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RELIGION AND POLITICS IN ANGOLA: THE CHURCH,
THE COLONIAL STATE AND THE EMERGENCE OF
ANGOLAN NATIONALISM, 1940-1961!

BY

DIDIER PECLARD
(Basler Afrika Bibliographien, Basel, &
Institut d’Etudes Politiques de Paris)

Luanda, 19.10.1975: Holden Roberto has announced that
he will enter Luanda today. He’s asked the populace to
remain calm. Yesterday his planes dropped leaflets, pic-
tures of Holden with the caption GOD RULES IN
HEAVEN HOLDEN RULES ON EARTH.. ?

[Religion] is in everything. The movement cadres are
steeped in religiosity, whether Catholic or Protestant. And
not only those of the movement. Take any party. [...]
A party is a church. So that is why you think those at
the top should criticise themselves on their own, like the
priest and the sacristan, who only in the sacristy are
accused of stealing their lovers, because if they said it in
public the believers would become sceptics.®

The history of Angolan nationalism, like that of nationalism in many
African countries, is closely tied to the history of Christian churches
and missions. Angolan leaders such as Agostinho Neto, Holden Roberto
and Jonas Savimbi all had, in one way or another, ties with the church.*
Even more evident is the role played by the church as social and politi-
cal institution during the colonial period. In this paper I examine the
impact of the church on early nationalist feelings and later political
movements in Angola. My object is not so much to trace the social
trajectory of historical nationalist figures as to examine the various ways
in which the church both encouraged and impeded the development
of an ant-colonialist, at times nationalist culture. Prior to looking at
the Angolan situation though, a few theoretical considerations on the
relations between missions and nationalism will set this particular case
in a wider perspective.
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The missionary enterprise was ambiguous and diverse in the way it
proceeded into the African continent, sometimes before, sometimes
alongside, and sometimes after colonial powers. At the same time as it
was a product of the Enlightenment,’ it developed in a context which
led many missionaries to be very critical of their own society: what
the latter sought to build in Africa was not a carbon copy of Western
societies which many of them saw as corrupted by mammon and the
delights of materialism, and which tended to lose their spiritual basis
in the midst of heavy industrialisation, but rather a new ‘Kingdom
of God’ in which Christian beliefs and practices would be respected.
It would be misleading therefore to consider that the missionaries’ first
and foremost historical responsibility has been to reproduce the signs
and symbols of colonial domination. Can we for all that consider them
{(or some of them) as the ‘spiritual fathers’ of African nationalism?

Missionaries and sorcerer’s apprentices:

In an historical summary of the ‘Igreja Evangélica do Sudoeste de
Angola’ (IESA), the church that stemmed from the ‘Alliance Missionnaire
Evangélique Suisse’ (AME, former ‘Mission Philafricaine en Angola’),
Eliseu Simedo, its current president, touched upon the question of the
succession of the mission. He argued in very strong terms that it was
time for the mission to ‘die’ and give way to an autonomous church, or
rather that it was time for the missionaries to realise that this dramatic
change was irreversibly under way:

Autonomy is an inalienable fact [sic]. If missionaries do not implement it, it will
be done without them. The missionary is no longer a pioneer who takes it upon
himself to explore or conquer. It is rather the opposite: he must put on a humble
spirit, and be a simple servant. If a mission has been successful and has founded
a church, if its members have professed their faith, then it will have to fade away
and die of its own will.

One of the striking features of this short quote is that the issue of
the transition between the mission and an autonomous church stll
seemed to be a matter for concern when the text was written, i.e. in
1982. But ten years earlier, Dr. Bréchet, head of the AME in Kalukembe
between 1942 and 1972, had written about this question in quite different
terms. For the missionary, the transition had been a smooth and success-
ful process:

The maturity of the Church in relation to the sometimes heavy organism of the
Mission is also a matter for gratitude. This autonomy was not acquired abruptly
and was not imposed by any political factor. It was the fruit of the continuous
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labour of the Spirit of God. [...] In 1960, representatives of the communities are
urged to attend the executive of the [missionary] Field and become more fully
aware of the inner functioning of the cecuvre [des rouages intérieurs de I'ccuvre].
The integration that is achieved is devoid of any spirit of competition. It is char-
acterised by a true brotherly communion.’

The differences in outlook and tone between the missionary and the
Angolan pastor are both striking and revealing. Whereas for the for-
mer the transition clearly had not yet taken place in 1982, or at least
not in a satisfying manner, for the latter it was a smooth and ‘broth-
erly’ process, already long accomplished in 1972. Besides, the mission-
ary’s insistence on the apolitical character of the process seems to hide
a feeling of unease: the nature of the transition, and of the potential
confrontation between missionaries and Angolan pastors on this issue
is precisely political.® And despite the stress Bréchet puts on the smooth-
ness of the process, one gets a contrary impression reading pastor
Simedo’s words: autonomy is still spoken of as something yet to occur,
the missionary has to be reminded that he should stay (or become)
‘humble’ in spirit, that his role is that of a ‘servant,” and he must finally
come to grips with the fact that the times of the explorer-missionary
are long gone. These elements, anecdotal though they may seem, lead
on to important theoretical issues.

The missionary phenomenon in Africa was a constantly changing
one, and it presents a different face depending on the period that one
chooses to focus on. Thus, if one bears in mind that ‘[...] authentic
African appropriations [are] the key to African Church history in the
twentieth century,” there is little doubt that missions and the mission-
ary perspective in the mid-twenteth century were quite strikingly different
to that prevailing one century earlier, and that Christianity in Africa
was becoming more African. Mudimbe for example gives a theoretical
account of this shift in perspective. From approximately the middle of
the twentieth century onwards Christian theology and practices in Africa
experienced a process of ‘indigenisation’

Gradually, official policies shifted from the initial step of adaptation, one that
insisted on the Africanization of some external aspects (music, hymns, etc.), to an
examination of the content of Christianity in an African setting. New premises
established a completely different perspective: the ‘pagan culture’ is considered as
an abandoned field in which God’s signs already exist.'®

Although largely welcome when not called for by African intellec-
tuals, this important step gradually appeared to them as nothing more
than what it really meant: the concepts of adaptation and indigenisa-
tion still contained within themselves the ‘seeds of perpetual Western
superiority and domination.”’! Hence another step was necessary for an
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African Christianity to emerge that would do justice to African beliefs,
traditions and philosophies. This step necessitated a thorough rejec-
tion of the missionaries’ and anthropologists’ perspective on Africa
and Africans, and it allowed what Mudimbe dubs a ‘theology of incar-
nation’ to emerge. Its premises were: ‘negritude and black personality
as expressions of an African civilization, African history with its own
symbols as a preparation for Christianity, and finally the experience of
slavery, exploitation, and colonization as signs of the suffering of God’s
chosen ones.”’? Rather than the precise content of these new theologi-
cal outlooks, it is the attitude of missionaries in relation to this process
that is relevant here, that is the way in which they responded to what
ultimately amounted to no less than a take-over of the spiritual and mate-
rial initiative within African Christianity.

