fact that whenever they metout of sight of others their
emotions ran high, even to the point of becoming “physical’. This is an emotional state of
sexual desire they felt was very difficult to contain. These high-running, almost
uncontrollable emotions and desires, potentially‘endangereditheir position in.church and in the
wider moral community. For this reason, some considered taking cold showers a panacea and
a way of easing desires. Yet, this exercise,in coldness i an otherwise hot country, which
Botswana is, was not assumed to work foreveraSecuring a level of obliterating desires as a
way to control one’s physical body may fall short of.\what is expected. Sometimes, a kind of
splitting-up-remaining-together,arrangement was considered whenever ‘temptations’ were
running too high and “patience™had to be exercised. In other words, this religious youth is
being instructed to be radical about abstinence and non-involvement, and to be equally radical

about non-touchinag.

Here, we find cases of religiously-morally sanctioned ‘cold showers’ and “patience’ that are
meant to block sentiment. This is'a mode of controlling emotions that is functionally using the
Pentecostal 1deology concerning abstinence and courtship to introduce and execute a form of
‘non-feeling”."This, in my view, is a particular practice of what one might want to call
religious anesthesias | am not alone in this field of interest, as a number of other scholars have
turned their attention as,well to exploring what Katrien Pype aptly has called a disciplining of
emotions (Pype). Whileinithe context of this short presentation | cannot present an overview
of this scholarly work, the'question remains how to understand this process of blocking
certain feelings and emotions, and rendering them inadmissible on a religious basis in view of
religious developments in Africa ?

Social Science research on Africa is marked by a long-standing and well-established history
of the study of religious movements, ideologies, practices and institutions on the continent. In
particular, the ways in which religious transformations occurred with the arrival of world
religions (both Christianity and Islam) and their missionizing activities in relation to local
cultural, political and economic dynamics has been an extensive field of study; for
Christianity we can especially point at the works of Jean and John Comaroff (); for Islam at
the work of Loimeier () or Brenner(). The study of these religious developments has also been



of great importance to the understanding of how local African historical religious traditions
have been changing in the course of this history. This was seen to lead to syncretic
movements that creatively sought to combine elements of the world religions with local
religious manifestations (see Stewart & Shaw). This entire field of study has is investigating
how a variety of religious transformations have been related to other structural changes on the
continent; processes such as rural to urban migration, globalization and democratization all
profoundly influenced - and were influenced by - religious transformations and innovations.
In this context, religion in Africa has both been studied as reflecting such structural changes
while, at the same time, being (co-) productive of these (van Binsbergen, Werbner).

The study of religious transformations has been an intrinsic part of the research agenda of the
African Studies Centre Leiden, and has emerged as one of its renowned fields of expertise in
recent decades. This applies to all the domains as indicated above; Christianity and the rise of
African Independent churches has been studied in southern and.eastern Africa, Islam and its
local variations in parts of western and northern Africa, and African historical religious
traditions in various regions as well ().

While this professorial Chair on Religion in Contemporary Africa and its Diaspora is
squarely placed at the heart of this dominant theme in the ASCL’s research profile, which |
am honoured to continue, it also aspiresito develop this interest by providing a sophisticated
understanding of major developments that have taken placesin recent years. It is important,
firstly, to underscore the fact that contrary to modernist expectations, which predict a retreat
of religion from modern.soeieties under the.impact of globalization and secularization, in
Africa a different development can be noticed, asiespecially Birgit Meyer and also Marian
Burchardt’s work on‘multiple secularities have been demonstrating(Meyer; Burchardt,
Wohlrab-Sahr &Middell). Religion remains an‘important force in the transmission of values
and moralities. It continues to-mobilize people, and provides for a context of continuing
innovation as a driver of.change. Modern religious movements have emerged in large
numbers, have been able toyplace themselves at the core of political centers of power, have
become dominant in public’domains through the establishment of a wide range of Faith Based
Organizations (Beckmann, Guzman & Schroff), and have become influential through the
development of new.teaching-, media- and medical institutions.

