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Invisible Agents investigates the relationship between spiritual beliefs and political agency. The book 

considers the implications of ‘the invisible world’ on various moments of social and political 

upheaval in nineteenth and twentieth-century central Africa. Its author, David M. Gordon, sets out 

‘not to present Africans steeped in irrational, exotic, or traditional beliefs, but to describe how rich 

products of human imagination inform identities and actions’ (p.3). By putting the spiritual discourse 

of the ChiBemba speakers of Northern Zambia on the stage of world history, he ‘makes visible the 

rich, complex, and dynamic worlds that [missionaries, colonial administrators, and anthropologists] 

ignored, repressed, or rendered invisible’ (p. 22). In doing so this unique script offers a sophisticated 

analysis of ‘historical agency in a world populated with spirits’ (p.3).  

The narrative is chronological and divided in eight chapters. Its style is expository and 

didactic, accessible to a broad readership of both specialists and non-specialists. The introduction is 

a synthesis of debates in – mainly Anglophone - African Studies and Zambian historiography. 

Durkheim’s notion of ‘collective consciousness’ is employed to configure the Central African 

‘spiritual agency’ as a source of political action.  It shows that political action is not isomorphic with 

the social structure, but an agency that ‘morphs’ itself into historical landscapes (p. 7). 

The author argues that it is important to write African history in the wake of a post-

nationalist and post-modernist historiography (p. 22). The first chapter thus considers how the 

control of the spiritual realm served to ensure fertility and protection against evil in pre-colonial 

ChiBemba speakers’ political imagination. It contests that spirits are the ultimate source of agency 

and their capricious nature needs to be controlled through a double act of intervention: from the 

realm of the living into the realm of the spirits, and from the realm of the spirits into the realm of 

the living.  

The following chapters trace the changing and conflicting notions of this spiritual realm over 

a hundred years, from the 1890s to the 1990s. They explore how moral being is affected by the 

discourses and actions of leaders – both chiefs and those heading popular movements, religious and 

nationalist. For example, in the 1930s, the Bamuchape’s anti-witchcraft movement used Christian 

concepts to eradicate a witchcraft that missionaries sought to ‘hide’ by denying its existence 

(Chapter 2). In the 1940s, the Watchtower millenarian cult became a powerful mobilising force for 

political action among the miners on the Copperbelt for its promise to eradicate Satan from the 

world. After 1945, it endured as a powerful popular symbol despite its legal ban and the rise of a 

secular African nationalist elite (Chapter 3). In the 1950s, there emerged a popular religious 

movement led by a woman from the Bemba ruling lineage. Alice Lenshina’s prophetic church 

proposed a synthesis of Bemba religion and Christianity to remove the evil influence of ancestors 

through mediation by more powerful Christian spirits (Chapter 4). In the 1950s and 1960s, popular 

nationalism became a competing moral discourse that equated evil with colonialism (Chapter 5). 

Although the nationalist movement was no less religious than Watch Tower or Alice Lenshina’s 
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church, its neglect of the ‘spiritual realm’ as a source of legitimacy produced a rift between the 

moral communities these movements claimed to build.  Thus, in addition to the violent conflict 

between these movements and the colonial administration, there was also a violent opposition 

between the constituencies of prophetic and nationalist movements (Chapter 6). After 

independence, Zambia’s first president Kenneth Kaunda sought to institutionalise the principles of a 

secular humanism, but its coincidence with a growing influence of Cold War ideology caused distress 

among those who could not conceive (in) a world without ‘spirits’ (Chapter 7).  In the 1990s, the 

‘spiritual realm’ became again central to the political discourse as Pentecostal churches replaced the 

bankrupt state as service providers. But their emphasis on the individual and his personal contract 

with a global Holy Spirit served to foster new forms of patrimonialism and inter-generational malaise 

rather than participatory democracy (Chapter 8). 

Overall, Gordon successfully argues against a purely secular historiography. He convincingly 

demonstrates that the ‘spiritual realm’ of power is not an inadequate belief in how the modern 

world functions, but a visceral way of engaging with it. Durkheim’s theory on the other hand feels 

like a Procrustes’ bed. For instance, the object of study is constructed by explicitly amputating the 

break-downs in spiritual beliefs across nations, ethnicities and communities from this ‘central African 

story’, thus making it ‘[fall] roughly within northern Zambia’ (p. 8-9). Gordon’s emphasis on the 

continuity and shared nature of belief provokes questions about the boundaries created by 

representations that are ‘collective’. 

The anthropology of photography for instance makes Durkheim stand on his head. It 

foregrounds religious boundaries as sites of an often radical differentiation in the nexus between 

individual and society. These are representations that both connect and divide at the same time. If 

this differentiation and its historicity continue to be an under-theorised domain in social 

anthropology, this may be an effect of Durkheim’s sacredness within the discipline. A different 

theory may show that breakdowns in spiritual beliefs have also been an important source of power 

in Zambian history and are constitutive of Zambian nationality. This reader’s observation 

notwithstanding, Gordon’s book makes a valuable contribution to the literature on the cultural 

history of Africa. 

 