This transition was all but an easy move, and missionaries did not
always welcome it,'® especially since it ultimately meant that their pres-
ence in Africa was no longer necessary, or at least that they should com-
pletely rethink its rationale as well as its practicalities:

It would be inaccurate to pretend that most missionaries supported the new African
perspective. The Church’s official policies in the late 1950s and early 1960s were
as confusing as those of the colonial powers. Despite the fact that the Church had
trained most of the nationalist leaders and intellectuals, and also despite widely
held doubts concerning the Church’s commitment to the principles of Western
supremacy in Africa, many a missionary did not welcome the outcome of ideolo-
gies of otherness and did not at all like doctrines of African independence. Besides
political fears, there was the feeling that these new theories were opening a new
era and meant the end of missionary initiatives in Africa.'t

A parallel is clearly established here between theological moves towards
independence within Christian churches in Africa and political ideolo-
gies that promoted African nationalism and laid the basis for the fight
against colonial powers. According to Mudimbe’s argument, it would
be no historical coincidence if the struggle for the establishment of
autonomous churches and the more general struggle for national inde-
pendence from colonial powers developed in roughly the same period:
since both missionaries and colonialists shared the same intellectual
framework, emancipation from both went hand in hand. Missionaries
set up a process that gradually grew out of their control, in the same
way as the sorcerer’s apprentice rapidly became overcome by the activ-
ity of his brooms and the magician’s cave filled up with water because
he had tried to use a magic formula whose effect he could not control.

The problem with such an argument is, paradoxically, that it nearly
fits too well: nationalist awareness grew simultaneously within churches
and within the colonies as a whole, and both types of struggle fed off
each other. But missions and colonisation are seen here as two sides
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of the same coin, and this view is simplistic in that it implies that the
history of Christianity and that of colonialism developed not only accord-
ing to the same pattern, but at the same pace. Both processes did not
have the same rhythm, however: many missions and churches started
to become ‘African’ as early as the 1940s, some were still largely
‘Western’ well into the 1960s and 1970s, and most mission societies
were founded in order not only to bring Christianity to Africans, but
also to ‘build’ truly African churches. Besides, Western missionaries
needed to rely on African auxiliaries to ‘spread the word of God,” and
in this debate the voice of these many African evangelists who greatly
contributed to the development of Christianity in Africa has too often
been left unheard. Their influence was probably greater than has been
acknowledged so far, and their history remains to be done. Finally, the
processes of indigenisation were different depending on whether one
looks at missions from the grass-root level or from that of the mis-
sionary hierarchy. Hastings for example argues that in the case of the
grass-root Catholic church, ‘Africanisation was not possible or mean-
ingful [after the first wave of accession to independence] for the simple
reason that it had largely taken place before 1960. Only the external
priest hurrying on a motor cycle would still probably be white.””> Just
as missionaries’ attitudes towards the colonial enterprise were extremely
diverse and heterogeneous, so, too, were their views on the emergence
of autonomous churches and on the political independence of African
countries. And one should not forget that if missionaries at times
appeared very radical in their dealings with colonial authorities and in
their support of nationalist movements, it was due as much to their
own beliefs and political orientations as to the different political forces
between which they were caught.'® As Ranger has shown in the case of
so-called independent religious movements, it is important to remem-
ber that the political horizon of Christian churches was not limited to
the colonial state; they were also, and maybe prominently enshrined in
properly indigenous historical, social and political dynamics:

[. . ] the politics in which such movements are imbricated are by no means solely
or even mainly responses to colonial political economy and culture; they are also
very much the politics of contestation between African groupings [. ..] themselves.
Moreover, such movements have their own politics in the sense that they gener-
ate power and flows of patronage which are eminently worth contesting for."”

Ultmately, then, by centering the analysis on missions and mission-
aries alone, one runs the risk of losing sight of the long-lasting histor-
ical trends that influenced their action in the ‘field.’ In a sense, the
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theoretical conclusions one can draw from this historical evidence echo
some of the arguments that Ernst Troeltsch, a contemporary of Max
Weber’s who followed up on and somewhat criticised the latter’s well-
known research on the Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, for-
mulated about the contribution of Protestantism to modernity. Troeltsch
contended that, whatever role Protestantism had in the making of
European modernity, it was ‘all but homogeneous and simple,” and that
there was ‘no direct way’ that would lead from the one to the other.
The role of Protestantism in this process was ‘indirect and involuntary,’
and it has to be searched for in unsuspected areas, in its ‘indirect or
unconscious consequences,” or in the influence it had despite itself.'®
Accordingly, the most commonly shared characteristic of missionaries
in Africa was perhaps that the consequences of their teaching and of
their sheer presence and activity more often than not were out of their
reach or control. Therefore, one should also look for the unforeseen
or indirect consequences of their acts, or rather consider that what one
usually deems to be direct outcomes of their work is the expression of
such an ambiguous pattern. It is crucial therefore to take into account
the historical dynamics that interplayed with the processes triggered off
by missionaries and very often transformed the nature and scope of
their influence.