Contemporary religious developments

Across the various religious traditions, including Christianity, Islam and their local African
forms, we can notice a number of recent dynamics that warrant further study;

- Firstly, a process of fundamentalization and radicalization can be noted in the domains of
African Christianity and African Islam. This development is not unique and is often
producing connections across regions in relation to these similar processes elsewhere
(Beckmann, Guzman & Schroff), . More in particular, modern Christian movements have
emerged that are clearly recognizable under one generic banner, known as Pentecostalism
(Freeman); a forceful religious and charismatic renewal movement that has been growing at
an unprecedented rate in many African countries since the late 1980s and early 1990s
(Gifford). Roughly, during the same period fundamentalist manifestations of Islamic renewal



movements in certain parts of Africa have been reported as well (Soares). Increasingly, a
cross-fertilization between Christianity and Islam is also emerging, something that Marloes
Janson has called Chrislam (Janson).

- A second process that is unfolding is the engagement with transnational linkages that these
religious groups have been fostering in a globalizing world. More than ever, these modern
movements situate themselves in global exchanges and networks. Through these networks,
many of these new religious groups have also become part of the African diaspora and have
been spreading to Europe and elsewhere (Krause, Daswani, Coleman). African Pentecostals
have expanded their networks into African migrant communities in the West; something |
have worked on myself while studying Pentecostal churches from Africa arriving in The
Hague (Van Dijk). Investigating how these groups engage with the African diaspora is a
growing field of interest, while vice-versa exploring how new religious initiatives by the
diaspora are taken on in Africa remains a field open for furtherexploration.

- A third major development concerning religious transformations in.Africa relates to the rise
of new middle classes, especially in urban contexts. Many of the present-day reformist
movements of Christianity and Islam associate themselves with these ecanemically viable
groups (Haynes, Loimeier). While the study of the emergent African middle classes is still in
its infancy, as the work of Rachel Spronk in Amsterdam is showing, recent literature is
demonstrating the mutual interest-relationship between the more affluent, educated classes
and these movements (Spronk). The significance of these mavements for these middle classes
is related to issues of life=styling, distinction, and consumerist behavior in which Pentecostal
movements specialize, a topic'l am highly interested in tn.my.work on Pentecostalism in
Botswana.

- A fourth development can be locatedin.the rising.significance of the media and the way
these play on the senses and religious sensation. New religious movements have become
noted for their fascinationiwith the media and the extent to which they make use of radio,
television, video-production and websites to proclaim their messages in an often spectacular
manner. As especially the work.of Birgit Meyer, Marleen de Witte and others are showing,
this use of the modern media by powerful religious groups transforms the idea of church and
religious community profoundly. These scholars draw extensive attention to the manner in
which such media bring religious sensation and religious aesthetics closer to the immediate
contexts of private lives and private homes (Meyer, de Witte, v.d. Kamp).

- A fifth development has been the manner in which youth in Africa has proven particularly
fascinated with, while being targeted by, these modern religious movements (Lauterbach).
There is a generational dynamic at work as to why youth are particularly attracted to these
movements and the way in which they seem to provide young people with a possibility to
navigate new social positions (Bochow). Conflict and contestation between the younger and
the older generations has been developing because of the manner in which these movements
foster a critical position vis-a-vis the power of the elderly in many African societies.

Programmatic interests




It is particularly on this last point of the significance of youth for these religious movements
and the manner in which youth take on these new religious identities as a way of self-shaping
their position in society, that | see the importance of the engineering of emotions that | am
introducing. Especially the blocking of certain emotions and feelings by which the youth are
targeted, appears important for two processes that | propose to explore further:

1. Firstly, explicit attention will be drawn to the significance of religious identity and to
exploring the circumstances and conditions under which religious identifications
appear to become marked. Increasingly, youth seem to become both the object and
subject of a new phase in what Hackett and Soares () recently alluded to as a
‘hardening of identities’. This hardening of identities along religious lines are
indicating shifting categories of inclusion and exclusion. But | argue, this hardening
may also imply a buffering of emotions and a reshaping of sentiments and feelings.
Understanding how religion in its various forms and manifestations in Africa mobilizes
and at the same time blocks certain sentiments appears crucial. This is often expressed
in specific religious polemics that can easily fill the social media while sparking
intense public debates.

