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Paper Summary

“That is not religion, that is the gods”: Religious frameworks in rural Ghana
Elizabeth Graveling

University of Bath

This paper forms part of a research project situated within the field of development studies.
 The overall project examines how far development theoreticians’ handling of religion reflects lived reality. This is assessed with reference to the experiences of members of two churches of different denominations in a village in southern Ghana, the Pentecostal Assemblies of God and the indigenous Musama Disco Christo Church. The objective of the fieldwork was, rather than to focus on the teachings of the churches, to explore how religion is played out in the everyday lives of the members of these churches. It was carried out through ethnographic techniques, mainly participant observation and semi-structured interviews.
The concept of ‘belief’ is commonly held as intrinsic to religion: religions consist of a set of beliefs and practices, and people—especially ‘religious’ people—operate within discrete and coherent systems of belief. This approach to the study of religion results in what Brenner (1989) describes as the “What-the-Yoruba-Believe” syndrome, where analysts produce accounts of comprehensive, internally consistent and unified cosmologies representing the belief system of a specific group of people, often defined by ethnicity. The aim of this paper is to discuss the relevance—or irrelevance—of such an approach to understanding the reality of religion in the specific context indicated above, and to suggest an alternative framework which may be more appropriate.
When I was gathering data for this research I was struck by the easy way in which people would repeatedly jump between or combine what seemed to me as separate religious discourses. Firstly, it is common for people to switch between different denominations and sectors of Christianity, either in a linear fashion or by attending multiple churches simultaneously. Secondly, to varying degrees members of churches will, while professing their Christian faith, also engage in activities contrary to Christianity. These may include participating in customs such as pouring libation to ancestors, seeking out practitioners of ‘juju’, and upholding rules and taboos ordained by ‘small gods’. One man, for example, described how he sought to pass his secondary school exams at the third attempt: his strategies included studying hard; praying, fasting and living a holy life that would please God; and finally visiting a mallam, a spiritualist of Islamic association who diagnosed the situation as malicious spiritual intervention on the part of jealous family members, and treated it with a concoction made with honey. Although it was the latter strategy that appeared to bring results, the man continued in both his Christian faith and his conviction of the necessity to work hard, in fact professing a desire to be strong enough to resist the use of spiritualists again.
Eclecticism is also evident in approaches to healthcare, with people drawing simultaneously on ‘secular’ biomedicine, ‘traditional’ herbalism and ‘religious’ prayer and ritual therapies. Indeed, it is literature on medical anthropology that provides insights which help to understand religious discourses in this context. Medical anthropologists working in the interpretive tradition have noted that patients from many different societies and cultures are essentially pragmatic in their approach to healthcare. Different forms of treatment and therapy are combined without contradiction because people engage with them on a practical rather than an intellectual basis: the employment of a certain method of treatment does not necessitate acceptance or understanding of the ideology behind it (Brodwin 1996; Last 1992; Lock & Nichter 2002).

This insight also applies to other forms of action, including religious practice in Ghana (see Appiah 1992). People’s worldviews are constructed from their experiences as well as from what they have been taught. Since the world they experience is in a continuous state of change, rather than adhering to one particular and fixed cosmological discourse, Ghanaians constantly accommodate or move between different discourses. Indeed, most people in this study do not view the world in terms of discourses or belief systems at all. There is little sense of choosing to believe in one system of beliefs over another, or of choosing to ‘believe’ or ‘disbelieve’ in the existence of certain spiritual beings such as ancestors, God and lesser deities. Whatever one’s religious affiliation, it is generally accepted that such beings exist. As Brenner (1989) observes, the identification of religion with ‘belief’ persists in relation to Africa despite several scholars having pointed out that this is a mainly Western association
 and that in Africa notions of belief may be very different if, indeed, they exist at all (Horton 1967, 1982; Needham 1972). In his intellectualist analyses of African religion, Horton (1967) compares it with Western scientific discourse, arguing that both are primarily concerned with explanation, prediction and control of everyday events. He posits spirits and deities “as theoretical propositions analogous to atoms and neutrons” (Brenner 1989: 88) rather than ‘religious’ figures to be actively believed in. They may not even be associated with religion at all; indeed one of the participants in this study, when asked about ‘traditional religion’ replied, “that is not religion, that is the gods”.
If belief is not the fundamental issue, then the central question is not whether spiritual beings exist, but what they are like, how much power they have, and how far one can and should interact with them: the same questions that may be posed regarding other powers such as family, governing authorities and doctors. An alternative approach to the study of religion in Africa, then—rather than in terms of ‘belief’—is by conceptualising the world as inhabited by a range of powers (including God, secondary deities, juju, witchcraft, family authorities, traditional leaders, biomedicine and churches), which have the capacity to influence people’s lives for better or for worse, and in relation to which they must therefore continually reposition themselves to their maximum advantage. There is constant tension between the extent to which one can engage with and influence the powers, and the extent to which one is subject to their will, and this varies both between the different powers and through time. Perceptions of powers are not static but continually modified according to changing social, cultural, economic and environmental conditions and the different socio-religious discourses which they bring—which are themselves subject to continuous change. Powers may be viewed differently in different contexts and by different people. Secondary deities, for example, are considered sinister by a large proportion of the population, but previous to the introduction of Christianity they were seen as neutral beings, neither particularly good nor particularly evil. The latter view continues to be upheld by those who do not practise Christianity, and is also evident at times in accounts of those who do.
As powers tend to be personified and personalised, and as they are viewed in terms of good and evil, morality plays a large part in determining how people engage with them. Members of churches are forbidden by their leaders from engaging with powers considered in their eyes as evil, hence the man referred to above expressed reluctance at resorting to a spiritualist for help. However, moral frameworks are not always clear-cut and individuals are inevitably also influenced by values coming from outside the church. Moreover, moral frameworks are not definitive. When considering strategies for resolving problems (and thus the nature of one’s engagement with the powers), practical needs may win over moral integrity, as was the case in this example.
Understanding people’s views of the world in terms of powers to be negotiated with rather than religions to be believed in sheds a different light on the ways in which people act and relate in society: seemingly indiscriminate movements between conflicting religious discourses become logical, pragmatic and coherent actions to mobilise resources and protect from threats. This study therefore suggests that in order to transcend categorical boundaries and gain an accurate understanding of how religion is played out in people’s everyday lives, firstly an actor-oriented approach is important and, secondly, it is necessary to challenge externally-defined ‘etic’ analyses (such as the concept of ‘belief’) with ‘emic’ perspectives arising from local narratives.
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� The research was funded by the ESRC and the fieldwork carried out between March 2005 and October 2006.


� Although, of course, belief as an intrinsic part of religion is not exclusive to Western society.
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