Turning to the Angolan case now, it appears that Catholic and
Protestant churches are generally deemed to have had utterly opposed
attitudes towards the Portuguese state: more often than not, the Catholic
church is considered as no less that the agent of Portuguese colonial-
ism, while its Protestant counterpart is principally acknowledged for its
purported distance from the latter, and, hence, its emancipatory or lib-
erating potential.'® Translated into the somewhat paranoid language of
Portuguese officials on the occasion of a council on ‘counter subver-
sion,” it becomes a distinction between ‘patriotic’ Catholic prelates and
‘subversive’ Protestant ‘foreign agents™

We believe that the bishops of Angola have manifested very well their patriotism
and their dynamic will for the expansion of the Catholic faith among the masses
with the accent on civilizing in the constructive sense of Portugalization. [But] in
the [Huila] District Council we have often spoken about the pernicious influence
which the Protestant missions exercise through individuals who made harmful state-
ments and propaganda. These are foreign agents who exert influence on the native
masses. They generate admiration and enthusiasm for certain anti-Portuguese
ideologies and movements. They surreptitiously undermine the idea of Portuguese
citizenship. They create mentalities in the service of ideas inimical to Portugal. At
best they limit themselves to propagating a religious ideology not in conformity
with our tradition. They neutralize our efforts for Portugalisation and occupy key
positions which make it easy for them to implant ideas contrary to our interests.”
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This report is important because it expresses some of the key issues
regarding Church-State relations in colonial Angola, and because it is
quite typical of the Portuguese attitude towards Protestant and Catholic
missions and churches. Besides, the crude distinction it makes between
both, despite its excesses, bears some elements of truth. Let us, first of
all, look at the position of the Catholic church.

Does Catholicism rhyme with colonialism?

The history of the relations between the Portuguese colonial state
in Angola and the Catholic church up until the first part of the twen-
tieth century, especially after the latter was made the established church
in Portugal in 1851, is in many ways the story of a collaboration. The
state expected a ‘missionary contribution to the colonial task,” and
viewed Christian missionary work as ‘the “Portuguese mission” for the
world.”?" Of prime importance in this relationship was the general con-
text of Portuguese colonisation in Angola in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. The weakness of the Portuguese colonial state and
its lack of control over the Angolan hinterland—it is only after the First
World War that firm control was established outside the coastal strip
that had been occupied for centuries—meant that territorial domina-
tion was a constant preoccupation, mainly against British and German
interests. The Portuguese policy towards the Catholic church as well
as towards foreign Catholic and a fortiori Protestant missionaries has to
be understood against this background: Protestant missionaries were
perceived as a permanent threat, both cultural, political, internal and
external,”? as were to a lesser extent all foreign missionaries. In this
period, then, the collaboration between the colonial state and the
Catholic church expressed the former’s weaknesses at least as much as
it showed that the latter had become ‘a servant of colonialism.’?

Even the advent of the Republic in 1910, with its hostility to the
clergy, translated into threats of replacing Catholic missions with ‘Portu-
guese lay missions,” was no more than a parenthesis in the history of
church-state relationship, and the trend to collaboration was again con-
firmed when Salazar came to power in 1926. A staunch Catholic him-
self, Salazar bore the hopes of the Catholic church’s hierarchy that was
looking forward to regaining all the privileges it had lost under the
republicans.?* An important step was taken in that direction on 7 May
1940 when, days before the celebration of eight centuries of Portu-
guese independence, a Concordat and a Missionary Accord were signed
between the Holy See and the Portuguese government, complemented
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one year later by the Missionary Statute which implemented some of
the decisions taken in the Accord.” Whilst a fagade of separation
between the Church and the State was respected, these documents com-
plied with the Catholic clergy’s request for favourable conditions of
evangelisation, but it linked it with the government’s strategy to achieve
more thorough control over the colonies. Missions and missionary cor-
porations were to be subsidised by the State according to their needs
and in proportion to the importance of their staff and to their educa-
tional activities. Missionaries also benefited from all the advantages of
state officials without having to abide by the regulations that governed
such officials. The Catholic church was entrusted with the whole of
the ‘native’ education system (which was not supposed to go beyond
primary school),®® but the ‘plans and syllabuses’ were edicted by ‘the
government of the colonies’ (art. 68 of the Missionary Statute). All Catho-
lic missionaries were supposed to be of Portuguese nationality, but ‘when
a sufficient number of Portuguese missionaries [was] not available,’
foreign missionaries could be invited ‘by agreement with the holy See
and with the Government, [...] provided they [declared] themselves
to be subject to the laws and courts of Portugal’ (art. XXVIII of the
Concordat).

These three documents expressed two contradictory trends: on the
one hand, they guaranteed the Portuguese State’s full material support
to the spread of Catholic missions in the colonies, but on the other
they amounted to attempts by the Portuguese government to achieve
thorough control over the Catholic church’s missionary activities and
incorporate them in its own colonial strategy. No distinction was made—
or rather every possible distinction was blurred—between the ‘chris-
tianisation’ of the ‘natives,” their ‘Portugalisation’ or ‘nationalisation,’
and Portugal’s ‘civilising mission.” As Salazar himself put it in his pre-
sentation of the concordat to the National Assembly:

What is it all about? Solely to implement the political aims of Acto Colonial (colo-
nial act) with the spiritual reward given by the Holy See and also with the nation-
alization of missionary aims which must be integrated forever in the Portuguese
colonial process.”’

No doubt the Concordat and the Missionary Accord were part of
Salazar’s thrust towards hegemonic control over all institutions within
both mainland Portugal and its overseas territories. But they were not
the ultimate stage of a process in the unfolding of which the Catholic
church became ever more subservient to Portugal’s colonial enterprise,
and it would be hasty to conclude that in Angola the only role that the
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Catholic church ever played was to simply reproduce colonial policies
and strategies. First of all, we should not forget that the Concordat was
signed in a context of struggle for power within Portuguese society it-
self, and that, although Salazar and Cardinal Cerejeira, the Patriarch
of Lisbon, knew each other from their student years (they had even
been flatmates), both were following clashing interests: ‘the relationship
between the dictatorship and the church was complex since the church
expected to regain all its old authority under a strongly Catholic politi-
cian but the politician was determined to ensure the primacy of the
state.” And when Salazar ‘surprised the bishops by abolishing his own
Catholic party with all other political movements [...] in 1932 he
showed that ‘the coincidence of state and church interests was not com-
plete.””® Secondly, and more importantly, the problem with the thesis
of the ‘identity of interests”® between the church and the state is that
it rests on the implication that the Catholic church was a homoge-
neous, cohesive entity.

