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In a continent that has been recently described as the new demographic centre of Christianity and a stronghold of
politically active Islamic movements,[1] Angola has become in recent years an interesting case study through which
one might consider the complexities of the geopolitics of faith in the twenty-first century. As | will argue throughout
this text, in Angola we observe two seemingly contradictory but nevertheless correlated phenomena in what concerns
religious practice: the opening up of the local landscape for transnational religious circulation, for the most part
occurring in its capital, Luanda; and the process of ‘nationalisation’ or ‘Angolanisation’ of religious activity.[2] The
intersection of both dynamics has highlighted the role of the state—materialising, in the Angolan case, as the MPLA
party[3] as main actor in the definition of religious activity.

Historical Dynamics

From a historical point of view, Angola has been in many ways a classic example of religious transnationalism, long
before the concept became part of the academic jargon. In a sense it is a reminder of the century-old presence of
Christianity in the continent, following the arrival, in the fifteenth century (1482), of the Portuguese explorer Diogo
Céo in the Congo River basin, escorted by ltalian missionaries. As historians such as John Thornton, Adrian
Hastings, Richard Gray, Carlos Almeida and others have described,[4] the first contact was indeed one of mission
and conversion, with the surprisingly successful adoption of Christian faith on behalf of the rulers and elite of the then
kingdom of Kongo, which occupied a significant part of northern Angola. However, the region very soon became a
stronghold of African Christianity, long before that was even a concept in the study of religions. Autochthonous
expressions such as Kimpa Vita and the Antonian movement exemplified the intersection of Christian expansion from
the Vatican and the theological autonomy of local expressions.[5] In the late colonial period (from, roughly, the 1885
Berlin Conference to Angolan independence in 1975) we observe two different movements developing: the
increasing presence of Catholic endeavours in the Portuguese colony; and the emergence of Protestant missions of
north European or North American origin—mainly Baptist, Methodist, Presbyterian, Philafrican and evangelical—in
the hinterland, engaging in proselytist and educational projects.[6] Despite differences in the state-institution
relationship, both Catholic and Protestant enterprises can be seen as part of the ‘civilizing mission’ upon which the
Portuguese empire embarked, which was mostly an outcome of an economic project of exploitation.[7]

This model of the relationship between church and state would set the template for what occurred after
independence in 1975. As in other newly independent African countries, Angola experienced, by the hand of the
ruling party MPLA, a process of ‘sovietisation of the social’,[8] by which religious activity was removed from the
public space and, in some specific cases, actively persecuted. This policy, sponsored mostly by the cabinet of the
first Angolan president, Agostinho Neto (1975-1979), eventually subsided into a more pragmatic policy, in which the
mainstream religious movements progressively re-emerged as public partners of the state, playing an important role
in sectors of social welfare and education.[9] In particular, after the 1992 elections, when significant changes were
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made to the country’s political, juridical and financial systems (i.e. the introduction of a multipartisan system and a
number of economic reforms), and despite the continuation of the civil war that continued to destroy Angola, the door
opened for the arrival of a number of foreign churches, some of which were iconic representatives of contemporary
‘southern’ religious transnational geopolitics, such as the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God[10] and the Igreja
Mana. These churches soon made a significant impact in the local urban scenery, especially through the construction
of cathedrals and an active role in the public sphere.[11] Today, the urban landscape of Luanda appears pervasively
punctuated by landmarks of religious architecture, as well as with recurring public displays (demonstrations,
concerts, services, etc.) on behalf of these churches, which compete in the public space with other local Christian
movements such as the Tokoist church. In such cases, one often observes multiple engagement with government-
sponsored activities, such as aiding electoral registration campaigns and promoting health awareness or public
safety policies.

From this particular perspective, the emergence and implantation of Brazilian-originated churches can be understood
within wider socio-economic movements that have made Angola and Brazil strong partners in the Southern Atlantic
area while retaining a strong tie to the idea of Lusophony. Within this framework it has been mostly churches with an
evangelical-pentecostal background that have been able to successfully establish themselves in the local sphere, as
an outcome of wider movements of expansion of such branches of Christianity throughout the world[12]. However,
other movements of transnational religious flux can also be detected; for instance, the increasing presence of
churches of Bakongo ethnicity originating in the DRC, not only in the continuum that connects Luanda and its
northern border[13] but also extending southwards. These churches tend to be characterised by their informality and
lack of public visibility, working mainly in the capital’s musseques (slums). They remain transnational in their scope,
and in most cases escape the second process | wish to highlight here: state control of religious activity.