2. In addition, this Chair will also develop research on the significance of public and
private moralities and the religious (re-)formulation of relationships. Increasingly,
these modern religious movements-are,not only deeply concerned with individual
identities, but seem interested in‘promotingitechniques of the self concerning sexual
and gender relations®Fhis can be called a new phase in attempts of a religious social
engineering of‘society (van.Dijk 2013). Inqart, the religious moralities in this domain
fuel the contestations that the previous point indicated as they inform the buffering of
identities to a great extent. Yet, the mannerin which religious ideologies and practices
can.increasingly be seen‘to play a public roleiin structuring gender, sexuality and
relationshipsis leading t@ new contestations in- and outside of the religious domain
(Bochow & Van Dijk). Thesharpest of these have come to the fore in religious
oppasition to the liberalization‘ofithe rights of sexual minorities and the religious
support for anti-gay legislation (Valois).

Part of the religious engineering conducted by religious bodies takes place in the context of
FBOs, who often perceive of youth as their prime target of intervention (Guzman). This is
because youth, in terms of their sexual lives, are seen as having a problem and being a
problem to society, thus seen as creating the need for new forms of religious governance. The
codes of conduct that are being propagated through this religious engineering are at the core
of the Chair’s programmatic interest.

Religious youth and their anesthesia

Youth in Africa appear as the prime objects and subjects of these processes of a hardening of

identities and a reshaping of relations through religious ideologies and practices. They help to
create new social distinctions whereby religious youth demarcate their identities and relations
vis-a-vis their age-mates and their elders. The point that I am making is not so much the idea

that youth tend to be at the forefront of religious change in African societies; this has been



demonstrated by a long historical record already (see f.e. Parkin, Abbink, Christiansen et.al,
Lauterbach). Instead, the point about the hardening of identities and the reshaping of relations
that is currently happening in the lives of many youth in Africa is that it takes place along the
lines of processes of what I call religious anesthesia (developing from the work on
socio/political anesthesia of Verrips; Feldman; Herzfeld; Fassin). Why is it that young
Pentecostal believers seem to become able, trained and well-prepared to dismiss the authority
of their elderly and maintain their position irrespective of the pressures that the family might
exert on them? | have been witness to many instances when the Pentecostal church to which
an individual belongs insisted on a hardening of their position as a believer. For example at
weddings, young couples are expected to withstand the pressure from one’s family to offer
alcoholic beverages during the celebrations and to maintain aqosition that, being a confirmed
believer, such drinks will not and cannot be offered (van Dijk). This requires a real sense of
stamina. | saw young Pentecostal couples being shouted at by.their elderly relatives because
of this refusal, and they clearly have to develop a thick skin ifthey are not to feel bad or hurt
by the pressures exerted. Religious anesthetics opens for further debate and exploration the
question of which feelings and sentiments can no fonger be expressed, which ones are
required to be blocked, suppressed or contained by a buffered self, and'why? As my opening
observations indicated, how is a Pentecostal identity.hardened by anesthetics,by a deliberate
blocking of feelings and emotions that.comes from taking so seriously a religious imperative
such as the pledge of abstinence? In‘this sense, researching,this notion may throw light on
how insisting on certain identities and'on certainisocial relations is actually informing
religious youth in Africa.on.a grand scale today.

Directorate ASCL Graduate School

As a final note in relation te my Chair, | have been invited to take charge of the development
of the soon.to be'established ASCL Graduate School in African Studies. This new Graduate
School.aims to bring together ASCL -related Ph:D.-studies in African Studies. It is expected
that the Graduate School will cater to.tens of Ph.D.-students on a yearly basis. It is also
foreseen thatthe School will offer advanced courses to its Ph.D.-students, the modalities of
which will be'developed in the course ofthis year. The overall aim is to ensure that the ASCL
Graduate School'beecomes operational in 2018. This includes the registration of Ph.D.-
students, the establishment of the School’s curriculum, the location of the School in
international exchange relations — especially that of the AEGIS network - , and the
organisational foundation of the School within the ASCL institutional structure. | embrace
this honourable challenge wholeheartedly, and am sure the Graduate School that I will be
leading will be able to take a unique position in the Netherlands academic landscape.

Ik heb gezegd.