The 1941 Missionary Statute made it clear that, as far as the Portu-
guese government was concerned, missionaries sent to Angola (as well
as to the other colonies) should be of Portuguese nationality, since they
were expected to take an active part in the ‘Portugalisation’ of the
‘natives.” But a constant lack in missionary vocations within Portugal
itself® forced the church to rely, sometimes heavily, on foreign person-
nel: Dutch, Spanish, Italian, Belgian, French, mainly in the service of
the Holy Ghost Fathers, the order that always dominated the Catholic
missionary scene in Angola.®' Despite the provisions that the Portuguese
government took in the Concordat and Missionary Accord in order to
control the activities of foreign missionaries (necessity to declare them-
selves subject to Portuguese law; duty to regularly report to the bish-
ops; entire and immediate dependence of foreign congregations on the
bishops), it could not prevent them from bringing about different ideas
about the place of the church in the political realm as well as different
theological and politico-religious traditions.*? The link between ‘chris-
tianisation’ and ‘Portugalisation’ clearly could not be expected to be as
straightforward for non-Portuguese missionaries as it was supposed to
be for the Portuguese clergy. Furthermore, even the Portuguese Spiritans
who were sent to Angola did not receive the same training as their
fellow-countrymen educated at the theological seminaries in Lisbon;
their professors were mainly French or Italian, and were certainly not
inclined towards imbuing their seminarians with the Empire’s civilising
ideology. Finally, another dominant trend within the Catholic church
gives these elements further perspective. The Portuguese church had
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rarely been very active in the mission field. It had rather concentrated
on providing parish services for settlers and had left the converting and
nurturing of black subjects to foreign priests or Protestants.*

Because the Catholic church needed to ‘invite’ foreign missionaries
to Angola, then, and because it tended to let them do what it was not
very inclined to do, i.e. spread the word of God—and, theoretically of
the Portuguese empire—amongst Angolan rural populations, the major-
ity of black Angolans mostly encountered Catholic missionaries who
stemmed from a theological, social and political tradition which insisted
on ‘the respect of profane values and popular culture’ as well as on
the ‘unavoidably political aspects of the role of the church and of the
different religious actors.”® Besides, the experience that these ‘deviant’
missionaries had of Portugal’s ‘civilising mission’ probably lead them to
think that the colonial state was more concerned with limiting their
own freedom of action than with allegedly contributing to the eman-
cipation of the natives. The message that was thus transmitted to these
(mainly rural) Angolans, and the practices it was related to, therefore,
certainly did not bear the stamp of ‘Portugalisation’ and ‘nationalisa-
tion’ in the way that the Portuguese had intended.

This first type of division was echoed by another just as important
one. The high and the low clergy had divergent views on colonialism.
Both groups—inasmuch as one can speak of groups in this case—
evolved in different intellectual, symbolic and ideological frameworks,
and their representations of the role of the church among ‘native’ pop-
ulations varied accordingly. Whereas priests and missionaries tended
to put great emphasis, as their publications show, on social and politi-
cal matters, bishops analysed colonialism through a very abstract and
detached lens; and when commenting on their own practical attitude
to colonialism, the former would praise any act that was intended to
criticise the excesses of the colonial power, or the silence of the church
on such excesses.®® The ‘deep ideological opposition’® that ran between
priests and bishops was not only expressed in discourse, but also repro-
duced in missionary practices. And if in the Portuguese colonies the
‘official church,’ i.e. the ‘basically Portuguese’ hierarchy of the Catholic
church, was committed to the completion of Portugal’s civilising and
nationalising mission, it did not prevent another type of church from
making itself heard publicly*¥—albeit quite late: in 1970, 22 Portuguese
Spiritan missionaries signed a letter denouncing the patronising stance
of the Portuguese church, and pleaded for a greater respect of African
traditions and lifestyles.*® And Henderson, after listing different Catholic
priests who were arrested in 1961, aptly insists on
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the ambivalence of the Catholic church, which had many priests and lay people
who sympathized with the liberation struggle; the government still had confidence
in the hierarchy, however, so these offenders could be kept safely in Catholic
houses or monasteries.®

This particular, potentially critical stance of both foreign mission-
aries and members of the lower clergy of the Portuguese Catholic
church, as well as the Portuguese bishops’ reluctance to work outside
urban, mostly settlers’ communities appear all the more important in
the general context of the Catholic church in Africa: it ‘is predomi-
nantly a rural church, and it is the ministry at the village level, where
the great majority of its members actually live, which is finally im-
portant.”®® A lot more work needs to be done for the influence of
grass-roots Catholic missionaries and, especially, black catechists, to be
understood in its full scope. Such a balanced analysis of the Catholic
church’s role in Angola in all its complexities and paradoxes might
reveal that its activities at the grass-roots level were far from only ori-
ented towards the ‘Portugalisation’ of the ‘natives’ and the completion
of Portugal’s ‘civilising mission for the world,” and that if the position
of the ‘subversive’ members of the Catholic clergy was not represen-
tative of the whole institution, it was in any case not negligeable.*'

Of interest here is also that the situation of the Catholic church
changed quite dramatically after 1961 and the beginning of the liber-
ation struggle. On an international level first of all, the Vatican II
Council (1962-1965) introduced some crucial reforms within the Catholic
church. These included the progressive ‘vernacularisation’ of the insti-
tution, its opening up to greater participation on the part of its mem-
bers (contained in the idea of the ‘people of God’ as a fundamental
theological as well as pastoral category), and the promotion of ecu-
menism, all of which were to have important consequences.” ‘Liberation
theology,” although slow to reach the African continent, also influenced
Catholic perceptions of the nationalist struggles in Africa. In making it
possible to conceive of a ‘Christian Marxism,” they removed one of the
main obstacles to Catholic support of the nationalist movements that
had opted for the ‘Marxist option.”* Internally, the 1960s were also
the decade during which the Catholic church slowly ‘Africanised’ its
clergy (although it was as late as 1970 that the first native Angolan
bishop was nominated), and some of its members finally went public
with their condemnation of Portuguese rule. It would be beyond the
time frame of this paper to go any further along these lines. However,
the elements presented above show that ‘progressive,’ anti-colonial trends
were not completely alien to the Catholic church before the actual start
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of the liberation struggle, and that it is in this period that one could
find the firmest roots of the changes that occurred in the 1960s.

