
that itself acts as a possessed body, expressing in textual form the lived
experience of devotees of African diasporic religions. Although the book
can be a bit impenetrable for the uninitiated, its author’s grasp of a wide
range of sources produced in English, French, Spanish, and Portuguese,
and the facility with which he quotes them in the original languages and
English translation, is quite impressive.

Jeffrey E. Anderson, University of Louisiana–Monroe

Religion, Media, and Marginality in Modern Africa. Edited by Felicitas
Becker, Joel Cabrita, and Marie Rodet. Ohio University Press, 2018.
330 pages. $69.95 cloth; ebook available.

The intention of the editors—all three of them Africanists—is to
highlight how marginalized groups use both “old” and new media to
either reach out or close off avenues of communication with others.
They claim that this is particularly true in the development of “niche
audiences and diverse, competing religious claims” (2). This point is
made in several ways throughout the volume. For example, author
David Gordon notes that the spread of literacy through missionaries
in northern Zambia has created a homogenized elite class, while local
“tin trunk” literacy has spread through clerks, traders, and artisans.
These two groups value different sorts of media: the “elite” value open
sources of information like autobiographies, novels, pamphlets, and
newspapers, while the “homespun scholars” prefer handwritten diaries,
letters, and religious liturgies. In their comprehensive introduction, edi-
tors Felicitas Becker and Joel Cabrita emphasize that different groups
have different strategies and end goals. This seems to be the overarching
theme of the book.

Another theme is that there are many reading, listening, and watch-
ing “publics” in Africa. The audiences for the various forms of media are
both diverse and specific. In some of these cases, media, such as radio,
has served an anticolonial agenda, promoting democracy at times, as in
the case of anticolonial broadcasting in south-Saharan Africa (11). At
other times, media has promoted the goals of the government. Political
activists have also used a variety of types of media to subvert nation-states,
utilizing independent radio, mobile phones, cassette tapes, and the
internet. Some lesser-known religious voices and women religious lea-
ders have used these media in order to be heard—for example, the use
of social media during the Arab Spring in Egypt (11) and the use of
mobile phones by female entrepreneurs in Nairobi to break into the
largely male-dominated economy (13).

The editors broadly define media to include all manner of commu-
nication—from texts like scriptures, to newspapers, to radio, audiotapes,

Reviews

95

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://online.ucpress.edu/nr/article-pdf/24/1/95/406852/nr.2020.24.1.95.pdf by R

oyal H
ollow

ay U
niversity of London, jeditor@

ucpress.edu on 04 August 2020



DVDs, television, social media, and emails. They also analyze the role
photography plays in the life of religious congregations and there are
two essays on this topic. One, by Heike Behrend, covers Muslim dis-
courses on photography in Kenya; the other, by Asonzeh Ukah, discusses
photographs as constructing urban piety in Nigeria. Ukah focuses on how
religious subjects represent themselves within their religious practice
(112). In these cases, photography was used to document and communi-
cate the life of the community. The editors are very clear that they do not
want to privilege one type of media over another, nor imply that one type
of media empowers while another disempowers. They claim, “no single
media form is capable, on its own, of instigating social change. Instead,
change in Africa—as elsewhere in the world—occurs through interlock-
ing technical, social, political, cultural, and economic process” (18).

The volume soundly rejects the secularization thesis in African society,
with contributors negotiating the difficult terrain between the sacred and
the secular in public life. Each chapter addresses some aspect of African
religions, but authors do not necessarily use the same definition of
“religion.” While all of the groups examined—from Islam to the
Shembe Church—engage in some sort of religious practice, adherents
might not subscribe to a comprehensive definition of religion. The editors
admit that this is problematic; at the same time, however, they observe
that religious studies scholars often discuss groups phenomenologically
rather than theoretically (25). They feel that trying to formulate a single
definition for practices that already exist may be arbitrary. The editors also
admit that the religions covered in this volume on African religions are
limited by their specializations in Southern African Christianity, East
African Islam, and West-African postslavery societies. This explains why
there is minimal coverage of indigenous African religions in the volume.

The essays are divided into three sections. The first section,
“Engagements with State Power in the Colonial Period and Beyond,”
examines how Muslim and Christian practitioners negotiate their mar-
ginalized status in particular locales using a variety of media forms. The
second section, “Claims to Tradition and Particular Identities in the
Shadow of the State,” demonstrates how religious traditions have used
media to emphasize new identities in relation to the nation. For example,
the essay by Liz Gunner on the Shembe Church addresses media coverage
of the Nazareth Baptist Church by the South African national daily news-
paper. Gunner argues that during this time period, the paper’s coverage
reflects a “counterpublic” (159). The last section, “Religious Community
Building on the Margins,” argues that Christians and Muslims use media
forms to negotiate issues of orthodoxy, hierarchy, and innovation
within their religious communities. Andre Chappatte’s chapter on reli-
gious allegiances in contemporary Mali tackles a debate over a verbal
practice called zikiri (229). While the word may mean “remembrance,”
or “mentioning,” it seems to be a recollection performed silently or aloud.

Nova Religio
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It has taken on the form of a prayer or a chant. In Mali, these praises have
become popular and some recordings have become controversial (230).

This book is much-needed in the libraries of communications and
media scholars. The editors make a good case for expanding our limited
understanding of the term “media.” The book also contributes to a more
diverse understanding of contemporary African religious life. Overall, I
highly recommend this collection of essays for understanding media
(old and new) and its use by various religious groups in Africa.

Dawn Hutchinson, Christopher Newport University

Faith and Politics in the Public Sphere: The Gülen Movement and the Mormon
Church. By Etga Ugur. Syracuse University Press, 2019. xviii + 298 pages.
$70.00 cloth; $34.95 paper; ebook available.

The Gülen movement and the Mormon Church represent two differ-
ent religious traditions in two distinct societies with contrasting cultural,
religious, and political environments. Although both organizations are
oriented toward engaging the modern world with their unique religious
orientations and traditional moral values, their differences in structure
and strategies reflect differences in the opportunities and constraints of
their sociopolitical environments. As author Etga Ugur explains: “This
study argues that the Gülen movement and the LDS Church have similar
aims of survival, expansion, and access to power, and both command
significant economic and organizational resources. However, the oppor-
tunity structure in which they operate differs with respect to the prevalent
model of the public sphere” (30).

The Gülen movement emerged in Turkey in the 1960s through the
influence of Muslim cleric and scholar Fethulah Gülen and is organized
largely as a network of individuals devoted to education, civic engage-
ment, and interfaith dialogue. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints—more commonly known as the Mormon or LDS Church—was
founded in the early nineteenth century and is a hierarchically-
structured minority religious organization in the United States that is
concentrated primarily in Utah but is represented in neighboring states
and throughout the country. Although the author’s initial impressions
of these organizations reflect his own experiences in both Konya, Turkey
and Salt Lake City, Utah (xi–xvii), his detailed analysis is based on pri-
mary source materials from the two organizations plus interviews with
their leaders (12–13).

Following an introductory preview, chapter 1 contrasts liberal against
republican models of how the state, politics, and civil society vary in their
overall societal influence and affect the options available to religious
movements and organizations in relating to the public sphere. Briefly,
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