Nationalising Religion

Apart from the overarching narrative of transnational religious circulation described above, one can also observe in
Angola what could be called a process of ‘nationalisation’ of religion, a state-promoted strategy of not allowing
religious creeds to claim any kind of economic or political allegiance to territories outside of Angola. This policy, as
we can already pick up from the above description, has become increasingly present since Angolan independence in
1975. The country’s constitution defines the state as being laic and recognising religious freedom ‘as long as [the
churches] do not undermine the Constitution and public order, and conform to the law’.[14] However, although it is
not specifically stated in the Law of Religious Freedom, religious institutions in Angola are inserted within the specific
post-reform and post-war political and economic environment of Angola, where the MPLA government defines,
supervises and centralises all sectors of business and enterprise but where capitalist models also are encouraged in
what has been described as ‘business Angola-style’.[15]

One particularly relevant case in point is that of the Muslim community in Angola, which has been object of intense
debate in both national and international media. The Comunidade Islamica de Angola (CISA) has existed in the
country for several years[16] and has unsuccessfully tried to have its juridical status recognised by the government.
Despite recurring complaints on behalf of local leaders in the media, the government has rarely, if ever, made a
public statement on the issue. It was recently forced to deny its prohibition after several media reports denouncing
the forceful closure of mosques[17]. However, in my conversations with people close to government or involved in
religious affairs in Angola, this comment recurs: considering the Muslim allegiance to Mecca and the transnational
networks and circulations with which it is composed, the government will not (or ‘should not’, depending on the
interlocutor) recognise Islam in Angola because it would challenge the country’s ‘Christian identity’. This statement,
although historically speaking seemingly contradictory, characterises the current sentiment in present-day Angola,
where, as previously mentioned, the key word is ‘partnership’. In any case, the media interventions of local Muslim
leaders always point towards a narrative of integration and legitimation, which in turn is not recognised by the
government.

Considering the portrait above, it appears that Christianity enjoys a situation of supremacy in Angola. And indeed, it

is demographically hegemonic and intrinsically connected to the country’s colonial and postcolonial history. However,
a closer look will reveal complexities that distinguish between certain Christian institutions and insert other, non-
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religious elements into the equation beyond the nationalist imagination, i.e. economic and political/ethnic factors.
Pluralism and Competition

This last point becomes evident when we look at the evangelical and Pentecostal field in Luanda, where we can
distinguish four major groups in terms of geographical origin: 1) historical evangelical movements, the outcome of
nineteenth and twentieth-century missionary projects originating in Europe and North America; 2) transnational,
southern Atlantic churches, mostly of Brazilian origin and frequently close to a Neo-Pentecostal model; 3) Bakongo-
based ‘Holy Spirit’ churches, frequently originating from the Democratic Republic of Congo and loosely associated
with the blending of evangelical and ‘traditional’ elements;[18] and finally 4) locally initiated churches, sponsored by
Angolan leaders who may or may not have belonged to other, originally foreign churches.[19]

The result of such a diverse scenario is the competition of multiple, diverse perceptions concerning evangelical and
Pentecostal Christianity. For instance, in my interactions with religious folk in Angola, | noticed that there is a
perception of foreignness regarding Brazilian churches that combines a certain suspicion with the acknowledgement
of their entrepreneurial capacities—an idea that is undoubtedly associated with ongoing south-south economic
connections between Angola and Brazil, involving business interactions (in the resources and construction sectors)
as well as cultural and media exchange (music, soap operas, etc.). This combination may also be a by-product of the
strategic silence that these churches promote in terms of public commentary on internal political affairs, making them
either ‘good partners’ or ‘accomplices’ of the state (depending on the political positioning of each interlocutor).

This view contrasts with the more ambiguous (and in any case negative) image of Bakongo churches, which are
frequently accused in the local media of illicit behaviour—from witchcraft to adultery, smuggling and exploitation, etc.
This, in turn, is associated with the complicated position of Bakongo ethnicity in Angolan culture, often framed as
‘foreign’ to Angolan interests [20]. Such an environment may explain why many such churches remain, voluntarily or
involuntarily, within the informal sector and in neighbourhoods with a predominantly Bakongo ethnicity (Cazenga,
Palanca, etc.). In such neighbourhoods it is a hard task to keep up with the continuous emergence of movements and
institutions that emerge around prophetic and charismatic figures, some of them French-speaking—such as the
famous Combat Spirituel church, led by a Congolese couple and well known for its deliverance sessions that take
place in the Cazenga neighbourhood. On the other hand, many local evangelical churches—such as the Assembleia
de Deus Pentecostal do Makulusso—have initiated their own processes of transnationalisation, working through the
Angolan diaspora outside Angolan territory, with representations in other corners of the Lusophone Atlantic, for
example Brazil and Portugal. They represent part of what we have called elsewhere ‘prophetic diasporas’.[21]

Such a plurality becomes even more complicated when we attempt to make sense of the denominational histories of
these churches. As noted by Angolan researchers [22], there is a history of dissidence, proliferation and innovation
within most major churches that challenges the classical distinctions between religious institutions and makes any
map of their journey into a labyrinth. From this perspective, the delimitations that identify evangelical and Pentecostal
churches from other Christian movements are in most cases difficult to perceive, rendering them virtually useless in
many cases. The result of this is a complex mosaic of churches that respond diversely to the process of
‘nationalisation’ mentioned above.

Churches equipped with significant economic and infrastructural resources are able to establish fruitful partnerships
with the government and collaborate with its agenda of nationalisation while establishing themselves as part of the
local scenery; smaller churches seek public legitimation through a process of applying for official recognition. Other
movements prefer to remain on the margins of the system, developing their own informal transnational networks.
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