Protestantism: a hotbed for nationalism?

The major characteristic of the Protestant missions in Angola (and,
for that matter, anywhere else) is their great diversity: no central author-
ity was likely to ensure a minimal unity of doctrine and a somewhat
common message, as was the case, to the restricted extent I have indi-
cated, with the Catholic Church. Protestant missionaries came from
different countries, had different religious traditions, were affiliated to
different denominations, and, perhaps most importantly, viewed the
accomplishment of their missionary task in many different, sometimes
opposed, ways. The message they transmitted depended very much on
those different traditions and affiliations, as did, also, their attitude
towards the colonial State. Broadly speaking, the Protestant missionary
enterprise in Angola was divided into three main currents, established
in as many quite definite areas: (1) the Baptist Missionary Society (BMS)
of Great Britain created its first missionary station in Northern Angola
in 1878. (2) The American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions
(ABCFM) sent its first missionaries to Bié and Bailundo, in the central
Highlands, in 1879-1880. They were joined a few years later by Canadian
Congregationalists (CCFMS), and, in 1956, together with the ‘Association
of Umbundu Churches,” which grouped most of the churches founded
by the ABCFM and the CCFMS, they formed the Council of Evange-
lical Churches of Central Angola. (3) In 1885 a party of missionaries
of the Methodist Episcopal Church in the United States, led by Bishop
Taylor, arrived in Luanda. Beside these three main currents, a Swiss
mission was also established in the Southern part of the central High-
lands in 1897 by Héli Chatelain: the ‘Mission Philafricaine,” later to
become the ‘Alliance Missionnaire Evangélique,” from which stemmed
the Evangelical Church of south-west Angola. Finally, Plymouth Brethren
and Seventh Day Adventists also moved to the Central Highlands, and
in the early 1920s, an Anglican independent missionary, Archibald
Patterson, founded the North Angola Mission in the Uige district.*
These different missions and churches progressively grouped themselves
in evangelical alliances or councils, but they nevertheless always kept
a good measure of independence, especially as far as their respective
strategies of evangelisation were concerned. ‘Protestant unity owed as
much to the common opposition from Portuguese colonialism as to any
other factor.™®
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The spread of Protestant missions in Angola throughout the latter
part of the nineteenth century and the twentieth century is a tale of
more or less overt and outright mistrust, suspicion, condemnation and
attack on the part of the colonial State. Indeed, to every step taken in
favour of the Catholic church corresponded measures destined to deter
the growth of Protestant missionary activities, in a fashion that the
report of the council on counter subversion quoted above implies.*
The corollary of this aggressive attitude was to prove quite useful for
the image and influence of Protestant missions: they were in a position
of exteriority as regards the colonial state, not only on a political level,
but also on a social and cultural one, and therefore could not be assim-
ilated to the Portuguese colonial policies.*’ Thus, they were not dis-
credited in the eyes of the early anti-Portuguese activists, as was the
case of the Catholic church, and they provided shelter for ‘subversive’
ideas. Protestant missions could be seen, then, as ‘the breeding ground
for African nationalism.*® But these ideas did not emerge and develop
in a vacuum. Firstly, the stance of the Protestant church on the side
of the anti-colonial resistance was not only due to its ‘objective’ or un-
avoidable presence (as a foreign ‘subversive’ institution) at the oppo-
sitional end of the colonial spectrum as viewed by the Portuguese. Its
own structures and the scope of its activities also bore the fruit of po-
litical emancipation. Its educational system allowed a literate elite to
emerge which included some of the most prominent leaders of the lib-
eration struggle (Agostinho Neto, Holden Roberto, and Jonas Savimbi
forming the most conspicuous tip of the iceberg), and it relied on local
organisations and structures which provided administrative and organisa-
tional training to many Angolans.*® Secondly, whatever influence Prot-
estant missionaries had on the emergence of Angolan nationalism, it
was partly determined by the historical, political and social terrain
in which they evolved. One of the important characteristics of the
Angolan terrain was its strong regional division between three broad
geographic, social and ethnic entities.® The territorial division of labour
that was established between the three main groups of Protestant mis-
sions—English Baptists in the Bakongo northern region, American
Methodists in the Mbundu areas of Luanda and its hinterland, and
American and Canadian Congregationalists in the Ovimbundu central
highlands—reacted with existing divisions in a fashion that was to leave
deep scars in the making and spread of Angolan nationalism.

Henderson, himself an American Congregationalist missionary in cen-
tral Angola for many years, has characteristically argued that Protestant-
ism is ‘a tribal religion.™ Basing his analysis on his own experience
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and observations as well as on several missionary accounts, he contended
that the tribal character of Protestantism rested on three elements.
(1) The coincidence of the areas covered by the major Protestant mis-
sionary societies and the main ethno-linguistic groups. (2) The crucial
role of Protestant missionaries in the codification and transcription of
the languages of these groups. (3) The fact that Protestant missions
‘inherited’ the principal functions and structures of Angolan traditional
societies. Henderson’s argument is interesting both because it highlights
some central characteristics of Protestant missions, and because it is
typical of the Angolan situation. The Protestant missionary tradition of
writing down and promoting native languages—against all odds in the
Portuguese colonies—has always been one of the main features of an
evangelising strategy that one could probably trace back to Luther him-
self. Historically, this dimension of their euvre was part of their attempts
at delimiting the communities that they were to evangelise. Sometimes,
this process went so far as to have more to do with the necessities of
the missionary task than with socio-linguistic realities, and this had a
crucial impact in terms of ethnic identities and identifications.”? The
scarce literature on the ethnic question in Angola unfortunately only
allows me to put forward some tentative remarks on the impact of Pro-
testant missions on the politics of identity in Angola.

The territorial divisions of the Protestant church in Angola did not
only determine the scope of activities of its foreign missionaries. It also,
and prominently, concerned its Angolan ‘pupils.’

Each [of the three main missions] created a network of school-leavers who knew
each other intimately and could travel with confidence through the length and
breadth of their own mission fief. They rarely, however, crossed boundaries into
the other zones and had little or no contact with other Protestant churches. Indeed,
they were more likely to be acquainted with local Catholics than with Protestants
from other regions. Protestant missions, which provided the most important source

of educated leadership, were thus responsible to some degree for the three-way
partition that occurred in the national leadership.’

This interestingly echoes some reflections made by Benedict Anderson
in his compelling study of nationalism, and especially his concept of
‘administrative pilgrimage’ as a way to describe the particular experi-
ence that the elites acquired in their journey to the boundaries of their
professional life.”* In the course of such pilgrimages, whose route and
final destination were determined by how the ‘pilgrims’ worked their
way up the bureaucratic system as well as by the needs of the state,
those who accomplished them were likely to become aware of both the
material and symbolic boundaries of the national community they
evolved in. They were physically confronted by the concrete limits of
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the territory they helped administer at the same time as their contacts
with other fellow-civil servants could foster a sense of belonging to a
common symbolic entity, an ‘imagined community.” Protestant missions
neither organised nor required such ‘pilgrimages’ from their Angolan
members. Still, an ‘Andersonian’ perspective could help us see to what
extent the communities their ‘school-leavers’ were likely to discover and
‘imagine’ through their contacts with fellow-Protestants as well as through
their eventual employment in the missions’ or churches’ structure cor-
responded to the ethno-linguistic entities in which the three main mis-
sions had settled down and not to the country as a whole. And if
Birmingham is right in arguing that they probably had more contacts
with Catholic neighbours than with Protestants from other regions, we
can conclude that regional bonds superseded other, especially religious
or denominational, links. If Angolan Protestants were more politically
aware after their missionary cursus, they were also probably more region-
ally if not ethnically aware too. But the crux of the matter here is cer-
tainly that the symbolic as well as material meaningful boundaries of
those very regions or ethnic groups constantly changed in the process
of the missionaries’ evangelising euure.

The Baptist Missionary Society (BMS) in Northern Angola is a good
case in point here. In 1960, whereas the national average of Protestants
amounted to 17% of the population (against 51% Catholics and 32%
non-Christians), they were 46% among the Bakongo populations of the
North, that is 35% in the district of Zaire and 50,5% in Uige; in cer-
tain coffee-growing concelhos their domination was even massive (85%
in the Uige concelho).”® This sheer quantitative fact made the impact of
the BMS perhaps more important than any other Protestant mission
in Angola, and it is not surprising if, of the three nationalist move-
ments, the FNLA was always most closely related to the mission from
which its prominent members stemmed. But for our concern here,
another characteristic of the BMS and of the Bakongo region is more
relevant. The BMS was also firmly established amongst the Bakongo
populations of Southern Zaire, and strong links were always maintained
between the two sides of the colonial border within the geographical
boundaries of the ancient Kongo kingdom. It would be interesting to
see how important these international links were in the Baptist cursus.
What is sure is that there is a long tradition in Northern Angola of
leaning towards lower Zaire, and especially Léopoldville-Kinshasa for
business and other opportunities; it is also where the UPNA-UPA was
organised and created in the 1950s;* and, finally, after 1961, huge
numbers of refugees fled there, many of whom did not return to Angola
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until 1974, which had crucial consequences in terms of national cohe-
sion.”” The historical specificities of the Bakongo regions of Northern
Angola and lower Zaire, then, and the territorial organisation of the
BMS coincided and together reinforced existing trends towards regional
exclusiveness. In that sense, the communities that Protestant Bakongo
might have ‘imagined’ were a complex ensemble of referents from dif-
ferent times, different symbolic and material worlds, different political
outlooks: they were ‘traditional’ and ‘modern,” and it is perhaps in the
linking of both that BMS missionaries, like others, played their most
significant part.

Henderson named as one of the signs of the ‘tribal’ character of
Protestantism the fact that it had ‘inherited’ the main functions and
structures of traditional societies.”® In colonial Angola, this was to have
a particular political resonance. One of the most notable outcomes of
Portuguese colonial ideology and its system of direct rule was the dis-
credit cast upon ‘traditional’ structures of power, and more generally,
upon ‘traditional’ societies.”® In a system where ‘Portugalisation’ and
‘nationalisation’ meant that the key to economic betterment implied
a process of ‘detribalisation’ and ‘assimilation’ to the Portuguese way
of life, those who were left aside were completely marginalised both
culturally and economically. And since the assimilation policy of the
Portuguese colonial state was largely a failure if one looks at the propor-
tion of assimilados in 1960,%° those left aside were in fact the overwhelm-
ing majority. Besides, the massive arrival, in the 1950s, of a population
of poor white immigrants® who took away from black or mestigo
Angolans numbers of low-paid jobs resulted in the further closure of
the colonial society on a minute core of white and assimilados. In
this context, ‘the retreat of the indigenas towards what Salazar call[ed)
their tribal life [was] a necessity, even though there no longer [was]
any tribe.” It is against this background, I believe, that Protestant mis-
sions, due to their staunch embeddedness in specific regions and their
claimed ‘inheritance’ of traditional societies, certainly played their most
important role, in allowing types of identities and identifications that
had been discredited for both cultural and economic reasons to be rein-
vested, if not reinvented.

In Bakongo country the presence and activities of Baptist mission-
aries tended to ‘further reinforce the isolation of the Bakongo from the
other Angolan ethnic groups, as well as their unity on both sides of
the border.”® It should be noted, in the light of what I have just indi-
cated, that they also relied on existing social structure in their evan-
gelising euvre. A very revealing case in point here, which I can only
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note en passant, is their involvement in controversies over the succession
of the king of Kongo at different periods, in such a way that this issue
came to focus the opposition between loyalist, mainly Catholic groups
for whom the king was to remain a puppet in the hands of the Portu-
guese and Protestant networks that were trying to transform the Kongo
kingdom into a ‘modern’ centre of actual political power.®* And one
only needs to note that it is partly from these latter groups that the
Protestant educated leadership of the UPA-FNLA eventually stemmed
for it to become clear that the revitalisation of traditional Kongo struc-
tures that the BMS allowed against Portuguese attempts at reducing
these structures to ‘puppet shows’ did have lasting consequences.

In the Ovimbundu central highlands, where the thrust of economic
exploitation had been particularly harsh, and the discredit cast upon
traditional power structures because of their ruthless use by Portuguese
colonisers in the recruitment of the labour force particularly severe, the
presence of Protestant Congregationalists was to have two related effects.
First, they permitted that the historical divisions of these societies be-
tween a dozen or more rival merchant kingdoms be transcended by
networks of job mobility which ensured regular contacts throughout
most parts of the highlands.®® The ‘administrative pilgrimage’ of Protes-
tant Umbundu school-leavers offered them opportunities to conceive of
a united Umbundu central plateau in a way that had formerly not been
possible, for instance at the turn of the century when the rubber trade
was booming and resulted in fierce economic competition between
Umbundu sub-kingdoms. The dramatic shattering of Umbundu trade
networks and possibilities in the first part of the twentieth century and
the ruthless inclusion of the Ovimbundu in the forced labour system,
then, may have helped to forge a new, broader Umbundu ethnic iden-
tity, especially as the network of Congregational missions was based on
such ethnic or regional terms. Second, ‘the ecclesiastical organization
in central Angola followed closely the pattern of Umbundu social struc-
ture. The mission station assumed the functions of the ombala, the king’s
village, and during the colonial period the missionary was the king.’%
Thus, Congregationalist missionaries allowed traditional social structures
to be seen under a new light. On the one hand, they rehabilitated a
political and social organisation largely discarded as compromised with
the Portuguese authorities—and not surprisingly, missions became a
refuge for members of royal lineage and chief families;*” on the other
hand, they opened up new possibilities of social mobility within the
structures of ‘traditional’ Umbundu society. This point is crucial: at the
same time as indigenas were negatively rejected towards their ‘tribal societies’
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because they had no economic or cultural opportunities whatever in a
very closed colonial society, they were positwely attracted by Protestant
missions whose educational system was their only hope of social and
economic promotion.*®

For the huge numbers of indigenas who formed the somewhat un-
differentiated mass of outcasts of the colonial system, Protestant missions
and missionaries were at once economic, cultural, social and political
brokers, mainly because of their particular situation at the margin of
the colonial system (a situation that Catholic missionaries, even though
they were far from all supporting the colonial regime, as I have shown,
could not claim to endorse as easily because of their belonging to an
institution that was discredited by its proximity to Portuguese rule). In
a system where non-assimilation to the ‘Portuguese way of life’ meant
economic, cultural, social and political marginality and deprivation,
they offered ‘havens’ where all these disadvantages could be turned
into assets. But they also provided their Angolan ‘pupils’ with a differ-
ent sense of marginalisation—*as “heretics,” it was difficult for them to
obtain the certificate of assimilation, passport for entering the colomal
bureaucracy’®—at the same time as their education system gave them
the political weapons to change this marginal status. In other words,
Protestant missions, especially in rural areas, were a bridge between
two competing worlds. Most importantly, they made it possible for
indigenas to enter one without having to leave the other: thanks to
them, it was possible to be ‘traditional’ in a way that made sense—
economically as well as culturally, socially or politically—in a ‘modern’
context. Put into ethnic terms, this means that Protestant missionaries
first contributed to the creation, invention, or at least reshaping of eth-
nic identities in Angola, and, second, secured the political meaning-
fulness of these identities in a colonial context that aimed at their
destruction.”

These remarks are certainly more true for rural areas such as the
Bakongo North or the Umbundu central highlands than for Luanda.
But even there, one can argue that Methodists had a related if not
similar role. The links that they established between Luanda and its
hinterland up to Malanje, and the fact that regional origins were a
central criteria for the regrouping of rural populations who had moved
into town probably made it relevant to ‘feel’ and ‘act’ Mbundu. But
the very long presence of the Portuguese and the higher degree of
assimilation in the Mbundu areas also meant that ‘traditional’ societies
were not such important referents as in rural areas, even if given a
‘modern’ dimension by Methodists. The latter’s most important role in
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Luanda was probably the bringing together of different types of elites
(especially rural, newly assimilated, and urban, highly integrated in the
Portuguese colonial society),” and the fact that those different types of
elites were both Catholic and Protestant.”? In Luanda, then, the par-
ticularism of nationalism was probably due to the capital’s specific social
stratification, rather than to a strong ethnic identity and cohesion. And
accordingly, the role of Protestant missionaries in this context was quite
different to the one they played in other parts of the country.

However, important though the role of Protestant missionaries in
creating a meaningful framework for the political expression of regional
or ethnic identities may have been, the regionalisation of Angola is by
no means only an ethnic problem: economic, social, ideological, class
antagonisms all contributed, along with ethnic or regional factors, in
reinforcing the divisions between the two, and later three nationalist
movements.”* And these historical dynamics channelled the influence of
Protestant missionaries. The political weapons they offered could there-
fore largely be appropriated by their ‘pupils’ and used in ways their
suppliers may not always have expected as well as according to long-
lasting historical and social patterns of political behaviour and activism.
Henderson himself readily admits the existence of such a room for
manoeuvre when, listing the assets of Protestant missions in terms of
nationalist awareness, he argues that:

the relative independence of the church from the missionaries and mission struc-
tures allowed the church leaders to communicate among themselves and to plan
and organize without the missionaries participating or even being aware of what
was happening.’

Following up on this, I would argue that it is not in the ‘creation
of tribalism’® that Protestant missionaries played their most important
role in Angola. In the historical and political context of Portuguese
colonisation, the protection and promotion they ensured to ‘traditional’
ways of life had a very important impact on the structure of elites at
the same time as it echoed historical and social dynamics in the coun-
try. The Portuguese colonisation of Angola was in many ways and until
the first part of the 20th century an urban colonisation, in that the
actual portion of land it occupied was restricted to coastal towns and
their immediate surroundings. As a result, an important gap in terms
of both infrastructure and political weight developed between urban
(mainly Luanda) and rural areas within Angola, which colonial author-
ities only tried to make up for after the onset of the anti-colonial war.”
The strategies of Protestant missions in Northern Angola and in the
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central highlands echoed in a way this gap, as they tended to estab-
lish their stations in rural areas, more often than not far away from
towns. On the one hand this was typical of a missionary conception
where towns were considered as loci of corruption from whose nega-
tive influence new and potential converts had to be protected, and on
the other, by remaining away from centres of colonial power, Protestant
missions could hope to have more freedom of action. It is in the bosom
of these Protestant rural strongholds, of which Dondi, congregational
centre in the central highlands is a good example, that missionaries
developed their evangelising and educational eusre. Their defence of
‘traditional’ ways of life is thus maybe best explained in terms of the
empowerment of rural societies in such a way as they could defend
themselves against both Portuguese colonialism and urban elites, be
they Portuguese or Angolan.

In Luanda indeed, protracted Portuguese presence permitted the
coming into shape of a creole elite, which, with time, became cultur-
ally more Portuguese than Angolan, tended to lose the practice of
Kimbundu (vernacular language spoken in Luanda and its hinterland)
in favour of Portuguese, and was more oriented towards the Atlantic
ocean than towards the interior of the country. This old creole elite,
in alliance with new urban assimilades—mainly educated by mission-
aries in Luanda and its hinterland—was later to form the main pillar
of the MPLA]” as I noted earlier. Nationalism in the North and in
the central highlands was thus maybe an opportunity for new, non-
urban, non-creole elites to impose themselves on the national political
scene. And colour played a prominent role here, as the fractures between
elites also (but by no means only) followed racial lines: only mesticos
(and old assimilados) could hope to occupy the very few positions of
wealth and power accumulation (nearly all in Luanda) open to non-
Portuguese. This was even more so after the arrival, from the 1950s
onwards, of thousands of poor white immigrants from Portugal, which
further reinforced the marginalisation of the vast majority of (mainly
black) Angolans. In this context, the protection of ‘traditional’ societies
that Protestant missionaries offered was the protection and promotion
of a certain image of ‘Africanity’ and négritude as opposed to the cor-
ruption that assimilation to Portuguese and urban cultural values rep-
resented in their view. And some Protestant missionaries even seem to
have had a deep mistrust, sometimes on the verge of racism, of those
they did not consider as ‘truly’ African.”® Rather than as the sole result
of ethnic politics, the division of the Angolan nationalism in three rival
movements is thus to be understood as a consequence of such social



180 Didier Péclard

‘fractures’ between town and countryside, and between old urban creole
elites mainly cut off from their ‘traditional’ roots and new rural (black)
African elites encouraged by missionaries to protect themselves from
the effects of ‘detribalisation’ and ‘Portugalisation.”” Further research
might show that it is in these dynamics that Protestant missionaries
played their most important role.

Conclusion

Protestant missions and the Catholic church were both agents of
modernisation in Angola. In their respective ways they contributed to
the emergence of anti-colonialist movements and, consequently, to the
ending of Portuguese rule. But their contribution was ‘all but homo-
geneous and simple,” to use Troeltsch’s words again. It was channelled
and oriented by the historical dynamics of social formation and transfor-
mation at play in the conglomerate of regions that formed the Portu-
guese ‘province of Angola’; it was also influenced by the contradictions
and divisions inherent to both institutions.

The political awareness encouraged in the bosom of Protestant mis-
sions was particular in the sense that it contributed to regional antag-
onisms in two different ways: (1) the territorial division of labour between
the three main Protestant missions corresponded to existing boundaries
between three ethno-linguistic groups; at the same time, as in the case
of the Ovimbundu highlands, Protestant missionaries also redefined
the meaningful borders of these different entities, not least by the codi-
fication of native languages. (2) As economic and social brokers in the
Portuguese colonial regime, they were in a position to give a ‘modern’
sense to ‘traditional’ structures. In a colonial system characterised by the
opposition between a mainly white and mestigo colonial heart sealed off
from the mass of Angolan indigenas and concentrating most of the wealth
on the one hand, and culturally and socially disrupted indigenas with
hardly any social and economic prospects on the other, they made it
possible to acquire tools of social and economic promotion within an
educational framework concerned with preserving or building upon ‘tra-
ditional’ ways of life. Rather than being forced to retreat towards ‘tribal
life,” indigenas could, thanks to Protestant missions, invest it in a way that
made sense economically as well as socially in a modern context.

The Catholic church, although considered by the Portuguese author-
ities as well as by some members of the Catholic hierarchy as having
a direct and central role to play in Portugal’s ‘civilising mission’ was
in fact far less homogeneously on the side of Portuguese colonialism
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than it seems at first. Several lines of division appear when one looks
below the surface: between foreign and Portuguese missionaries, between
the top and the bottom of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, and between
prelates of the Portuguese Roman Catholic church and members of
the Order of the Holy Ghost Fathers. These divisions alone call for a
balanced analysis of its stance as regards the roots of the nationalist
uprising, which could initiate a shift in interpretation: although its legal
status as well as the stance of its leaders made it an apparent ‘servant’
of Portuguese colonialism, the Catholic church is also to be considered
as one of the loci where anti-colonialist ideas developed.

Lastly, it is interesting to put the role of Protestant missions in the
revival of ethnic or regional identities in a wider perspective. According
to G. Clarence-Smith, the Catholic church, contrarily to its Protestant
counterparts, was not regionally or ethnically implanted. It ‘tried to
merge its members into a great international community which, until
the Vatican II council, insisted on uniformity. to a quasi caricatured
extent.”® Besides, the symbolic as well as material boundaries of the
‘administrative pilgrimage’ of its clergy corresponded to the nation and
not to the territories of different ethnic groups. The Catholic church
in Angola would thus have been one of the rare institutions likely to
strengthen the nation against the divisive trends that Protestant mis-
sions had contributed to reinforce. To follow up on this provoking
thought would require another study, but I shall just note en passant
that to the extent that members of the lower clergy—local priests, cat-
echists, of whom a good number were African—did keep their ethnic
ties, as Clarence-Smith himself indicates, one might get two quite differ-
ent pictures if one looks at the top or at the bottom of the Catholic
hierarchy. There again the history of the different social groups from
which the Angolan members of the clergy (especially the evangelists)
emerged and that of the possible competition between these groups
would be a determining factor.
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